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Synchrony and social connection in
immersive Virtual Reality

B. Tarr(®?, M. Slater®?3*° & E. Cohen®

Synchronising movements in time with others can have significant positive effects on affiliative

. attitudes and behaviors. To explore the generalizability of synchrony effects, and to eliminate

Accepted: 30 January 2018 . confounds of suggestion, competence and shared intention typical of standard laboratory and field

Published online: 27 February 2018  : experiments, we used an Immersive Virtual Reality (VR) environment. Participants, represented as

. virtual humans, took part in a joint movement activity with two other programmed virtual humans.

The timings of the co-participant characters’ movements were covertly manipulated to achieve
synchrony or non-synchrony with the focal participant. Participants in the synchrony condition
reported significantly greater social closeness to their virtual co-participants than those in the non-
synchrony condition. Results indicate that synchrony in joint action causes positive social effects and
that these effects are robust in a VR setting. The research can potentially inform the development of VR
interventions for social and psychological wellbeing.
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Synchronizing movements in time with others can have significant positive effects on affiliative attitudes and
cooperative behaviors. Compared to non-synchrony, synchrony is associated with greater liking and trust!4,
more generous offers in economic games® and stronger perceived similarities in personality®. Prosocial effects
of synchrony are thought to be due to co-activation of action and perception networks, which blurs the normal
boundary between self and other®. A sense of collective fate’, and perception of synchronous partners or groups
of individuals as a coherent unit (i.e. ‘entiativity’)’, have also been suggested to mediate the effect.

Research on the link between synchrony and social bonding originally built in part on an identified rela-
tionship between mimicry (i.e., making a similar movement to another individual) and positive social behav-
iour (e.g. self-reported rapport®). Mimicry improves rapport between people®!® and towards avatars'"'?, which
in turn influences the amount of mimicry that people perform'> ', thereby causing a positive feedback loop.
Synchrony, like mimicry, involves coordinated interpersonal movement, with the additional element of rhyth-
mically matched timing, which requires the prediction of movements between co-actors. Numerous controlled
experiments have demonstrated the synchrony-affiliation link in a range of activities, group sizes, contexts, ages,
and cultural settings. However, this overall picture conceals important methodological limitations. Controlled
synchrony and non-synchrony in the laboratory is typically achieved either via direct or implied instruction to
synchronize (or not) with co-participant(s)>', and/or by providing an individual auditory and/or visual rhyth-
mic stimulus for each participant to follow irrespective of others’ behaviors (e.g., via personal headphones) - in
the synchrony condition, individual stimuli are synchronized, while in the non-synchronous condition, stimuli
vary across participants"!®-1°. Other elements of the ‘jointness’ of the activity are sometimes varied to facilitate
synchrony vs. non-synchrony'®. These methods give rise to problems of interpretation.

First, explicit instructions to act similarly versus differently to other co-participants may harbor implicit sug-
gestions of alignment vs. antagonism that engender distinct attitudinal stances. Apparent prosocial effects of syn-
chrony vs. non-synchrony may in fact be attributable to motivations to align vs. deviate from the actions of one’s
co-participants, and thus may not be specific to synchrony. Second, effects may be attributable to social-cognitive
differences associated with having joint intentions to produce synchrony together vs. absence of any explicit joint
intentional or shared goal orientation. One series of studies has shown that the positive social effects of synchrony
are stronger when participants are instructed to match their movements (compared, for example, to when given
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no explicit instruction to synchronize)*
effects.

Third, effects may vary according to whether participants perceive the activity as a ‘together’ or joint activity.
‘Togetherness’ need not entail a specific joint intention to synchronize, but merely a shared sense that the activity
is perceived as being performed together (e.g. entailing a joint goal or mutual commitment). This may be explicit
or implicit, and may have an important influence on social commitment and cooperation?'. Therefore, even
where joint intentions are not expressly manipulated in establishing synchrony vs. non-synchrony, instructional
priming in the synchrony condition (e.g., “you are going to perform an activity together”) or spatial arrangement
of participants (e.g., inward-facing circle) could establish feelings of mutuality conducive to cooperation. If these
contextual elements are not also present in the non-synchrony condition, the role of synchrony per se in estab-
lishing effects becomes unclear.

Fourth, in relevant real-world social activities, such as singing, dancing, marching and drumming, steady
rhythmicity tends to entail both ‘togetherness” and temporal coordination or synchrony. The purported prosocial
effects of such activities (compared with non-synchronous singing, dancing, marching, etc.) in the lab could in
fact result from the violation of tacit expectations of coordination in the non-synchrony condition and/or con-
gruence with expectation in the synchrony condition. Moreover, when a normatively ‘together’ activity, such as
drumming, is individualized for laboratory control (e.g., using personal headphones), the relevance of coordina-
tion/synchrony among participants potentially diminishes, leading to weaker or null effects'.

