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CHINESE CONSUMER PERCEPTIONS OF VIRTUAL REALITY CINEMAS: SOME 
TENTATIVE IMPLICATIONS FOR ADVERTISING 

  
ABSTRACT 

 
Consumer disengagement from traditional advertising formats is becoming increasingly 
problematic. ‘Experiential advertising,’ e.g., the use of virtual reality (VR) technology in 
movies and cinemas, is seen as one promising avenue to counter this trend. As a first step, this 
study explores Chinese consumer perceptions of the VR cinema concept. Interviews with 
thirty consumers revealed they expected VR cinemas would provide a technically superior 
experience, but also might cause dizziness, discomfort, and isolation. Film genre, 
performance, and physical discomfort were the most important factors influencing willingness 
to patronize a VR cinema. Finally, we discuss implications for how to advertise VR cinemas. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Advertising’s diminishing relevance to consumers is a well-known problem that has been 
increasingly troubling advertising practitioners over the past 20 years (Guppta 2015b). This 
disengagement from advertising manifests itself in consumer behavior such as zapping 
channels to avoid ads or zipping through ads in recorded programs on digital recorders. In 
addition, an increasing number of consumers use ad blockers on their computers and 
smartphones (Jackson 2016; PageFair 2016; Scott 2016), or generally skip YouTube pre-roll 
advertisements after 5 seconds (Guppta 2015b). According to a recent report, 22 percent of 
the world’s smartphone users have an ad-blocking browser installed (PageFair 2016). 
Whereas the use of mobile ad-blocking browsers is still relatively limited in most European 
countries and the US, ad-blocking browsers are reportedly especially popular in the emerging 
markets of China, India, Indonesia, and Pakistan (PageFair 2016).  
While traditional forms of advertising are thus increasingly alienating consumers around the 
world, the use of virtual reality (VR) in movies is seen as having the potential to rekindle 
advertising’s relevance among consumers by immersing them in an active experience where 
they can interact and engage more naturally with brands (Guppta 2015a; Hof 2015). The use 
of virtual reality in advertising is one form of what Kumar and Gupta (2016) refer to as 
‘experiential advertising,’ an immersive, experiential platform that encourages consumer 
engagement with the brand or product. Indeed, consumer studies indicate that virtual 
experiences could effectively enhance brand recall, recognition, and preference (Grigorovici 
and Constantin 2004), brand value (Park et al. 2008, Nah et al. 2011), favorable attitudes 
toward the advertisement, and improve the advertising effectiveness as a result (Choi, Miracle 
and Biocca 2001). Moreover, compared to the click-through rate of 0.3% to 1% for traditional 
online ads, VR based advertising has a view-through rate of 80% and an engagement rate of 
30% (Innovid 2016). As a result, advertisers believe that virtual reality advertising holds 
substantial growth potential (Interactive Advertising Bureau 2016). 
Compared to other implementations of virtual reality, VR cinema has the potential to attract a 
wider range of consumer groups，and consequently may increase wider consumer awareness 
of VR technology. Studies on consumer interest in VR technology show that VR movies and 
videos are the area consumers are most interested in (Leibach 2015; Hou 2016). The film 
industry is aware of the market potential for VR to become a viable part of mainstream 
consumer lifestyle. Numerous companies and studios in Hollywood and Silicon Valley are 
devoting substantial resources to produce VR film contents and VR devices for a better 
movie-going experience (Sandler et al. 2016). Investments in cinematographic VR are not 



                                                                                      

