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Proposed Research

	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK36]Exploring How Immersive VR Environments Stimulate Musical Inspiration in Creatively Trained Participants: A Practice-Based Investigation


	 
Background & Context (approx. 500 words)


	[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]In this section you will need to:
· Place the research topic in its historical, cultural and social context.
· Explain why the research is significant and important.
· Place the research in the current academic context.


[bookmark: OLE_LINK11]This study focuses on a key question: To what extent, and in what ways, can immersive virtual reality (VR) music spaces inspire creative inspiration in participants with prior musical composition training? With the rapid expansion of VR technology in artistic practice, the music-making process is shifting from physical recording studios to more immersive, interactive, and multisensory spaces (Bailenson, 2018). Since then, changes in the way music is created have opened up new creative possibilities, bringing us new creative experiences and the generation of imagination. Current VR music research primarily focuses on music education and the sensory experience of VR environments, but lacks an understanding of how VR technology can inspire musicians' creative inspiration. Therefore, this study designed an immersive, multisensory interactive VR music space with visual, auditory, and tactile feedback, allowing participants to experience and reflect on the potential connections between immersion, interactivity, and inspiration generation.

In recent years, discussions of inspiration have gradually shifted from mystified discourse to cognitive science and psychological frameworks, focusing particularly on the influence of context, emotion, and physical engagement on creativity. Csikszentmihalyi's (1997) theory of flow emphasises the close relationship between immersion and highly creative performance. Sawyer and Henriksen (2024) further argue that creativity is not a static individual trait, but a dynamic process generated by the interaction of people, their environment, their senses, and their interactions. Correspondingly, musicological research has begun to emphasise the role of "embodied creativity" and "improvisation" in creative generation (Lehmann et al., 2007). This trend aligns well with the multimodal interactive experience offered by immersive VR. On this basis, digital media art has expanded the expressive relationship between "technology, body, and space." Bourriaud (2002), in his theory of "relational aesthetics," argues that art has shifted from focusing on objects to constructing "communication fields," with spatial reorganisation becoming an integral part of the creative language. Hagedorn et al. (2023) verified through neurophysiological experiments that people's brains can stimulate neural activities related to association, sensory regulation and creativity in an immersive VR environment, thereby improving the quality and frequency of creative output. This finding provides a biological basis for understanding the relationship between immersion, sensory perception, and inspiration. Despite this, current research still lacks a systematic analysis of the mechanisms of inspiration from the creator's perspective, particularly in VR music spaces with realistic interactive conditions.

In the current digital creation environment, VR technology is viewed as an experimental space full of hope and infinite possibilities. However, despite rapid technological advancements, we still know relatively little about how creators generate inspiration within these spaces. Therefore, this study adopts a practice-led research (PLR) approach, which considers the creative behaviour itself as part of knowledge generation (Smith, 2009), and takes the exploration of "inspiration triggering mechanism" as the core theme of practice-driven research.Specifically, the study will establish a VR music interactive space using two platforms: Reality Composer Pro and TouchDesigner, combining them to create an improvisational experience. Music creators will engage in a multimodal immersive experience within the space. Through interviews and interactive behavioural observations, the study will capture the subjective perception and embodied expression of "inspiration triggering." This project not only responds to Candy's (2006) proposal on how practice generates research knowledge, but also helps to enrich interdisciplinary research paths on the relationship between immersive environments, creative generation and body technology.



	
Aims and Objectives (approx.. 250 – 500 words)

	In this section you will need to:
· Explain what you want to achieve through the research. 
· Outline the aims of the research. 

Aims:
[bookmark: OLE_LINK12]This study critically explores how immersive VR music environments can inspire musicians through their multisensory, interactive, and spatial affordances to stimulate creative expression in trained composers. Despite the continuous development of VR digital technologies, music creation in virtual environments remains understudied in terms of how composers embody, trigger, and retrospectively interpret inspiration.

Using an interpretivist paradigm and a practice-led research (PLR) approach, this project emphasises the value of subjective, situated, and embodied knowledge generated through interaction with technological systems. Primarily, this research explores the experiential process of inspiration and contributes to the emerging discourse on sensory-driven creativity and embodied cognition in immersive media art.

The objectives are as follows:
[bookmark: OLE_LINK13]1.Design and implement two immersive VR music systems—Reality Composer Pro and TouchDesigner—that support different sensory modalities (visual-spatial exploration and vocal-gestural feedback) to enable embodied musical interaction.

2.Using qualitative methods, including phenomenological and narrative inquiry, investigate how trained musicians experience, express, and narrate inspiration during VR interactions.