Finally, the relative ease of actively synchronizing vs. not synchronizing with others potentially engenders a
range of between-condition differences that could influence social effects, including perceived difficulty, com-
petence and success. In summary, although many recent studies have shown differences in prosociality after
synchrony vs. non-synchrony, the effect specifically of synchronous movement remains unclear.

To overcome these problems and to isolate the role of synchrony in bonding effects, we used a Virtual Reality
(VR) first-person immersive environment in which participants, represented as virtual humans, took part in
a joint movement activity with two other programmed virtual humans. In an immersive VR environment, a
head-mounted display provides a computer-generated image of the virtual world. A motion capture system allows
the participant to be represented by a first-person perspective virtual body whose virtual movements reflect the
real body movements of the participant in real-time. The result is a sensorimotor congruence (due to visual and
proprioceptive alignment) that causes the participant to have an illusion of ownership and agency over their vir-
tual body?. In our study, the two other virtual humans who joined the participant’s avatar in the VR environment
were not controlled by other people, but instead coded to mirror the movement of the participant to varying
degrees of accuracy. The participant’s virtual body therefore joined with virtual others in an activity in which
synchronization was independently and covertly manipulated. This allowed us to test the effect of synchrony vs.
non-synchrony on interpersonal closeness in a VR environment while avoiding common limitations of real world
laboratory experiments. In addition, the study could offer valuable insight into the limits and opportunities of VR
technologies for positive social engagement in virtual embodied interaction.

We hypothesized that synchrony would be associated with greater self-reported prosociality. Two behavio-
ral measures were also implemented to measure implicit social closeness. We predicted that participants would
mimic their virtual partners more in a final ‘idle’ pose and move closer to them in the synchrony condition than
the non-synchrony condition. It is well established that people tend to mimic postures of others more if they
have some established rapport or a sense of closeness?® and physical proximity can provide an implicit behav-
ioral measure of social closeness (see, for example, Chartrand & van Baaren’s** chair measure and Tunggen¢ &
Cohen’s® ‘island game’).

, suggesting that joint intentionality at least partly contributes to social

Results

A total of 250 participants were recruited in Barcelona to achieve an approximate final target sample of 80 (based
on relevant precedent?). The large number of exclusions was due to technical problems with the motion cap-
ture, which warped the appearance of participants’ virtual body. A final sample of 76 participants (44 females;
M age=22.61, SD =4.67 years) was included for analysis. Ethics approval was obtained from the University of
Oxford’s CUREC and the Bioethical Committee of the University of Barcelona, and the experiment was per-
formed in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations.

Analysis of participants’ self-assessed degree of synchrony (on a 1-100 scale, where 1= not at all and
100 = extremely), revealed a significant difference in how synchronized participants felt their movements
were with the other characters (Mann-Whitney U test (2-tailed): n =76, U=86.50 (Z=—6.611), p <0.001,
r=—0.758), with those in the synchrony condition scoring higher on this measure (Median (Mdn) = 96.00)
compared to those in the non-synchrony condition (Mdn = 32.00). Manipulation of synchrony was further
checked via independent coding (Supplementary Information 1). During each participant’s VR session, the 3D
positions and rotations of the participant’s body were recorded. The position and rotation data were input into
custom-made playback software which re-orientated the three virtual human bodies into a line (side-by-side) to
facilitate coding. Two independent coders who were blind to the hypothesis rated whether they thought the three
were moving in synchrony or not, and any disagreements (22/76) were resolved following discussion between
the coders in a secondary round of coding (for coding instructions see Supplementary Information 1). The
final assignments (to either synchrony or non-synchrony) were identical to the pre-established conditions (see
Supplementary Information 2 for a video sample of a synchrony-coded video and Supplementary Information 3
for a non-synchrony coded sample).