limited to contents and devices, but now also include the establishment of dedicated VR 
movie theaters in some European countries.   
Goldman Sachs predicts that China, already the world’s most important VR market, will 
account for a third of global VR headset sales in 2016, and will reach a market size of 
US$ 8.5 billion by 2020 (Bellini et al. 2016). A recent report (Mojing et al. 2016) suggests 
that 450 million Chinese would be potential VR consumers. China’s three largest technology 
giants Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent actively engage in VR based implementations, including 
VR movies, and China’s adoption and embrace of VR is reportedly faster and wider than in 
any other market in the world (Fung Business Intelligence 2016; The Economist 2016). It 
may come as a surprise that, in spite of the generally quick adoption of VR technology by 
Chinese consumers, to our knowledge no permanent VR cinemas exist in the Chinese market 
at the time of writing. 
While VR cinema has the potential to become an important new market channel for movie 
distribution, and also holds tremendous potential as an ‘experiential advertising’ 
channel—especially in the world’s largest VR market, China—very little research exists on 
how Chinese consumers a priori envision and evaluate the concept of a VR cinema as such. 
Thus, the first purpose of this paper is to explore Chinese consumer a priori perception and 
evaluation of the concept of a VR cinema. The second purpose of this paper is to investigate 
the relative importance of information cues that consumers use for deciding whether or not to 
patronize such an envisioned VR cinema. In order to address these issues, we conducted 
interviews with thirty consumers in a theme park in Shenzhen, China. The results of this 
exploratory study allow us to tentatively assess both obstacles and opportunities for the future 
acceptance of VR cinema in China. In addition, our findings also provide tentative insights 
into the kind of appeals that might be effective to advertise VR cinemas to Chinese 
consumers. 
 

VR TECHNOLOGY CONSUMER PERCEPTION AND PRICE SENSITIVITY  
 
One recent study shows that Chinese consumers are most interested in VR applications in 
movies and panoramic videos (Mojing et al. 2015). Similarly, a recent national study of 2,000 
US consumers (Leibach 2015) revealed that they are slightly more interested in VR for 
television, movies and video (66%) as compared to VR for gaming (60%). 
Research in the US (Leibach 2015) and China (iiMedia Research Group 2016) indicates that 
price is the initial factor in determining consumers’ purchase decision. Sixty percent of 
American consumers indicate they will accept US$ 400 as the maximum price for a VR 
headset for home use (Leibach 2015). Similarly, Chinese consumers are reportedly willing to 
pay up to 3000CNY (around US$ 442) to buy a VR headset (Hou 2016). At the time of 
writing prices of VR headsets ranged from US $8 for Google’s Cardboard Knox V2, which is 
used on top of a smartphone, to US$ 799 for the high-end HTC Vive, which requires a PC 
with relatively demanding specifications to drive it. Especially popular are Chinese VR 
headsets costing from US$ 23.95 to US$ 129.95 depending on their quality (Bajarin 2016). 
Thus, consumers can currently choose from among a wide array of VR headsets in various 
price categories to match their own preferences. Consumers in China who tried VR headsets 
report bulkiness, dizziness, limited content, poor fluency and resolution of display, and 
physical discomfort of the headset as the aspects of VR experience that they considered most 
annoying (Hou 2016; Mojing et al. 2016; iiMedia Research Group 2016). Fifty-two percent of 
US consumers expressed some concern with virtual reality, with 23 percent expressing 
concern about health, 11 percent about losing touch with the real world, five percent about 
addiction, and five percent about the technology being too expensive (Leibach 2015). While 
these studies tend to be industry-driven and address consumer perception of VR technology in 



                                                                                      

general, to our knowledge there are no current studies on the topic of consumer perception of 
VR in a cinema context, nor are there any academic studies on this topic. 
 

METHOD 
 
We developed initial draft interviewing questions based on the issues identified in the 
literature on consumer VR perception reviewed above. Next, we conducted five pilot 
interviews to test the interview questions. We made modifications based on the feedback from 
the pilot interviews, and developed the final interviewing protocol (see appendix). The 
information cues presented in the second interview question are based on Resnik and Stern’s 
(1977) advertising information content framework. We modified these information cues based 
on previous studies on VR and interviewee feedback from the pilot interviews. 
We conducted interviews in May-June 2016 with Chinese consumers who were visiting 
Splendid China, a theme park in Shenzhen, China. Splendid China is a popular tourist 
destination and allowed us to recruit interviewees among tourists from all across China. The 
theme park currently does not feature a VR cinema. We used an interception sampling 
method and interviewed 30 Chinese people, of whom 18 were male and 12 were female. 
Interviewees’ ages ranged from 19 to 71 and were distributed as follows: three interviewees 
were under 20, 17 interviewees were between 21 to 30 years old, eight interviewees were 
between 31 to 40 years old, and two interviewees were over 41 years old.  
Prior to asking the interview questions, we showed respondents a VR demo depicting the 
scenes of snow-mountain hiking with a mid-range VR headset to demonstrate the basics of 
VR technology. Interviews took between 10-15 minutes. Thirteen interviews were 
audio-recorded with the consent of the interviewees, while the remaining interviews were 
recorded by hand. We then transcribed the records of the audio-recorded interviews into 
Chinese and analyzed the transcribed records and the written interview records question by 
question. We coded answers into a number of categories and counted frequencies in each 
category. We then translated the final results into English. All responses were included in our 
final analysis (see table 1-4). Due to the small sample size, we did not analyze the results by 
age or gender.  
 

