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Page 2 – Project Description 

Scientific Excellence 
(500 words) 

Social cohesiveness is a key phenomenon of effective group 
dynamics, membership continuity and maintenance of positive 
relations. Online social media has become an extension of the 
individual, connecting people irrespective of their geographical 
location, and facilitating social inclusion and connectedness 
(Kuss, 2017). More immersive modes of virtual interaction offer a 
stronger sense of presence and psychological impact to users 
(Donnelly & Kuss, 2016), arguably facilitating perceived sense of 
social cohesion, which is central to effective, positive group 
dynamics and membership continuity. Technological 
advancements place Virtual Reality (VR) at the forefront of future 
economic, social and business interaction. Virtual Reality (VR) 
offers a fully immersive experience where participants can 
interact with virtual individuals or objects. Through embodied 
simulation and mind-body-environment unity (Barsalou, 2008), 
the more immersive VR-based networking would show 
advantage over traditional computer interfaces in contributing to 
rewarding group dynamics, and successful relationships. 
Psychologically, these are powerful features contributing to a 
rewarding group dynamic and interaction enabling participants 
to interact with other people more successfully. Thus, 
advancements in technology, strongly position VR at the 
forefront and future of economic, social and business interaction 
and networking.  
 
Novelty, ambition and application  
This is the first project to investigate optimisation of VR 
environments in creating a sense of belonging, social cohesion 
and presence, accounting for technological and psychological 
factors that enhance networking performance. It will particularly 
benefit and support cross- and international networking and 
business growth for small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs); 
high on the UK and worldwide policy agendas. Governments 
have committed to fostering growth in innovative start-up 
ecosystems and technologically advanced SMEs through wide-
ranging policy reforms that include specific efforts to improve 
their innovation and internationalisation (OECD, 2018). The 
proposed project would provide a scientific framework for the 
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effectiveness of virtual group networking dynamics and decision-
making processes, and optimization guidelines to improve the 
VR experience from business, technology and psychological 
perspectives. 
 
 

Aim (400 words) 
 

Research Aims, Design & Planning 
The project will identify technical and psychological features 
essential for VR networking environments to effectively function 
and facilitate optimal group dynamics/cohesion. Specifically it 
will:  

(i) explore technical capabilities to develop a flexible VR 
meeting environment allowing participants to virtually 
join meetings in real time, and  

(ii) systematically examine the effects of VR-facilitated 
networking on virtual social cohesiveness and group 
functioning/performance (relative to in-vivo and more 
standard computer/mobile applications). We will use a 
multi-method approach examining experiential, affective 
and cognitive processes involved in VR based networking.  

 
Methods 
This is a multi-method project examining experiential, affective 
and cognitive processes in VR. It would be the first study to 
investigate optimisation of VR environments in creating a sense 
of belonging, social cohesion and presence (relative to in-vivo 
and more standard computer/mobile applications), accounting 
for technological and psychological factors that enhance 
networking performance. These relationships have not been 
investigated previously. As such, the project will provide a 
scientific framework for the effectiveness of virtual group 
networking dynamics and decision-making processes and ways 
of improving the experience from a business, technology and 
psychological perspective.  
 

Strategic Relevance 
(300 words) 

This novel, ground-breaking research area will create a step-
advancement in future networking through the integration of 
thorough theoretical frameworks of group dynamics and social 
networking and a rapidly evolving world of VR. We will apply a 
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rigorous systematic research-driven approach to identify the 
unique psychological and technical features surrounding VR 
facilitated networking of the future and virtual group cohesion 
processes.  
 
This is in line with Nottingham Trent University’s strategic aims of 
Creating Opportunity for young people in an ever more 
diversifying workplace environment, and Enriching Society, to 
work in close alignment with strategic partners and engage with 
a wide range of organisations in order to enhance their 
prospects, and Connecting Globally, as VR-enabled technology 
allows for creating a sense of presence without requiring physical 
presence, eliminating geographical boundaries. 
 
 

Interdisciplinarity and 
fit with DTA3 

Institutional & DTA Alignment 
The proposed project fits within the strategic research theme of 
Medical Technologies and Advanced Materials and DTA Social 
Policy, as we plan to develop a virtual networking environment to 
promote social inclusion in the work-place and academic 
context. Supporting small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) 
is high on the policy agenda in the UK and around the world. 
International governments have shown strong commitment to 
foster high growth potential of innovative start-up ecosystems 
and technologically advanced SMEs through wide-ranging policy 
reforms that include specific efforts to improve their innovation 
and internationalisation (OECD, 2018). The current program may 
benefit in particular cross- and international networking and 
business growth for SMEs. It is aligned with the Psychology's 
Cyberpsychology Research Group. 
 