There were no significant differences between movement conditions with respect to personality measures,
degree of confidence in remembering the movements, or in participants’ ratings of fun, enjoyment or awkward-
ness felt during the virtual reality task (Supplementary Information 4, Tables S1, S5 and S6). Similarly, there were
no significant differences in participants’ assessments of whether the other two characters were controlled by real
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Figure 1. Mean (95% CI) IOS score (1-7 likert scale) in each movement condition.
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Figure 2. Mean scores (95% CI) for social closeness index, interest in knowing the others, and willingness to
offer and receive help from others, n="76, *p < 0.05.

people (1= not at all and 100 = very much: Mdng,,.= 18.00; Mdny.,,.= 19.00). Participants’ perceptions that
they were with other people during the virtual reality task (1= not at all and 100 = very much: Mdn,,,. = 49.00;
Mdny.yy,.=41.00) did not differ significantly between conditions, nor did the ratings of how successful they
felt they had been at following the movement instructions during the activity (1 = not successful and 100 = very
successful: Mdng,,,. = 85.00; Mdny .= 80.00; Supplementary Information 4, Tables S1 and S6). There was a sig-
nificant overall increase in positive affect (Repeated measures ANOVA (2-tailed): F(1, 69) =6.224, p < 0.001,
npz =0.367) and decrease in negative affect (Repeated measures ANOVA (2-tailed): n=72, F(1, 69) = 14.982,
P <0.001, n,>=0.178, note four participants did not answer all the questions) following the VR activity (com-
pared to before), but these changes did not interact with movement condition (Supplementary Information 4,
Tables S1 and S7).

There was a significant difference between conditions in participants’ ratings of how difficult they found
the movement task (1= not at all and 100 = very much; Mann-Whitney U test (2-tailed): n="76, U=419.00
(Z=—-3.186), p=.001, r=—0.365), with those in the synchrony condition reporting that it was more difficult
(Mdn=4.00) than those in the non-synchrony condition (Mdn = 1.00). Although no significant difference was
found between conditions in participants’ assessment of how often they were following the other characters’
movements (1 = never and 100 = always), those in the synchrony condition reported feeling that they were being
followed more of the time (Mdn =98.00) compared to those in the non-synchrony condition (Mdn = 55.00;
Mann-Whitney U test (2-tailed): n=76, U=205.50 (Z= —5.3880), p < 0.000, r=—0.615). Participants’ ratings
of difficulty and assessments of how often they felt they were being followed by the other characters were included
as covariates in subsequent parametric analyses of the dependent variables.

Self-report social closeness. Mean ratings of inclusion of other in self (I0S, 1 - 7 scale) were higher in the
synchrony condition (M =5.55, SD =1.61) than the non-synchrony condition (M =3.47, SD =1.67; ANOVA
(2-tailed): F(1, 72) = 16.62, p < 0.001, ,>=0.188, Fig. 1). Analyses also revealed a significant difference between
movement conditions in the social closeness index scores, with the synchrony condition (M= 60.83, SD =22.98)
scoring higher than the non-synchrony condition (M =45.26, SD =24.3; ANOVA (2-tailed): F(1, 72) =4.27,
p=0.043, 1,>=0.056, Fig. 2). Analyses did not reject the null hypothesis of no significant difference between con-
ditions in how interested participants were to know the others from their movement task, and in their hypotheti-
cal willingness to offer or accept help to/from others if needed (Supplementary Information 4, Tables S1 and S8).
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Mimicry during idle period. There was no significant difference between conditions in incidents of mim-
icry following the VR activity. Eleven participants in each condition were coded as engaging in mimicry.

Proximity. A Mann-Whitney U test (2-tailed) on proximity change (mean of post- minus pre- positions
for each stage) to each of the other virtual characters yielded no significant difference between conditions for
either one character (Mg, = —0.002m, SD = 0.025, My.g,, = —0.001 m, SD=0.014, n =76, p=0.801) or the
other (Msm: 0.001 m, SD=0.032, MN_sym =0.002m, SD=0.019, n="76, p=0.811). Similarly, overall (aver-
aging proximities across the task stages), there was no significant difference between participants’ average
distance from one character (Mg, = 1.395m, SD = 0.080, My.g,, = 1.415m, SD =0.084, n="76, p =0.228) or
the other (Mg, = 1.404m, SD =0.071, My, = 0.391 m, SD=0.081, n="76, p=0.280) in the two conditions
(Supplementary Information 4, Tables S9 for full results).

Discussion

This study used first-person immersive VR technology to test the effects of synchrony on social closeness.
Participants in the synchrony condition reported greater social closeness compared to participants in the
non-synchrony condition. These results provide robust evidence of the relative effects of movement synchrony
and non-synchrony. Importantly, instructions to participants were identical between conditions. By covertly cod-
ing the timing of the other virtual human characters’ movements in relation to participants’ movements, we
manipulated synchrony without relying on explicit instruction that participants actively move in or out of time
with their co-participants. Further, the VR set-up eliminated any requirement to use individual stimuli, such as
personal headphones, that potentially increase a sense of separation.