DISCUSSION 
 
General Knowledge about VR Cinema 
Interviewees in general were aware of VR technology and VR cinema, albeit to varying 
degrees. Table 1 lists the perceived characteristics of VR cinemas among the interviewees. 
All interviewees indicated that they had previously heard of or experienced VR, and this 
could mean that Chinese consumers generally have a high awareness level of VR. In addition, 
expected features of VR cinema ranged from general features such as better visual and sound 
effects to specific operational characteristics such as the ability for operators to refurnish and 
redecorate the theater. Respondents frequently mentioned that the big screen would be no 
longer needed in a VR cinema, which is consistent with operations in the two dedicated VR 
cinemas in Europe. These findings imply that interviewees were quite knowledgeable about 
VR cinema, which is a promising sign for those who intend to operate and promote this type 
of facility in the future. 
 
Preference for Specific Types of VR Films 
Table 2 lists the relative importance to our respondents of various VR cinema information 
cues. Film genre was the most important information cue that drives the willingness to go and 
watch a VR movie in a theatre. Most interviewees believed that only films of certain genres 



                                                                                      

(such as science fiction or horror movies) would benefit from VR technology whereas they 
suggested that other film genres would be less appropriate. This finding is in line with the 
results of a previous survey in China that found that science fiction films were consumers’ 
favorite VR film type (Mojing et al. 2015). As VR cinema is in its fledgling stage, it seems 
plausible that respondents still held superficial and biased views about the film genres that 
would be suitable for VR technology. To alter such perceptions, VR cinema marketing 
communications should educate consumers about the possibilities of the technology and the 
applications across a range of movie genres. Alternatively, advertising for VR cinema could 
also choose to appeal to current consumer preferences for VR movie type. It also appears 
advisable for advertising for VR cinemas to stress the advanced performance of the VR 
technologies and the comfort of the headsets and seats in the theatres as compared with those 
available for home use. 
 
Attitudes Toward VR Cinema 
Although previous investigations indicate that consumers generally tend to hold positive 
attitudes and interest toward VR technology (Leibach 2015; Hou 2016; Mojing et al. 2015, 
2016; iiMedia Research Group 2016), interviewees in this study exhibited a more skeptical 
attitude toward VR cinema. In fact, the number of positive aspects of patronizing a VR 
cinema (49 responses, see table 3) that our interviewees mentioned was lower than that of 
perceived negative aspects (64 responses, see table 4). While the majority of interviewees 
believed they would be able to have a better experience visually and acoustically in a VR 
cinema than at home, they nevertheless perceived a range of negative aspects related to VR 
cinema. Interviewees expressed concern about the expected dizziness and discomfort caused 
by bulky headsets and immature technology, the inability to chat with companions, and the 
feeling of insecurity by being isolated from one’s surroundings by the headset. These findings 
echo results of previous studies on VR technology in China (Hou 2016; Mojing et al. 2016; 
iiMedia Research Group 2016) and of a study on VR in the US that reports consumer 
concerns about losing touch with the real world (Leibach 2015). 
Moreover, respondents in our study were also concerned by the higher price for VR cinema 
tickets. Finally, both the current study and previous surveys in China (Mojing et al. 2016) 
suggest that some consumers would prefer to watch VR films at home rather than going to a 
VR cinema. Advertising for VR cinemas should take these negative perceptions into 
consideration and should reassure consumers by highlighting the improved comfort and 
performance of current state-of-the art VR cinemas. 
 
