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The advent of the metaverse promises to revolutionize technology-mediated social interaction by seamlessly merging the
physical and digital worlds. However, the experiences of adolescents with disabilities and special needs in social virtual reality
spaces remain under-explored. This position paper delves into the issue of ableism and microaggressions as a sociotechnical
challenge that can perpetuate and exacerbate harmful attitudes and behaviors towards adolescents with disabilities and special
needs in social virtual reality.
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1 MOTIVATION
As a graduate student with a disability, I have faced numerous challenges in my academic and personal journey. To
address the microaggressions and stigmatization I have encountered, my current research at the Epoch Research
Lab is focused on making technology more inclusive for marginalized and vulnerable user groups. My advisor, Dr.
Karla, and I are dedicated to finding and implementing strategies that improve accessibility, safety, and privacy
for these groups. My goal for attending this workshop is to engage in meaningful dialogue with other scholars
and researchers to generate new and creative solutions that ensure digital inclusivity and safety for vulnerable
users in online spaces while taking into account their unique challenges.

2 SOCIAL VR AND VIRTUAL IDENTITY OF ADOLESCENTS WITH DISABILITY AND
SPECIAL NEEDS

The increasing popularity of social Virtual Reality (VR) across diverse demographic groups and age ranges results
from its potential to foster a sense of presence, community, and connection [2] by providing affordances such as
privacy, immersion, embodiment, identity exploration, etc., within 3D online ecosystems. The recent proliferation
of avatar-based customization and avatar texture mapping options in social VR [15] has stimulated extensive
research within the HCI community [1, 6, 10] on the implications of identity representation and the inclusion of
marginalized communities within virtual environments. For instance, an investigation by Park and Kim [15] on
the collective perception of avatar-based representation among People with physical disabilities (PWDs) in Korea
revealed that people with disability tend to hide their physical flaws in virtual spaces. Thus utilizing less-identity
representative avatars [5].

Several studies [8, 9] on Adolescents with disabilities and special needs (AWDSN) have revealed the exposure
of adolescents to forms of discrimination, harassment, and stereotypical prejudices, commonly referred to as
"ableism" [9]. The susceptibility of AWDSN to ableist microaggressions have been shown to impact their online
and offline experience and development [4, 9] generating often feelings of self-isolation and social exclusion [8, 17].
Scholarships involving AWDSN within social VR context have predominantly being focused on domains such as
health [3], rehabilitation [16], education [8], and gaming [2]. Yet, the dynamics of social interaction between
AWDSN and various stakeholders (peers, adults, etc.) within social VR environments and the corresponding
implications have remained largely under-explored. This constitutes a significant gap in the existing body of
research, as social interaction plays a crucial role in shaping the experiences of AWDSN within virtual reality.
Hence, this paper endeavors to synthesize existing research and prior studies to highlight 1) microaggressions in
social VR as a sociotechnical challenge confronting AWDSN and 2) the modes of propagation of microaggressions
to social VR aimed at AWDSN.
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3 MICROAGGRESSION ON ADOLESCENTS WITH DISABILITY AND SPECIAL NEEDS IN
SOCIAL VR

The term ’Microaggressions’ can be defined as subtle, often unconscious, and indirect forms of discrimination,
racism, harassment, sexism, or prejudice, expressed through words, actions, or behavior directed towards individ-
uals [9] based on their identity characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, religion, or ability. The
issue of harassment and abuse is not trivial and have been researched from the context of offline social interaction
[8] to mainstream online communication, such as social media and private messaging services [9]. These risks
pose a significant threat to user experience, especially to vulnerable and marginalized groups such as women,
individuals with disabilities, racial minorities, and members of the LGBTQ community [1, 6, 13, 14].
Given the growing body of work focused on accessibility and disability studies within the HCI community,

findings from previous research [1, 9, 11] have revealed a trend in replicating behaviors in the physical world
to the virtual world, thus, propagating offline microaggression targeted at vulnerable populations. A study by
Maloney et al. [11] on the interaction dynamics between minors and between minors and adults discovered that
teens were likely to be Cyberbullied and harassed by their peers in social VR spaces. A 2018 study with 600 social
VR users revealed that 49% of female participants had experienced sexual harassment in virtual reality [14].

Grounded on previous research, adolescents with disability and special needs (AWDSN) are likely to experience
microaggressions in social VR. Forms of microaggression that could be aimed at AWDSN include but are not limited
to Avatar-targeted microaggression, affordance-fueled microaggression, and privacy-related microaggression.
AWDSN may be exposed to microaggressions based on the choice of avatars they use, which can reflect their
physical abilities and limitations or diverge from their real-life appearance [15]. Affordances such as anonymity
in social VR can cause the perpetration of microaggressions and harassment due to a sense of disconnect from
consequences [4, 12]. Lastly, privacy breaches can result in disseminating personal information or harassing
behavior [7].
Going forward, the questions we seek to explore include the following: RQ1: How do adolescents with

disabilities, and special needs construct virtual identities with avatars? RQ2: How do adolescents with disability
and special needs experience microaggression in social VR? RQ3: How do adolescents with disability and special
needs cope with microaggressions encountered in social VR?

