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Executive Summary

Virtual reality (VR) technology has rapidly expanded into mainstream markets, offering immersive experiences
across gaming, social interaction, education, and professional contexts. While VR presents numerous

opportunities for innovation, research increasingly documents significant negative social consequences that
warrant careful consideration. This report examines the primary social harms associated with VR use, including

harassment and abuse, social isolation, psychological impacts, addiction and escapism, and issues of
accessibility and inequality.

1. Harassment and Abuse in Virtual Environments

1.1 Prevalence and Severity

Virtual reality platforms have emerged as breeding grounds for various forms of harassment and abuse.

Research indicates that toxic behavior in VR spaces is alarmingly common and disproportionately affects
vulnerable populations.

A 2018 survey found that 49% of regular female VR users reported experiences of sexual harassment or abuse
in virtual social spaces, with reports suggesting that female users and minoritized people are most likely to be
targeted in VR environments [1]. The situation appears to have persisted and potentially escalated with

increased VR adoption.

In 2021, the Center for Countering Digital Hate found that users of VRChat were exposed to abusive behavior

once every seven minutes [2]. A December 2021 report from the same organization identified 100 potential
policy violations, including sexual harassment and abuse, during just 11 hours and 30 minutes of recorded user

activity in VRChat [2].

1.2 Forms of Harassment

Research has documented multiple forms of harassment in social VR spaces, including racist language,
homophobic language, transphobic language, non-consensual touch, and simulated violence including sexual

violence [3]. A nationally-representative study of 5,005 youth aged 13-17 in the United States found significant
percentages reported experiencing hate speech, bullying, harassment, sexual harassment, grooming behaviors

by predators, and unwanted exposure to violent or sexual content in VR environments [4].

When Meta launched its Horizon Worlds platform to the public, women immediately began reporting sexual
harassment and crude behavior from fellow users, including incidents of virtual groping [5].

1.3 Enhanced Psychological Impact

The immersive nature of VR amplifies the psychological impact of harassment compared to traditional online
platforms. Research indicates that when virtual reality is immersive and real, toxic behavior that occurs in that

environment is real as well, with VR designed to trick the user into thinking they are physically in a certain



space, which is why emotional reactions can be stronger and VR triggers the same internal nervous system and
psychological responses [3].

Because VR environments become very real to users, with people automatically filling in pieces of the VR
world with their own memories, virtual trauma is likely to be transferred to the physical world [3]. Research

suggests that individuals who experience a form of "phantom touch" could be at greater risk of traumatic impact
in harassment events, and rapid disengagement from VR under stress or anxiety can provoke panic or
dissociative episodes [3].

1.4 Inadequate Moderation and Safety Measures

A corporate accountability report found that Meta's VR platforms Horizon Worlds and Horizon Venues have
minimal moderation, allowing toxic behavior to occur, with one beta tester who was groped virtually being

blamed by Meta for inadequately using personal safety features [6]. Meta's chief technology officer admitted in
an internal memo that moderation in the metaverse "at any meaningful scale is practically impossible" [6].

Research has also identified instances of criminals using proto-metaverse environments to gain access to, abuse,

and exploit children [7].

2. Social Isolation and Reduced Face-to-Face Interaction

2.1 Displacement of Real-World Social Connection

While VR promises to enhance social connectivity, research suggests it may paradoxically contribute to social

isolation by displacing meaningful in-person interactions.

The toll of social isolation includes outcomes like depression, anxiety, and cognitive decline, and concerns exist

that succumbing to complete use of virtual reality for work would take away from genuine social interaction
and prevent interpersonal relationships [8]. Prolonged use of virtual reality would isolate a person from reality,
negatively affecting personality traits such as extraversion and openness that are crucial to handle real world

situations [8].

VR can lead to a decrease in face-to-face interactions and an overall decrease in meaningful relationships, as

well as a decrease in empathy and an increase in isolation [9]. The increasing use of VR for social interaction
could alter traditional forms of communication, with concerns including a potential decline in face-to-face
interactions leading to social isolation or a reduction in essential interpersonal skills [10].

2.2 Quality vs. Quantity of Social Interaction

Critics argue that while virtual reality users would be at home, the experience would still translate individual
computer work into the virtual world, and during break times, instead of face-to-face interactions, a person can

only log off and return to the real world where they are alone, with virtual collaboration weakening team
cohesion [9].

Some scholars propose that virtual engagement is a diluted and dysfunctional social interaction that negatively

affects participants by supplanting richer in-person involvement [9]. Virtual reality actively hinders social



interaction because at the end of the day the user is aware that everything they are experiencing is not part of
reality, and it will not erase a person's need for face-to-face interactions with other humans [9].

3. Psychological and Emotional Consequences

3.1 Intensified Negative Emotions

Research on VR's potential to intensify users' experiences of negative emotions found that compared to
participants who enacted a scenario on a laptop, those in the VR condition reported higher levels of absorption,

which in turn increased the intensity of their negative emotional response [11].

3.2 Impact on Vulnerable Populations

Research demonstrates that engagement in social VR games by socially isolated users with low self-esteem can
result in negative effects on their well-being, with high levels of involvement in social VR games by such

individuals negatively affecting their well-being through mechanisms involving depression [12].

Certain populations of youth are disproportionately susceptible to harm such as grooming, especially those who

suffer from emotional distress or mental health problems, low self-esteem, poor parental relationships, and weak
family cohesion [4].

