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Abstract

This chapter introduces virtual reality and telemedicine as instruments inserted in a
path of medicine. It argues that virtual reality, combined with communication
technologies, offers potential help to doctorsand psychiatristsin overcoming physical
and geographic barriers, and examining patients in remote locations. The authors
describe two examples for better health and therapy. They hope that understanding
these technologies and their usein the field of the medicine will help doctors use them
in their future work.
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Theimplementation and i ntegration of new communication technol ogieswithin organi-
zations creates complex changesin communicative practices. Advancesin telecommu-
nicationsand digital technology allow organizationsto extend their boundaries beyond
physical and geographic barriers.

Within healthcare settings, telemedicine applications allow physicians to examine
patients at remote locations via various types of telecommunications technologies.
These telecommunications connections allow psychiatrists and patients to be present
in anew way. This chapter explores implications of this presence in the context of a
psychiatric exchange.

Backgr ound

The concept of presenceisdefined as: “...thefact or condition of being at the specified
or understood place” (Kim & Biocca, 1997). Kim and Biocca (1997) suggest that the
experience of presence oscillates around three senses of place: the physical environ-
ment, thevirtual environment, andthe‘imaginal’ environment (for exampl e, daydream-
ing). In atraditional face-to-face environment, the physical environment is relatively
transparent to the interaction. Many information cues present in the physical environ-
ment can be incorporated into a communication exchange without the conscious
awareness of theindividual sinvolved. For example, aphysician may noticethat apatient
seemsto walk into an examining roomin areticent way. These nonverbal cuesmay aid
the physician in formulating a diagnosis. When videoconferencing technology is used
to bridge remote locations, a virtual environment is created. Many information cues
present in the physical environment are not available in the virtual environment. This
virtual environment can create a sense of telepresence. Telepresence describes the
subjective sensation of beinginaremoteor artificial environment, but not the surround-
ing physical environment (Kim & Biocca, 1997). Lombard and Ditton (1997) suggest that
telepresence creates an “illusion of nonmediation” where aperson “failsto perceive or
acknowledge the existence of a medium in his/her communication environment and
responds as he/shewould if the medium were not there.” Thisillusion of the absence of
mediation may suggest to the anticipants that they are receiving all information cues
relevant to interaction, when in fact they are not.

Focus Upon the Doctor
and Patient Dyad

Telepsychiatry hasbeen explored for over 40 yearsthrough awiderange of technologies.
Research has compared the telepsychiatry interview to the traditional face-to-face
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