Dr William Farrelly leads pioneering VR research to enhance elderly care
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Dr William Farrelly, a lecturer in computing and principal investigator at the WiASR Lab at Atlantic Technological University (ATU) in Donegal, is leading pioneering research into the use of immersive technologies to enhance elderly care. His work focuses on demonstrating that virtual reality (VR) and data-driven technologies can successfully complement traditional human care, rather than replace the vital human elements within caregiving.
Farrelly, who has collaborated with industry partners on various digital innovation projects in social care, is currently spearheading a new initiative in partnership with Riada Care and supported by the Data2Sustain European Digital Innovation Hub (EDIH). This project introduces 360° VR videos to elderly care homes, offering residents a highly personalised and immersive experience designed to evoke cherished memories and foster emotional connections.
Over the course of a 12-week pilot programme conducted at Hillcrest and Archview care homes in Letterkenny, residents were able to virtually revisit familiar locations such as Donegal’s beaches and family farms. The initiative yielded notable improvements in emotional wellbeing and engagement among residents, while also alleviating feelings of isolation. Farrelly explains, “Collaborating with care homes and family members has allowed us to create tailored solutions that truly address the needs of residents.”
A key component of the programme has been the development of a training scheme for carers and family members, equipping them to create and edit their own 360° content using Meta Quest 3 VR headsets and Insta360 cameras. This approach aims to empower those involved in caregiving to sustain and personalise the use of VR technology beyond the initial pilot phase.
Farrelly emphasises the significance of this research in transforming elderly care within residential settings, stating, “By integrating VR into everyday care practices, we aim to create sustainable, personalised support that empowers carers and enriches residents’ lives.” Looking ahead, the team hopes to expand the technology to more care facilities across Ireland and explore additional applications, including guided relaxation and physical therapy.
Reflecting on his motivation for pursuing this research, Farrelly shares that his interest was sparked by early experiences observing how digital tools could bridge communication gaps and bring people closer together. “The opportunity to make a positive, tangible difference in people’s lives continues to drive my work,” he says.
He also acknowledges challenges in the domain, particularly regarding the accessibility and user-friendliness of technology for elderly residents and care staff alike. Addressing misconceptions around the role of technology in care, Farrelly clarifies, “There is a misconception that technology might replace human care when, in fact, it serves as a tool to enhance and support the essential human element in caregiving.”
Farrelly notes a shift in public engagement with science and data in recent years, intensified by the Covid-19 pandemic, which has heightened interest in the role of research and innovation in healthcare. “There is a growing recognition of the role that data and digital solutions play in improving health outcomes and care quality,” he observes.
His work at ATU reflects a broader trend of integrating advanced technology within social care settings to improve quality of life, particularly for vulnerable populations such as the elderly. As the use of immersive VR technology in care homes gains momentum, it may represent a significant step forward in personalised and emotionally responsive elderly care.
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