3.3 Dissociation and Altered Reality Perception

When immersed in highly realistic virtual environments, users can experience an altered sense of reality and

have difficulty distinguishing between what's real and what's not, which can lead to false memories and
emotional reactions, making it challenging to distinguish between virtual and real-world events [8].

4. Addiction and Escapism

4.1 Compulsive Use and Withdrawal

VR's capacity to transport users to alternate realities raises concerns about its potential for escapism, with
excessive reliance on virtual environments as a means to avoid real-world challenges having negative

consequences [8]. VR presents the risk of addiction, particularly in children and teenagers, with users becoming
so engrossed in the virtual world that they may neglect real-life responsibilities, leading to social isolation, poor
grades, and other negative consequences [8].

4.2 Impact on Productivity and Well-Being

Individuals might use VR as a means to disconnect from stressors, which can hinder personal growth, problem-
solving skills, and the development of effective coping mechanisms in the face of real-life difficulties [10]. The

consequences of escapism can extend to reduced productivity in professional and personal spheres as the
boundaries between the virtual and physical worlds blur [10].

One study found that working in the metaverse led to 19% more anxiety and 16% less productivity [13].

4.3 Broader Societal Implications



A population engrossed in virtual realities may witness a decline in social cohesion, empathy, and effective
communication, with risk that individuals may neglect physical health and self-care as they immerse themselves

in virtual pursuits [10].

5. Accessibility, Inequality, and Social Stratification

5.1 Digital Divide

Not everyone has equal access to VR technology, which could exacerbate already-existing inequities by leading
to differences in schooling, employment prospects, and general social experiences [10]. While VR technology

has advanced significantly, it is still relatively expensive, and not everyone has access to the necessary
equipment [10].

5.2 Workplace Implications

Issues such as the "virtual world divide" may arise, where disparities in access to VR technology could create
inequalities in the remote work experience [10].

6. Ethical and Privacy Concerns

6.1 Data Surveillance

In a virtual world where users wear VR headsets that could potentially track bodily information like eye

movements, facial expressions, and body temperature, concerns exist about a more dystopian version of
surveillance capitalism [10].

6.2 Cybersecurity Vulnerabilities

The increased interconnectedness and dependence of virtual reality technologies on digital infrastructure raises
the possibility of cyber-attacks that could affect both people and larger societal institutions, with the immersive
nature of VR requiring collection of private and sensitive data that makes these platforms appealing to hackers

[10].

6.3 Content Ethics

Issues of imitation, disinhibition, and desensitization may become serious issues in VR, with research

suggesting that as people are exposed to violence in video games, they become desensitized to aggression in
real life and disinhibited regarding acting out aggressive impulses in real life [10]. VR in gaming and
entertainment may raise ethical questions regarding content produced, with issues such as violence, explicit

material, and the potential for desensitization to real-world consequences needing careful consideration [10].

7. Gender and Demographic Disparities

Research on youth found that while boys and girls experienced similar patterns of mistreatment, girls

experienced sexual harassment and grooming/predatory behavior more frequently than boys, with both genders
equally likely to be targeted because of their voice, avatar, race, religion, or disability [4].



A 2021 Pew Research Center study found that 41% of Americans have experienced some kind of online
harassment, with the percentage of women who reported being sexually harassed online doubling from 8% to

16% in four years [14].

8. Corporate Responsibility and Regulatory Gaps

Experts have been highlighting the dangers of online interactions and emphasizing the importance of virtual

safety measures for decades, yet tech companies do not currently have a legal obligation to protect their users
[3]. There is no body that's plainly responsible for the rights and safety of those who participate anywhere
online, let alone in virtual worlds, and until something changes, the metaverse will remain a dangerous,

problematic space [3].

Corporate accountability reports suggest that instead of learning from previous mistakes, Meta is pushing ahead

with the Metaverse with no clear plan for how it will curb harmful content and behavior, disinformation, and
hate speech [6].

9. Physical Health Concerns

During early iterations of virtual reality headsets, users reported headaches, eye strain, and dizziness, with

concerns that prolonged exposure to screens at such short distances could cause more cases of myopia, with
forecasts anticipating that as much as 50% of the global population could be affected by the condition by 2050

[15].

Conclusions and Recommendations

The evidence demonstrates that while VR technology offers innovative opportunities for social connection and

collaboration, it also presents substantial negative social consequences that require urgent attention. Key areas
of concern include:

1. Widespread harassment and abuse that disproportionately affects women, minors, and marginalized

groups, with psychological impacts amplified by VR's immersive nature

2. Social isolation resulting from displacement of face-to-face interactions and overdependence on virtual

environments

3. Psychological harm including depression, anxiety, dissociation, and addiction, particularly among
vulnerable populations

4. Digital inequality that may exacerbate existing social and economic disparities

5. Inadequate safeguards and corporate responsibility mechanisms to protect users

As VR technology continues to evolve and achieve wider adoption, stakeholders including technology
companies, policymakers, researchers, educators, and users must work collaboratively to:

Develop and enforce robust moderation and safety systems

Establish clear legal frameworks for corporate accountability



Create evidence-based guidelines for healthy VR use

Address accessibility barriers and digital inequality

Conduct ongoing research into long-term social and psychological impacts

Implement comprehensive digital literacy and safety education programs

Without concerted action to address these negative social features, VR platforms risk replicating and potentially
amplifying the harms that have plagued other digital technologies, with serious consequences for individual

well-being and social cohesion.
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