Notably, the positive effect of synchrony on social closeness was evident even though participants who syn-
chronized reported the task as more difficult than those who were in the non-synchrony condition. Participants
took part in a ‘together’ movement activity in which synchrony or non-synchrony emerged in the absence of any
express joint intentions or goals to match or un-match movements with the others. In the context of this ‘together’
group activity, it is unlikely that participants perceived non-synchrony as antagonistic or incongruent in rela-
tion to their own movement. Movements were silent, slow and controlled and did not resemble any real-world
activity in which interpersonal synchrony or temporal coordination is a typical expectation (as, for example, in
drumming and rowing). The results support the hypothesis that synchronous movement boosts feelings of social
closeness. It is still possible, however, that non-synchrony and synchrony both contribute to effects, with syn-
chrony enhancing feelings of closeness and non-synchrony diminishing them. Future studies should incorporate
baseline measures to isolate positive effects of synchrony and/or negative effects of non-synchrony. Furthermore,
it is not clear from our study whether there is a ‘threshold’ degree of synchrony that would be required to trigger
the positive social effects associated with synchrony in this and other studies. In our design, we delineated syn-
chrony from non-synchrony on the basis of varying temporal delays in movement execution, with tight coupling
in the synchrony condition (less than 0.58 second delay) and a greater delay in the non-synchrony condition
(1.67-4.33 seconds). Future studies could use circular statistics and measure of mean vector length scores? to
determine at what degree of delay the synchrony-related effects are reduced.

Contrary to our predictions, analyses of behavioral measures of spatial proximity and mimicry revealed no
significant differences between conditions. Participants in the synchrony condition did not move closer to the
other two characters over the course of the activity, nor mimic them more after the activity. The lack of any
observable differences in these behavioral measures may be due to the novelty of the environment, which could
be improved with more use. The full body suit and headgear possibly constrains all movement at first, especially
movement extraneous to the task. Spontaneous behavior might increase with greater opportunity to become
accustomed to the equipment.

Most participants did not think that the other characters were controlled by real people, which may have influ-
enced responses to questions concerning behavior (e.g., interest in meeting in the future, likelihood of assisting
with money). Greater social closeness in the synchrony condition suggests that emotional bonding effects still
occur in the absence of an explicit belief that one is moving in the presence of other people. The reported feel-
ings of social closeness may derive from implicit processes involved in social perception and ‘self-other’ overlap.
Other research has demonstrated strong socio-cognitive and behavioral effects in immersive VR environments,
even when virtual bodies are evidently ‘fictional’ in some sense. Peck et al.”® found that virtual embodiment
of light-skinned participants in dark-skinned characters led to a reduction in implicit racial biases. A study by
Freeman ef al.” found that reduction of a person’s height in a VR environment leads to negative social compar-
ison and paranoia. Furthermore, VR technologies have been successfully used to investigate effects of social
responsiveness on attachment and paranoia and to facilitate positive social experiences for those suffering from
paranoia and persecutory delusions®*3!.

Although the present study did not compare the positive effects of synchrony in virtual and real-world envi-
ronments, or between healthy and clinical samples, the findings are potentially relevant for the development
of therapies for people who have difficulty developing social closeness with others, or disorders that interfere
with movement and embodied interaction. Our results suggest that VR experiences could be an effective tool
in social-cognitive therapies in which patients benefit from positive social interactions in a virtual space. In
real-world interactions, moving in synchrony with others appears to establish social connection among adults'®2,
teenagers' and children®, even across existing group divides”. Compared to moving alone or non-synchronously
with others, synchronous movement is also associated with elevated pain thresholds!'®!333% The positive social
and physiological effects of such ‘mutual motion’ suggest that activities involving synchronous group movement
may alleviate some of the negative effects of social isolation, including attenuation of threat and stress®.

Further research and the much-anticipated rolling out of VR technologies in everyday, online, and virtual
social interactions will help to reveal the scope of possibilities for virtual social networks, support, and interaction
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to improve socio-cognitive abilities and health. Forbes et al.*® reported that VR characters can induce mimicry in
neurotypical and autistic participants, though the latter responded to a lesser extent. Ramachandran & Seckel®’”
have suggested that perception of synchronized movement using mirrors could stimulate the mirror neuron sys-
tem and the co-activation action perception networks. A VR set-up similar to that of the current study could offer
aricher interpersonal experience with other individuals, potentially facilitating social connection and empathy.
Neufield and Chakrabarti*® showed a stronger link between mimicry and social reward among participants who
had higher trait empathy. In combination with other interventions, VR interactions could potentially strengthen
links between mimicry or synchrony and social reward, and help confirm whether higher empathy is a cause or
consequence of the mimicry-reward link.