Social Needs  
Social needs are an important factor in consumer evaluation of VR cinemas. On the one hand, 
interviewees reported their negative attitude toward watching a film through a headset in a 
VR cinema as it inhibits their ability to chat with friends during the movie (see table 4). On 
the other hand, some interviewees regarded their experience of visiting a VR cinema as a 
good topic to discuss with their friends or share in their social network afterwards (see table 
3). Interviewees also attached importance to the interior and exterior of a VR cinema, as they 
wanted to take photos of the VR cinema and share them on social network services (see table 
2). The finding that respondents indicated a desire to socialize both during and/or after a VR 
cinema experience corroborates findings of previous studies that indicate that a majority VR 
users would tell their friends about their VR experience (Leibach 2015) and invite family and 
friends to enjoy the same experience (Mojing et al. 2015). 
At this point, it is still difficult to draw clear conclusions on what kind of role VR cinema 
would play in the social lives of consumers. However, it appears advisable for the marketing 
of VR cinemas to implement features that fulfill the social needs of moviegoers and to appeal 



                                                                                      

to these features in marketing communications. It would also be advisable for VR cinema 
operators and marketers to include and promote services that encourage and facilitate sharing 
of VR experiences through social network services. 
 
Willingness to Pay Higher Tickets Prices 
Interviewees’ expressed willingness to pay higher rates for VR cinema was also mixed. 
Although all interviewees understood that the price of VR cinema tickets would be higher 
because of the higher cost incurred in production and operation, six of them reported that they 
were not willing to accept higher prices. Among the 24 interviewees who were willing to pay 
a higher price, nine claimed that they would only be willing to pay more for the novelty of 
going to a VR cinema for the first time, and they would probably not become repeat 
customers. Although the link between consumers’ willingness to pay and their actual 
purchase behavior is not clear, this attitude is potentially problematic for VR cinemas in terms 
of formulating a pricing strategy, especially for repeat customers. In order to justify higher 
prices and make them more acceptable for consumers, VR cinemas should provide additional 
services, improve comfort, improve the quality of story contents, implement loyalty programs, 
provide family and group discounts, and promote these as added value in their advertising 
campaigns. 

 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
This study has several limitations associated with its exploratory nature and lack of related 
prior research. First, the study was conducted in Shenzhen, China, which is regarded as the 
most developed city in terms of VR technology, not only in China but also globally (Bajarin 
2016). We believe that this well-developed technological environment in Shenzhen makes it a 
suitable place for exploring a priori perceptions and attitudes toward VR cinemas in China. 
Splendid China’s visitor records indicated that the theme park mainly attracts visitors from 
other cities in China. However, those who mentioned having had previous VR experience 
indicated they got this experience in Shenzhen. Therefore we assume that the technological 
environment in Shenzhen may have had a positive impact on promoting interviewee 
awareness of VR. Nevertheless, we did not ask interviewees about their current domicile and 
consequently are not able to draw conclusions regarding to what extent our findings are due to 
the park’s Shenzhen location or the result of our respondents’ respective domiciles. Thus, 
further in-depth interviews should also be conducted in other cities in China. In addition, 
since VR technology is still relatively new in the consumer market, development of both more 
advanced and cheaper technologies would most likely lead to a high adoption rate and 
subsequent increased knowledge and experience levels of VR technology among Chinese 
consumers. As a result, the perception of the VR cinema concept may change quickly 
hereafter. It is thus necessary to continuously study consumer perceptions of VR. 
Second, the small sample makes it impossible to generalize the findings of this study. Thus, it 
is necessary to conduct quantitative research to gain more generalizable insights into 
consumer perceptions of VR cinemas. We hope the findings of our study will assist in the 
drafting of survey questions for further quantitative surveys. 
Third, the study only addressed consumer perceptions and attitudes toward VR cinema as 
such, and did not directly address perceptions and attitudes toward advertising for VR 
cinemas. In addition, also consumer attitudes toward pre-movie advertising and product 
placement in VR movies need to be addressed by future studies. While the findings of this 
study provide several hints regarding VR cinema advertising, our recommendations for VR 
cinema marketers and advertisers are tentative and should be considered hypotheses that need 
to be tested by future research. 