3.Collect and triangulate multimodal data (interviews, screencasts, behavioural observations) to analyse patterns of inspiration, physical improvisation, and reflective meaning-making within immersive creative situations.

4.Critically reflect on the methodological value of PLR for studying creative emergence, focusing on how technological mediation and researcher positionality influence knowledge construction.


	
Proposed plan of work including timetable 

	Proposed plan of work

In this section you will need to complete a proposed plan of your work explaining the timeline for key elements of the thesis. This can be set out as a table like below or as a gantt chart (for example)

This plan should indicate that the research will be completed by the end of the fee paying period (the minimum period of candidature.



	Planned Development (e.g. submission of form, completion of chapter, submission of thesis)
	Target Date

	
	- Finalise literature review and theoretical framework 
(immersion, inspiration, embodiment, VR systems).
- Refine research questions and conceptual design.
- Build and test immersive systems 
(Reality Composer Pro and TouchDesigner).
- Draft and submit ethics application.



	Sep – Dec 2025

	- Complete ethics review and approval process.
- Conduct pilot study with 1–2 trained composers to test VR experience and interview protocols.
- Refine practice design based on feedback.
	Jan – Mar 2026

	- Conduct formal data collection with 5–8 participants using sequential immersive systems.
- Record interactions, conduct semi-structured interviews, and collect reflective responses.
	Apr – Jul 2026

	- Organise and transcribe collected data.
- Begin preliminary data analysis using phenomenological and narrative approaches.
- Continue reflective journal documentation.
	Aug – Oct 2026

	- Continue detailed multimodal data analysis (visual/audio/embodied/narrative).
- Draft methodology and initial findings chapters.
- Present preliminary outcomes at academic conference or symposium.
	Nov 2026 – Jan 2027

	- Develop discussion and critical reflection chapters.
- Analyse the impact of technological mediation and researcher positionality.
- Engage in further literature synthesis and contextualisation.
	Feb – May 2027

	- Complete full first draft of thesis.
- Seek supervisor feedback and implement revisions.
- Identify journal publication opportunities and prepare submission.
	Jun – Aug 2027

	- Submit work for formal progression review.
- Prepare for viva and refine dissemination plan (e.g. conferences, exhibitions, academic articles).
	Sep 2027
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	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	In this section you will need to explain how you will achieve your aims and objectives:

· Explain your disciplinary orientation/ approach
· Describe the methods you will use to carry out your research: (eg library-based research, on-line research, fieldwork (interviews/ participant-observation), analysis of visual data, combinations of these)

[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]This study employs practice-led research (PLR) combined with an interpretivist paradigm exploring to what extent, and in what ways, immersive VR music spaces inspire creative inspiration in participants with prior musical composition training. Smith (2009) argues that practice in creation is not only an object of inquiry but also a pathway for the emergence of new knowledge. The interpretivism of this study emphasises the subjective experiences, context-specific meanings, and substantial evidence of creative action that emerge in VR music environments (Schwandt, 1994). Rather than pursuing generalisable laws, the study seeks to understand how inspiration is perceived, triggered, and embodied by individuals in specific immersive contexts.

While traditional quantitative research may offer general insights, it also overlooks some of the most crucial characteristics of artistic creativity: its emergent, dynamic, and embodied nature. On this basis, this study also uses phenomenology and narrative inquiry theory to form a qualitative hybrid method. This method can more comprehensively explore how participants stimulate their inspiration in a VR immersive space and provide strong evidence. Van Manen (2016) presents a compelling argument, examining the structures of consciousness that emerge during the creative process and offering a novel theoretical perspective on phenomenology. By observing participants’ experiences in the VR environment, observational interviews were conducted with the help of narrative inquiry methods to reveal their understanding and reflections on how to express, construct and interpret creative experiences, highlighting the perception of the temporal and emotional dimensions of musical inspiration in an immersive environment (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000).


This study's practice design utilises two VR systems: first, participants enter a spatialised, visual, and tactile immersive environment provided by Reality Composer Pro. Second, participants engage in a short reflective session in the second system, while TouchDesigner provides real-time gestural and acoustic feedback for improvisation. The purpose of this practice was to observe better whether participants generated new insights during the process, rather than to produce a complex technical platform. The decision not to include a control group reflects the qualitative exploratory approach of this study, which prioritises the construction of contextual meaning over replicability.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK5]This study collected data from 5 to 8 young people participants with prior musical composition training (aged 20–35). Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, interactive screencasts, and guided reflection. In response to give the criticism of PLR for its subjectivity (Smith, 2009), we employed a triangulation strategy to integrate verbal, behavioural, and emotional data. While this study's limited data collection limits its generalizability, it can overcome this limitation by drawing on a phenomenological lens, providing a rich and robust argument (Van Manen, 2016). In practice, we focus on the reactions of participants during the practice process rather than technical factors and always maintain a critical and reflective way of thinking. 