REFERENCES
[1] Dane Acena and Guo Freeman. 2021. “In my safe space”: Social support for LGBTQ users in social virtual reality. Extended Abstracts of

the 2021 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (2021). https://doi.org/10.1145/3411763.3451673
[2] Steven Baker, Jenny Waycott, Romina Carrasco, Ryan M. Kelly, Anthony John Jones, Jack Lilley, Briony Dow, Frances Batchelor, Thuong

Hoang, Frank Vetere, and et al. 2021. Avatar-mediated communication in Social VR: An in-depth exploration of older adult interaction
in an emerging communication platform. Proceedings of the 2021 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (2021).
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445752

[3] E. Bekele, J. Wade, D. Bian, J. Fan, Amy Swanson, Z. Warren, and N. Sarkar. 2016. Multimodal adaptive social interaction in virtual
environment (Masi-VR) for children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD). 2016 IEEE Virtual Reality (VR) (2016). https://doi.org/10.
1109/vr.2016.7504695

[4] Lindsay Blackwell, Nicole Ellison, Natasha Elliott-Deflo, and Raz Schwartz. 2019. Harassment in Social Virtual reality. Proceedings of the
ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 3, CSCW (2019), 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1145/3359202

[5] Tim Bouma. 2018. Less identity. https://trbouma.medium.com/less-identity-65f65d87f56b
[6] Donna Davis and Shelby Shelby. 2021. The machine as an extension of the body: When identity, immersion and interactive design serve

as both resource and limitation for the disabled. Human-Machine Communication 2 (2021), 121–135. https://doi.org/10.30658/hmc.2.6
[7] Ellysse Dick. 2021. Risks and challenges for inclusive and equitable immersive experiences. https://itif.org/publications/2021/06/01/risks-

and-challenges-inclusive-and-equitable-immersive-experiences/
[8] Laurie Gutmann Kahn and Lauren Lindstrom. 2015. “I just want to be myself”: Adolescents with disabilities who identify as a sexual or

gender minority. The Educational Forum 79, 4 (2015), 362–376. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131725.2015.1068416

2

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4381787

https://doi.org/10.1145/3411763.3451673
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445752
https://doi.org/10.1109/vr.2016.7504695
https://doi.org/10.1109/vr.2016.7504695
https://doi.org/10.1145/3359202
https://trbouma.medium.com/less-identity-65f65d87f56b
https://doi.org/10.30658/hmc.2.6
https://itif.org/publications/2021/06/01/risks-and-challenges-inclusive-and-equitable-immersive-experiences/
https://itif.org/publications/2021/06/01/risks-and-challenges-inclusive-and-equitable-immersive-experiences/
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131725.2015.1068416


You don’t belong here: Ableist Microaggressions on Adolescents with Disability(ies) and Special Needs in Social Virtual Reality (VR)
, ,

[9] Sharon Heung, Mahika Phutane, Shiri Azenkot, Megh Marathe, and Aditya Vashistha. 2022. Nothing micro about it: Examining
ableist microaggressions on social media. The 24th International ACM SIGACCESS Conference on Computers and Accessibility (2022).
https://doi.org/10.1145/3517428.3544801

[10] Jong-Eun Roselyn Lee. 2014. Does virtual diversity matter?: Effects of avatar-based diversity representation on willingness to express
offline racial identity and avatar customization. Computers in Human Behavior 36 (2014), 190–197. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.03.
040

[11] Divine Maloney, Guo Freeman, and Andrew Robb. 2020. A Virtual Space for All: Exploring Children’s Experience in Social Virtual
Reality (CHI PLAY ’20). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 12 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3410404.3414268

[12] Divine Maloney, Samaneh Zamanifard, and Guo Freeman. 2020. Anonymity vs. familiarity: Self-disclosure and privacy in Social Virtual
reality. 26th ACM Symposium on Virtual Reality Software and Technology (2020). https://doi.org/10.1145/3385956.3418967

[13] Ozioma Collins Oguine, Karla Badillo-Urquiola, and Yaxing Yao. 2023. Investigating Adolescent Online Safety and Privacy Interventions
for Social Virtual Reality. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4384529

[14] Jessica Outlaw. 2018. Harassment in Social VR: Stories from survey respondents. https://jessica-outlaw.medium.com/harassment-in-
social-vr-stories-from-survey-respondents-59c9cde7ac02

[15] Jaeyoung Park and Seongcheol Kim. 2022. How do people with physical disabilities want to construct virtual identities with avatars?
Frontiers in Psychology 13 (2022). https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.994786

[16] Stephanie Stewart, Terri S. Hansen, and Timothy A. Carey. 2010. Opportunities for people with disabilities in the virtual world of second
life. Rehabilitation Nursing 35, 6 (2010), 254–259. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2048-7940.2010.tb00056.x

[17] Panayiota Tsatsou. 2020. Is Digital Inclusion Fighting Disability Stigma? opportunities, barriers, and recommendations. Disability &
Society 36, 5 (2020), 702–729. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2020.1749563

3

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4381787

https://doi.org/10.1145/3517428.3544801
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.03.040
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.03.040
https://doi.org/10.1145/3410404.3414268
https://doi.org/10.1145/3385956.3418967
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4384529
https://jessica-outlaw.medium.com/harassment-in-social-vr-stories-from-survey-respondents-59c9cde7ac02
https://jessica-outlaw.medium.com/harassment-in-social-vr-stories-from-survey-respondents-59c9cde7ac02
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.994786
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2048-7940.2010.tb00056.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2020.1749563

	Abstract
	1 Motivation
	2 Social VR and Virtual Identity of Adolescents with Disability and Special Needs
	3 Microaggression on adolescents with disability and special needs in Social VR
	References