VR environments provide a valuable platform for investigating the socio-cognitive effects of human behavior
and interaction. Our findings suggest that the effects of movement synchrony are robust in a VR environment.
Synchrony is methodologically simple to establish and control using VR, involving no or minimal time delay in
the mirroring of movements performed by the participant. As technologies become more readily available and
pricing more competitive, synchronous and coordinated activities in an immersive VR environment could be an
effective laboratory and therapy tool for measuring and fostering feelings of social closeness.

Methods

General study design. Participants were informed that the experiment aimed to investigate the effect of
lighting in a VR social setting, and people’s responses to VR experiences. Participants attended alone and were
told that they would be joined by others in the VR task. The other virtual characters did not represent real peo-
ple and this was not explicitly confirmed to the participants. Participants were guided through the study by a
hypothesis-blind experimenter, who was trained in using the VR technology. After obtaining informed consent,
participants completed a computer-based questionnaire (Supplementary Information 5), including demographic
questions, a mini-International Personality Item Pool (IPIP) scale®’, and a Positive and Negative Affect Scale®’. In
a private cubicle, they learned three basic upper body movements from a video (Supplementary Information 6).
Movements were simple arm reaches performed in a repetitive and slow manner. Each movement was named and
participants rated their recall confidence for label-movement pairings at the end of the training video.

Participants entered the VR lab and were fitted with a head-mounted display (HMD). They were familiarized
with their virtual body seen from first person perspective. Shortly afterward, two virtual human characters (ava-
tars) appeared in the VR, and a pre-recorded audio track informed the participants: “The group movement task
is about to start. You are now together with the others and you will join the group to do the movements you learnt
earlier. Please turn so that you can see the other avatars. The audio instructions will tell you what movement to
do, and when to change to the next movement in the sequence” (Supplementary Information 5). The three virtual
characters stood in a triangle facing inwards and the movement task lasted three minutes. This consisted of three
repetitions of the movement sequence (‘movement stages’), during which each movement was performed for
20 seconds before moving on to the next movement at the instruction of the audio track. After the movement
sequence, the audio track instructed participants to wait for the researcher to come to remove their HMD. During
this time (‘idle stage’), the other two characters each assumed a pre-coded ‘idle’ pose (see ‘Mimicry during idle
phase’ below), one lifting their hand to their chin (Supplementary Information 7), and the other standing with
their hand on their hip (Supplementary Information 8).

Participants returned to the computer and completed a post-activity questionnaire (Supplementary
Information 5), which included a series of questions measuring social closeness, Inclusion of Other in Self
(I0S), and cooperation (see ‘Self-report social closeness’ below), the PANAS, and questions regarding partici-
pants’ experience of the experiment. Participants also rated their success in following the audio instructions, how
synchronized their movements had been with the other characters, how often it felt like they were following the
movements of the other characters or were being followed by the other characters. Although it was not explicitly
stated that the other characters were controlled by real people, it was implied that this was a social activity, and
participants were asked to rate the extent to which they felt the other characters were controlled by real people
and whether it felt like they were with other people during the VR movement task. Participants then received their
compensation and were debriefed.

VR environment. Inthe VR lab (width: 2.96m, length: 3.4m - back wall to curtain - height: 2.87 m), partic-
ipants were fitted with an Optitrack full body motion capture suit (37 markers) and an Oculus Rift DK2 (https://
www3.oculus.com/en-us/dk2/) HMD. This has a nominal field-of-view of 100°, with a resolution of 960 x 1080
per eye displayed at 60 Hz. The virtual environment (a simple room with basic decoration, see Fig. 3) was imple-
mented on the Unity3D platform (http://unity3d.com/unity). Participants’ virtual body skeletons were rendered
using the Motive Software (https://www.naturalpoint.com/optitrack/products/motive/body/features-specs.html)
via infrared technology which was implemented with a 12-camera truss setup by OptiTrack. One male and one
female virtual human character was selected from an existing bank developed at EVENT Lab and used, respec-
tively, for all male and female participants. An additional male and female virtual human character were used
for the two co-participant characters. Approximate character age was selected to fall within the normal range of
the student population from which participants were recruited, and their look was casual. At the start of the VR
experience, participants were asked to turn to their left, where a mirror (reflecting back the image of their virtual
body) aided their sense of body ownership (Fig. 3a).