Industrial Relevance 
(300 words) 
 

Industrial/Employer placement opportunity  
This project will be supported by industrial placement 
opportunities through our industrial partners for the MSc 
Cyberpsychology programme who are already offering our post-
graduate students various placement opportunities. Dimension 
Studio is an external industrial collaborator on this project, who 
specialise in creation of VR environments and immersive mixed 
reality experiences using state-of-the-art volumetric video and 
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3D performance capture. They have offered a placement 
opportunity for the student. We have also several VR companies 
that we collaborate with on different projects who we can ask for 
support. The team at AUT are currently in negotiation with a 
number of existing industry partners including CISCO to 
determine the potential for the student to extend their 
international placement to include an industrial component. 
 
International placement opportunity  
The student will be able to undertake visits to Colab at Auckland 
University of Technology (AUT) to have access to state of the art 
virtual reality and motion capture facilities and expertise in 
immersive environments and multimodal communication. In 
addition, the relationship with AUT will allow the student to 
leverage relationships with leading manufacturers of 
stereographic camera systems in the region. Visits to AUT will 
generally be timed in conjunction to relevant conferences (e.g., 
SIGGRAPH Asia) in the Asia-Pacific region, which will allow the 
student to both disseminate their work to a wider audience, but 
also gain broad exposure to other researchers. In particular, this 
will facilitate collaboration with an existing PhD student at AUT 
who is working in the area of combing virtual reality and 
augmented reality to facilitate improved communication in team 
environments. 

Economic and 
Societal Impact (300 
words) 

We aim to study psychological processes and technical features 
surrounding VR facilitated networking of the future and virtual 
group cohesion processes. In an age of economic and academic 
globalisation, knowledge exchange and developing inclusive 
and cohesive interconnected networks and global awareness are 
essential parts of societal evolution and its challenges. 
Globalisation has major implications for individuals and 
organisations in terms of physical and virtual mobility, access and 
sharing of information and knowledge, policies and practices.  
Main reasons for internationalising include enhancing the 
international profile and visibility of organisations, diversifying 
and strengthening knowledge and spur on strategic thinking, 
leading to innovation and increased productivity; leverage 
organisational strengths through strategic partnerships; 
encourage collaboration, enlarge and strengthen networking 
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communities; produce a more skilled workforce with global 
awareness and multi-cultural competencies; mobilise resources 
and/or benefit from international trade market (e.g., Marmolejo, 
2012). Facilitating innovation, setting priorities and identifying 
best practices are key challenges to enhance this process.   
Furthermore, the many aspects and complexity of internation-
alisation raise various challenges for policy makers (e.g., 
optimising mobility flows, equal access and social inclusion, 
protecting individuals, organisations and quality assurance 
[OECD, 2018]). In particular, governmental finance and policy 
interventions have focused much on small and medium sized 
enterprises (SMEs) as they play a key role in economic growth, 
job creation, regional and local development and social 
cohesion, generating around 60% of total employment. 
However, there are financial challenges that limit their creation 
and growth in many countries. Indeed, contravening to this drive 
are the effects of economic and financial crises, having far-
reaching and long-lasting effects, in particular for SMEs, by 
impacting inclusiveness and cohesiveness of affected networks.   
The proposed project addresses the societal challenge of 
networking in an increasingly globalised world as well as the 
associated requirement of computer-mediated networking for 
communication in business. We will provide the scientific 
framework based on which to study the effectiveness of 
increasing social cohesion, sense of belonging and 
communication using VR environments relative to traditional 
computer-mediated environments for business (e.g., Skype). The 
created application will be innovative with wider applications to 
business leaders, academic conferences, recruitment, charities, 
social networking and online dating. It may also benefit people 
with limited access and social connectedness.  
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/smes/Highlights-Financing-SMEs-and-Entrepreneurs-
2018.pdf 

http://www.oecd.org/cfe/smes/Highlights-Financing-SMEs-and-Entrepreneurs-2018.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/smes/Highlights-Financing-SMEs-and-Entrepreneurs-2018.pdf
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Page 3 – Admission Requirements 

 

Specific Admission 
Requirements 
 

Entrants must have a Bachelors Honours degree, with an Upper 
Second Class or a First Class grade, in psychology, cognitive 
neuroscience, or related subject area. Entrants with a Lower 
Second Class grade in their Bachelors Honours degree must 
also have a postgraduate Masters Degree at Merit.  A Masters 
in Cyberpsychology or related area would be of benefit. 
 

Minimum IELTS score You will need an overall IELTS (International English Language 
Testing System) score of 6.5 with minimum sub-scores of 6.0 in 
all component sections (writing, reading, listening and 
speaking). 

 

 

 