                                                                                      

 
REFERENCES 

 
Bajarin, T. (2016. April 28). Why China is key to the future of virtual reality, Time, Retrieved 

from http://time.com/4310885/china-virtual-reality-oculus-rift-htc-vive/. 
Bellini, H., Chen, W., Sugiyama, M., Shin, M., Alam, S., Takayama, D. (2016). Virtual & 

augmented reality: understanding the race for the next computing platform, The Goldman 
Sachs Group. 

Biocca, F., Kim, T., Levy, M., (1995). The vision of virtual reality, Communication in the 
Age of Virtual Reality, 3-14. 

Choi, Y., Miracle, G., Biocca, F., (2001). The effects of anthropomorphic agents on 
advertising effectiveness and the mediating role of presence, Journal of Interactive 
Advertising, 2(1), 19-32.  

Fung Business Intelligence (2016). Chinese internet companies and e-commerce players Jump 
on the VR bandwagon, Retrieved from 
https://www.fbicgroup.com/sites/default/files/VirtualReality_in_China.pdf. 

Grigorovici, D., Constantin, C. (2004). Experiencing interactive advertising beyond rich 
media: impacts of ad type and presence on brand effectiveness in 3D gaming immersive 
virtual environments, Journal of Interactive Advertising, 5(1), 22-36. 

Guppta, K. (2015a, March 12). 3 ways YouTube Pre-Roll is forcing marketers to rethink 
video advertising, Contently, Retrieved from 
https://contently.com/strategist/2015/03/12/3-ways-youtube-pre-roll-is-forcing-marketers
-to-rethink-video-advertising/. 

Guppta, K. (2015b, March 19,). Virtual reality could help advertisers become relevant again, 
Forbes, Retrieved from 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/kaviguppta/2015/03/19/virtual-reality-could-help-advertisers
-become- relevant-again/#322227495240. 

Hof, R. (2015, May 21). Virtual reality: the next big advertising medium is here, Forbes, 
Retrieved from http://www.forbes.com/sites/roberthof/2015/05/ 
21/virtual-reality-the-next-big-advertising-medium-is-here/print/. 

Hou, C. (2016). Analysis of the development of the VR industry in 2015, (in Chinese), China 
Internet, 4 (April), 51-54. 

iiMedia Research Group (2016). 2016 H1 China virtual reality industry research report, (in 
Chinese), Retrieved from http://www.iimedia.cn/14664967547341n85n.pdf. 

Innovid (2016). 2016 Global video benchmarks, Retrieved from 
http://www.iab.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Innovid_2016_Advanced_Video_Benc
hmarks_Final_US_Updated_2_26_16.pdf. 

Interactive Advertising Bureau (2016). Is virtual reality the new reality?, Retrieved from 
http://www.iab.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/IAB_VR_Report-Sep-2016.pdf. 

Jackson, J. (2016, May 17). Adblockers: US growth could remove $12bn advertising by 2020, 
The Guardian, Retrieved from 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/may/17/adblockers-us-growth-remove-12bn-a
dvertising-2020. 

Kumar, V., Gupta, S. (2016). Conceptualizing the evolution and future of advertising, Journal 
of Advertising, 45 (3), 302-317. 

Leibach, H. (2015, December 17). Meet the Consumers that will make or break Virtual 
Reality next year, Singularity Hub, Retrieved from 
https://singularityhub.com/2015/12/17/vr-consumer-insights-for-2016-provided-by-green
light-vr/. 

Mojing.cn, China National Institute of Advertising, Zhimeng Counselling Organization 



                                                                                      

(2015). Report on Chinese virtual reality consumers’ behavior research of 2015, (in 
Chinese), Retrieved from 
http://files.ctex.cn/uploadatt//demo/20160324/1458784937929.pdf 

Mojing.cn, China National Institute of Advertising, Zhimeng Counselling Organization 
(2016). Report on Chinese virtual reality consumers’ behavior research of 2016 (the first 
half year), (in Chinese), Retrieved from http://www.duxuan.cn/doc/27098917.html. 

Nah, F., Eschenbrenner, B., DeWester, D., Park, S. (2011). Impact of flow and brand equity 
in 3D virtual worlds, in: K. Siau (ed.): Cross-disciplinary models and applications of 
database management: advancing approaches, Hershey, PA: IGI Global, 277-297.  