Manipulation of synchrony. Participants were randomly assigned to either the synchrony (1= 38)
or non-synchrony (n=38) condition. Participants received identical instructions in both conditions. During
the VR task, the movement of each of the other two characters was determined by cloning the upper-body of
the participant’s virtual body and applying a pre-coded delay in timing (Supplementary Information 9). In the
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Figure 3. A screen-capture image from a video of first-person perspective in the VR environment (a) in the
embodiment stage (seeing their virtual body reflected in a mirror) and (b) with the other two virtual characters
during the movement task. This image appeared in focus when viewed through the VR headset.

synchrony condition, the other characters’ movements were delayed by a small amount (15-35 frames/second,
i.e. 0.25-0.58 second delay) to induce a more ‘natural’ feel (as perfect cloning would be obvious to the participant
and may bias the participants’ experience of the characters; von Zimmermann, personal communication). In the
non-synchrony condition, the other characters’ movements were delayed by a greater amount (100-260 frames/
second, i.e. 1.67-4.33 second delay). The operationalization of non-synchrony to constitute a delay in movement
is in accordance with previous research on the effects of synchrony*>”. To avoid a situation where the other
two characters were in synchrony with each other (independent of the participant), which may have caused the
participant to view the other two characters as a being part of their own separate group, the other characters
were coded to have different delays from each other in both conditions. The degree of delay varied within the
above-mentioned ranges and for each character throughout the movement task, with changes in the delays initi-
ated at the start of each stage of the movement task (i.e. when the participant changed from one movement to the
next in the sequence).

Dependent measures. Self-report social closeness. Social closeness was measured using self-report scales
(Supplementary Information 5). These included an adapted version of the IOS scale*!, and, on a sliding scale
of 1-100, questions on connectedness’, likeability!, and ratings of similarity in personality’. These three items
were subjected to a principal axis factoring to assess the dimensionality of the data (KMO =0.687, p < 0.001).
One factor was extracted (eigenvalue =2.025, 67.50% of variance, see Supplementary Information 4, Table S4 for
correlation matrix). The connectedness, likeability, and similarity in personality scores were averaged to create
a ‘social closeness index’ (Cronbach’s & =0.76). Participants were also asked to rate their interest in meeting the
other participants from their session, their likelihood of helping one of the others in their session by lending them
10 Euro if they needed it, and the participant’s likelihood of accepting help from one of the others by borrowing
10 Euro if it were offered (each on a 1-100 sliding scale).

Proximity. 'The VR software stored each participant’s physical proximity (in meters) to both virtual characters
at each frame of the VR session. To determine changes in the participant’s proximity to the two characters, the
average distance to each was calculated for each stage of the VR session (‘Meeting stage’ and ‘Movement stages
1-9’). As there was some small variation in the starting position of participants, the average distance to charac-
ter 1 and character 2 in the first stage (‘Meeting stage’) was taken as a ‘start distance’ as this occurred before the
movement task began.

Mimicry during idle period. At the end of the movement task the other characters assumed idle positions
(Supplementary Information 7 or 8). Two independent coders rated instances of mimicry (Supplementary
Information 1) and ratings were used to assess whether there were more instances of mimicry following syn-
chrony than non-synchrony.

Statistical analysis. Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS (Version 23) and were checked for normal-
ity using Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests. Ratings of willingness to help others, receive help and the combined
social closeness index data were normally distributed in both movement conditions (p > 0.05; Supplementary
Information 4, Table S2). The change in positive and negative affect (calculated as a post-score minus pre-score)
were non-normally distributed (Supplementary Information 4, Table S2). Almost all variables had homog-
enous variance (with the exception of self-assessment of synchrony with the other characters, and ratings of
how often participants felt they were following the other two and how often they felt they were being followed;
Supplementary Information 5, Table S2). Log transformations did not normalize the data. Parametric (univariate
ANOVA) analyses were used when the data conformed to the assumptions of this test; otherwise, the data were
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analyzed using Mann-Whitney U Test or Chi-squared Test where appropriate. Due to the importance of certain
covariates (see results), non-normally distributed dependent variables were also checked with parametric tests (as
non-parametric analyses did not allow for the inclusion of these covariates). The residuals of the proximity data
were non-normally distributed for both characters (Supplementary Information 4, Table S3), and non-parametric
analyses were required. The average distance between the participant and each character at each stage was cor-
rected for starting position by subtracting the start distance from the average distance to each character in each
stage.

Research Disclosure Statement. The authors confirm that the total number of excluded observations
and the reasons for making these exclusions have been reported in the Method section, and that all independent
variables or manipulations, whether successful or failed, have been reported in the Method section. Furthermore,
the authors confirm that all dependent variables or measures that were analyzed for this article’s target research
question have been reported in the Methods section. All data analysed during this study are included in this pub-
lished article (and its Supplementary Information files).

Ethical Considerations and conflicts of interest. Ethics approval was obtained from the University of
Oxford’s CUREC and the Bioethical Committee of the University of Barcelona. Participants signed an informed
consent document prior to taking part in the study.