Ethical protocols adhere to UWTSD’s Research Ethics Code (2022), ensuring informed consent, anonymity, and the right to withdraw. This methodology enables nuanced insight into how inspiration emerges in sensory, embodied contexts—where standard evaluation tools may fall short.



	Introductory bibliography:

	In this section you should list a minimum of 30 titles that are relevant to your research. 
You should include all works cited in this form. 
The list should be alphabetical using the referencing system appropriate to your discipline.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation: please indicate if you expect to need any special resources

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK15]In this section you should indicate:

· What facilities you will need access to including libraries, archives, institutions, specialist IT facilities
· Whether you have permission to access the facilities and resources
· Whether you need to travel to access the facilities and resources – where do you need to go, for how long, and how will this be financed
· Whether you will be carrying out fieldwork or interviews and whether you have followed the correct protocols, secured permission and ethical clearance.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK16]This research requires access to several key facilities to support the project's practical creation and critical reflection phases.

Firstly, access to the specialised computer studios and immersive rooms at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) is crucial. These facilities provide high-specification Apple Vision Pro equipment, spatial audio tools, and powerful workstations capable of running software such as Reality Composer Pro and TouchDesigner. These rooms will be used during testing and participant interaction. These facilities were already operational during the pilot phase and have been confirmed to remain accessible throughout the project.

Secondly, the project will leverage scholarly resources available through the UWTSD Digital Library, JSTOR, and EBSCOhost to support practice-based research, phenomenology, and the development of theoretical and methodological approaches in media arts.

The fieldwork will be conducted in two phases. Five to eight professionally trained music composers in the UK will participate in immersive VR courses conducted at the university or in pre-configured home studios. Participants will be recruited through purposive sampling, and data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, interactive screen recordings, and guided reflection. Remote participation will also be supported through digital tools and an online informed consent process.

In the second phase, researchers plan to conduct a short field trip to China in mid-2026 to engage with a small group of young digital composers familiar with VR-based music tools within East Asian creative environments. This trip will focus on collecting comparative qualitative data on cultural and sensory variations in the experience of inspiration within immersive environments. The trip will be self-funded and last four to six weeks, with support from individual networks and partner institutions in China. Ethical review for the overseas fieldwork will be obtained through UWTSD before travel.

Ethical procedures will adhere to the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Code of Research Ethics and Integrity (2022), ensuring informed consent, participant anonymity, the right to withdraw, and data management that protects the privacy of personal information. Throughout the project, the researcher's position and technical involvement will be rigorously considered.






Intellectual Property IP
It is anticipated that Intellectual Property (IP) will be produced as a result of this research.
	Tick √

	
	YES
	NO

	Is the IP already subject to a separate agreement with a third party (e.g. employer, sponsor or external funder)? If so please provide details below
	☐	☒
	Is the research dependent upon background IP owned by: 
If so, please provide details below
	UWTSD
☒
	A third party
☐

	Text box will expand




	Tick √

	I understand that:
	YES
	NO

	If any party other than the student is likely to be involved in the development of IP a separate IP agreement will be needed and it may be necessary for the student to assign the IP rights to the University.

	☒	☐
	If there are no third parties involved in the creation of the IP the student is deemed to own the IP, however should the student wish to commercially exploit their IP and require the assistance of the University to do so, they will be required to assign their IP to the University. https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/iiced/protecting-innovation-and-creativity---intellectual-property/

	☒
	☐



	
Student Signature

	
Signature or Print Name:

	Zhou Tong
	Date:
05/09/2025











Supervisory Team


	Has the student proposed a viable research project that is appropriate for this programme that should be supported by the Institute? 

	
              Supported:  ☐                                                     Not Supported:  ☐





Authorisation

	Director of Studies
	Signature or Print Name:



	Date:

	Institute Manager of Research Degrees

	Signature or Print Name:



	Date:



1
November 2020                                                                                                  PG1 Full Research Proposal
image1.png
Mid-term Review (Confirmation)

Viva preparation and revisions

Final write-up and submission preparation
Drafting and refining chapters

Data analysis (coding + annotation)

Main data collection (interviews + recordings)
Revise prototype & test second system

Pilot testing & ethics submission

Develop initial immersive VR prototype

PhD Research Gantt Chart (Sep 2025 - Sep 2027)

Refine literature review & finalize methodology_

Timeline





image2.jpeg
S ] Prifysgol Cymru
N{ ¥ Drindod Dew Sant

2" University of Wales
Trinity Baint David




