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Virtual Reality: A Cure for Mental Health?

Don’t allow the media to fool you, virtual reality and all its glory is no recent trend. As a 
matter of fact, virtual reality, depending on how one defines it, traces back to the 1800s. Virtual 
reality is defined in its name, it makes the viewer feel present in a certain situation or scene. The 
earliest attempt at this would be the panoramic paintings that illustrated historic events such as 
war. Due to its 
incorporation of 
a 360-degree 
view, it gave 
whomever 
viewed it the 
sense that they 
were there. To 
learn more 
about the early 
virtual reality experimentations, click here.

As you can see, virtual reality has been a big deal for nearly two centuries. However, in 
our technology stricken generation, it’s improving and intensifying at a much faster rate. It’s no 
longer just viewing an image and feeling in the moment, it’s actually being able to interact with 
whatever situation the viewer chooses, whether it’s climbing up a mountain or viewing a Cirque 
du Soleil private performance. While the VR headset is without a doubt a crowd pleaser and 
succeeds at bringing gaming to a whole new level, there are other ways to utilize this beauty 
other than going on adventures in Minecraft. Due to its ability of giving the viewer a whole new 
perspective and point of view, the possibilities of using this technology for alternative uses are 
endless. 

One of the ways the VR headset is used for that I find particularly interesting is in 
treatment of mental health problems, such as PTSD, depression and anxiety. For example, with 
this technology, a person with PTSD can face the source of their trauma, like a battlefield, 
without actually being put in a dangerous situation. The reasoning behind this method is that it 
allows the patient to adapt to the situation rather than avoid it. As the simulation goes on and the 
patient gets more and more exposed to this therapy, the level of threat is removed from the 
situation, allowing their anxiety levels to decrease. 

In order to prove this method effective, the University of Oxford conducted a study last 
year which was funded by the Medical Research Council that would help treat people with 
severe paranoia. A very small percentage of the population suffers from this disorder, having a 
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strong belief that people are deliberately trying to hurt them even when that’s not the case.  The 
VR simulations were created to prove to the patients that the situations they fear are actually 
safe and pose no real threat. Thirty patients diagnosed with paranoia/severe paranoia took part 

in the study. They were 
all put into simulations 
that incorporated a 
large number of 
computer characters 
(Avatars). The patients 
were given different 
instructions. While 
some of them were 
encouraged to use their 
defenses and to just 
stay in the situation as 
normal, some were 
encouraged to drop 
their defenses and to 

learn that they’re indeed safe by going up to the avatars or just staring at them. At the end of the 
research day, many of the patients had significant reduction in their delusions, with more than 
half of them no longer having severe paranoia.

It doesn't just stop there either. According to TechCrunch, tools such as VirtualRet and 
Virtually Better assist people with phobias of flying, public speaking, heights, storms, etc. While 
this technology is certainly a knockout when it comes to mind-blowing entertainment, I believe it 
should be more focused in on its most helpful features, such as helping people through mental 
health problems. As someone who constantly experiences panic attacks and has anxiety, I see 
virtual reality in a whole new light and think everyone should too. This generation has enough 
games and gadgets to keep them entertained for a lifetime, but to actually have a technology 
that could cure mental health in ways psychologists can’t aren't as common. I hope one day 
everyone sees VR headsets as a helpful tool rather than just another “game console.” 
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