References
1. Hove, M. J. & Risen, J. L. It’s all in the timing: Interpersonal synchrony increases affiliation. Soc. Cogn 27, 949-61 (2009).
2. Launay, J., Dean, R. T. & Bailes, E. Synchronization can influence trust following virtual interaction. Exp. Psychol. 60, 53-63 (2013).
3. Valdesolo, P. & Desteno, D. Synchrony and the social tuning of compassion. Emotion 11, 262-6 (2011).
4. Launay, ], Dean, R. T. & Bailes, F. Synchronising movements with the sounds of a virtual partner enhances partner likeability. Cogn.
Process. 15, 491-501 (2014).
. Wiltermuth, S. S. & Heath, C. Synchrony and Cooperation. Psychol. Sci. 20, 1-5 (2009).
6. Overy, K. & Molnar-Szakacs, I. Musical experience and the mirror neuron system. Music Percept. An Interdiscip. . 26, 489-504
(2009).
7. Lakens, D. Movement synchrony and perceived entitativity. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 46, 701-8 (2010).
. LaFrance, M. & Broadbent, M. Group rapport: Posture sharing as a nonverbal indicator. Gr. Organ. Stud. 1, 328-33 (1976).
9. Chartrand, T. L. & Bargh, J. The chameleon effect: the perception-behavior link and social interaction. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 76,
893-910 (1999).
10. Lakin, J. L. & Chartrand, T. L. Using nonconscious behavioral mimicry to create affiliation and rapport. Psychol. Sci. 14, 334-9
(2003).
11. Bailenson, J. N. & Yee, N. Digital chameleons: Automatic assimilation of nonverbal gestures in immersive virtual environments.
Psychol. Sci. 16, 814-819 (2005).
12. Hale, J. & Hamilton, A. E. D. C. Testing the relationship between mimicry, trust and rapport in virtual reality conversations. Sci. Rep.
6,1-11 (2016).
13. van Baaren, R. B., Holland, R. W., Kawakami, K. & van Knippenberg, A. Mimicry and Prosocial Behavior. Psychol. Sci. 15, 71-4
(2004).
14. Stel, M. et al. Mimicking disliked others: Effects of a priori liking on the mimicry-liking link. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 40, 867-80 (2010).
15. Valdesolo, P,, Ouyang, J. & DeSteno, D. The rhythm of joint action: Synchrony promotes cooperative ability. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 46,
693-695 (2010).
16. Cohen, E., Mundry, R. & Kirschner, S. Religion, synchrony, and cooperation. Religion. Brain Behav. 4, 20-30 (2014).
17. Davis, A., Taylor, J. & Cohen, E. Social bonds and exercise: Evidence for a reciprocal relationship. PLoS One 10, e0136705 (2015).
18. Tarr, B., Launay, J. & Dunbar, R. I. M. Silent Disco: Dancing in synchrony leads to elevated pain thresholds and social closeness. Evol.
Hum. Behav. 37, 343-9 (2016).
19. Tarr, B., Launay, J., Cohen, E. & Dunbar, R. I. M. Synchrony and exertion during dance independently raise pain threshold and
encourage social bonding. Biol. Lett. 11, 1-4 (2015).
20. Reddish, P, Fischer, R. & Bulbulia, J. Let’s dance together: synchrony, shared intentionality and cooperation. PLoS One 8, 71182
(2013).
21. Michael, J., Sebanz, N. & Knoblich, G. The sense of commitment: A minimal pproach. Front. Psychol. 6, 1-11 (2016).
22. Banakou, D. & Slater, M. Body ownership causes illusory self-attribution of speaking and influences subsequent real speaking. Proc.
Natl. Acad. Sci. 111, 17678-83 (2014).
23. Chartrand, T. L. & Lakin, J. L. The antecedents and consequences of human behavioral mimicry. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 64, 285-308
(2013).
24. Chartrand, T. L. & van Baaren, R. B. In advances in Experimental Social Psychology 41, 219-74 (2009).
25. Tunggeng, B. & Cohen, E. Movement synchrony forges social bonds across group divides. Front. Psychol. 7, 1-12 (2016).
26. Mogan, R., Fischer, R. & Bulbulia, J. A. To be in synchrony or not? A meta-analysis of synchrony’s effects on behavior, perception,
cognition and affect. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 72, 13-20 (2017).
27. Cross, L., Wilson, A. D. & Golonka, S. How moving together brings us together: When coordinated rhythmic movement affects
cooperation. Front. Psychol. 7, 1-13 (2016).
28. Peck, T. C,, Seinfeld, S., Aglioti, S. M. & Slater, M. Putting yourself in the skin of a black avatar reduces implicit racial bias. Conscious.
Cogn. 22,779-87 (2013).
29. Freeman, D. et al. Height, social comparison, and paranoia: An immersive virtual reality experimental study. Psychiatry Res. 218,
348-52 (2014).
30. Freeman, D. et al. Virtual reality in the treatment of persecutory delusions: Randomised controlled experimental study testing how
to reduce delusional conviction. Br. . Psychiatry 209, 62-7 (2016).
31. Fornells-Ambrojo, M. et al. Hypersensitivity to Contingent Behavior in Paranoia: A New Virtual Reality Paradigm. J. Nerv. Ment.
Dis. 204, 148-52 (2016).
32. Tunggeng, B. & Cohen, E. Interpersonal movement synchrony facilitates pro-social behavior in children’s peer-play. Dev. Sci. 1-10,
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.12505 (2016).
33. Cohen, E., Ejsmond-Frey, R., Knight, N. & Dunbar, R. Rowers’ high: behavioural synchrony is correlated with elevated pain
thresholds. Biol. Lett. 6, 106-8 (2010).
34. Sullivan, P, Rickers, K. & Gammage, K. L. The effect of different phases of synchrony on pain threshold. Gr. Dyn. Theory, Res. Pract.
18, 122-8 (2014).
35. Coan, J. A, Schaefer, H. S. & Davidson, R. J. Lending a hand: Social regulation of the neural response to threat. Psychol. Sci. 17,
1032-9 (2006).