PageFair (2016). Adblocking goes mobile-pageFair 2016 mobile adblocking report, Retrieved 
from https://pagefair.com/downloads/2016/05/Adblocking-Goes-Mobile.pdf. 

Park, S., Nah, F., Wester, D., Eschenbrenner, B. (2008). Virtual world affordances: enhancing 
brand value, Journal for Virtual Worlds Research, 1(2), Retrieved from 
https://journals.tdl.org/jvwr/article/view/350/267. 

Resnik, A., Stern, B. (1977). An analysis of information content in television advertising, 
Journal of Marketing, 41(1), 50-53. 

Sandler, R., Walmsley, L., Mathivanan, D., Labuz, K., Aggarwal, A. (2016). Has VR finally 
arrive?, Deutsche Bank Securities Inc. 

Scott, M. (2016, May 30). Rise of ad-blocking software threatens online revenue, The New 
York Times, Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2016/ 
05/31/business/international/smartphone-ad-blocking-software-mobile.html?r=0. 

The Economist (2016, October 15). China leads the world in the adoption of virtual reality, 
Retrieved from http://www.economist.com/news/business/ 
21708715-china-leads-world-adoption-virtual-reality-insanely-virtual. 

 
  



                                                                                      

Table 1 
Perception of VR Cinema Characteristics 

Perceived Characteristics Frequency 
Big screen no longer needed, audiences watch movie with their own headsets 17 
Suitable for films with visual impact, such as science fiction films and horror 

films 14 

Like the multidimensional theatre which are often seen in theme parks and 
shopping malls 10 

Headsets cause vertigo and discomfort 10 
Relies heavily on the devices  9 
Better visual and sound effect than a conventional cinema 8 
Smaller room with less audiences 8 
Bulky headsets 6 
Circular screen or dome-shaped screen 5 
Expensive 5 
Interactive 5 
Headsets are more professional and better performance than those used at 

home 
5 

Seats can be refurnished and the theater can be redecorated 5 
Shorter in film length 4 
Each person in the audience watches an individualized version of the   
    movie as everyone interacts with the movie differently 3 

Other: audiences can choose to either watch the big screen or use their own 
headsets (1), hope that audiences can move while watching the film to get 
a better interactive experience (1), 360 degree panorama view(1) 

3 

Total1 117 
 1. N = 30；multiple responses per interviewee.  



                                                                                      

Table 2  
Relative Importance of VR Cinema Information Cues1 

Information Cues Mean Score 
Film genre  4.60 
Performance of VR technology  4.50 
Comfort  4.47 
Price  3.73 
Safety  3.63 
Special offers  3.57 
Location  3.23 
Interior of the cinema  3.07 
Cinema name  2.97 
Exterior of the cinema  2.73 
Film length  2.67 
Film cast  2.57 
Targeted audiences  2.40 
Film name 2.20 

        1. N = 30 
 

 
Table 3  

Perceived Positive Aspects of Going to a VR Cinema 
Perceived Positive Aspects Frequency 
Better experience/performance 20 
Ability to try new technology 16 
Better devices in cinema than at home 6 
Good topic for conversation with friends 5 
Interactivity with the film 

Total1 

2 

49 
Total2 49 

49 
        2. N=30; multiple responses per interviewee. 

 
 

Table 4  
Perceived Negative Aspects of Going to a VR Cinema 

Perceived Negative Aspects Frequency  
Dizziness and discomfort caused by the headset 19 
VR technology is not mature enough 18 
Higher price 15 
Being unable to chat with companion(s) 8 
Feeling uneasy as headsets totally isolate the audiences from the outside world 4 
Total3 64 

3. N=30; multiple responses per interviewee.  

 
 



                                                                                      

Appendix  
List of Questions  
1. What are the characteristics of a VR cinema for you? What would it look like? 
2. For each of the following information cues, please rate how important they are to you if 

you were considering going to a VR cinema. 
3. In your opinion what would be the benefits of going to a VR cinema? 
4. In your opinion what would be the negative aspects of going to a VR cinema? 
5. Consumers may need to pay more for a VR cinema. Is this acceptable to you? (If 

acceptable) How much more would you be willing to pay? 
 