w

e

SCIENTIFICREPORTS | (2018) 8:3693 | DOI:10.1038/s41598-018-21765-4 7


http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/desc.12505

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

36. Forbes, P. A. G., Pan, X. & Antonia, A. F. Reduced mimicry to virtual reality avatars in autism spectrum disorder. J. Autism Dev.
Disord. 46, 3788-97 (2016).

37. Ramachandran, V. S. & Seckel, E. L. Synchronized dance therapy to stimulate mirror neurons in autism. Med. Hypotheses 76, 150-1
(2011).

38. Neufeld, J. & Chakrabarti, B. Empathy modulates the rewarding effect of mimicry. Sci. Rep. 6, 27751 (2016).

39. Cooper, A. ], Smillie, L. D. & Corr, P. J. A confirmatory factor analysis of the Mini-IPIP five-factor model personality scale. Pers.
Individ. Dif. 48, 688-91 (2010).

40. Thompson, E. R. Development and validation of an internationally reliable short-form of the positive and negative affect schedule
(PANAS). J. Cross. Cult. Psychol. 38, 227-42 (2007).

41. Aron, A., Aron, E. N. & Smollan, D. Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale and the Structure of Interpersonal Closeness. J. Pers. Soc.
Psychol. 63, 596-612 (1992).

Acknowledgements

This study was funded by a British Academy Fellowship to E.C. Thanks to EVENT Lab personnel: X. Navarro
(technical and project development), I. Torres (data collection), A. Bellido (translations, voice recordings), S.
Seinfeld (translations), A. Beacco (technical tuning). Further thanks to J. von Zimmermann (protocol advice), C.
Robertson (proximity data analysis), and C. Reeks and C. Monro-Morrison (coding).

Author Contributions

B.T. and E.C. developed the study concept. All authors contributed to the study design. Piloting was conducted
by B.T. and E.C. with members of EVENT Lab, who collected data. B.T. performed the data analysis. B.T. and E.C.
drafted the manuscript and M.S. provided revisions. All authors approved the final version of the manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-21765-4.

Competing Interests: The authors declare no competing interests.

Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International

License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or
format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2018

SCIENTIFICREPORTS | (2018) 8:3693 | DOI:10.1038/s41598-018-21765-4 8


http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-21765-4
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Synchrony and social connection in immersive Virtual Reality

	Results

	Self-report social closeness. 
	Mimicry during idle period. 
	Proximity. 

	Discussion

	Methods

	General study design. 
	VR environment. 
	Manipulation of synchrony. 
	Dependent measures. 
	Self-report social closeness. 
	Proximity. 
	Mimicry during idle period. 

	Statistical analysis. 
	Research Disclosure Statement. 
	Ethical Considerations and conflicts of interest. 

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Mean (95% CI) IOS score (1–7 likert scale) in each movement condition.
	Figure 2 Mean scores (95% CI) for social closeness index, interest in knowing the others, and willingness to offer and receive help from others, n = 76, *p < 0.
	Figure 3 A screen-capture image from a video of first-person perspective in the VR environment (a) in the embodiment stage (seeing their virtual body reflected in a mirror) and (b) with the other two virtual characters during the movement task.




