
Beyond the Horizon(s): Policymaking for Children in the Metaverse 

Abstract 

As children continue to dominate the cultural domain, gaming may be their gateway to 
driving our society towards a new iteration of the internet– the metaverse. This paper 
explores the likelihood of the metaverse and how children will be impacted as they 
simultaneously pave the way for its creation through immersive gaming. It also analyzes 
current aspects of technology policy that could impact the metaverse’s regulatory future. 

Introduction     

The cultural domain, previously dominated by adults and their desires, is now dominated by 
kids and theirs (Livingstone, 2013). And one of the primary avenues they use to drive this 
change is through gaming. Crucially, “growth in gaming… [is] part of a broader trend towards 
the metaverse... the metaverse is a bet that not only will our lives be increasingly online, but 
our existence will be too.” (Ball, “Impact of COVID”). 

Just as it’s easy to ignore gaming’s power, it’s easy to reduce the buzz around metaverses to 
hype and fad. The potential the metaverse has to uproot our experience of utilizing the 
internet, the ways we interact with technology, and the ways we perceive, experience and 
understand the world around us, is unprecedented. 

If gaming platforms are the drivers of the metaverse, and kids are the primary users of these 
games, then it’s safe to say kids are going to be the drivers of our technological future. “Kids 
immediately understand the metaverse concept— a boundless space where they’re free to 
pursue their favorite brands, stories and characters in all their variations.” (Kleeman).  

The policy implications on governing the metaverse are massive; they include data safety, 
privacy, antitrust, intellectual property (IP), patent law, CSAM, equity, diversity and inclusion, 
and so much more. Technology policy as it stands today faces obsoletism in the wake of 
these changes. 

We are likely decades away from the existence of a true metaverse. It is more crucial we 
address the aspects of the metaverse that exist now, as these are also going to be the issues 
that continue to arise and expand as we journey towards a truer metaverse. Instead of 
policymakers constantly chasing and guessing what comes next, we have proof the 
metaverse is at our door— and parts of it are already here.      

Metaverses vs. Metaverse-like Structures   

Conceptually, the metaverse looks different to many people because there are so many 
iterations of what it could look like, compared to the ultimate version of what a true 
metaverse would look like. Despite all the variants in definitions, there are core elements 
which differentiate a metaverse from other iterations of the internet and its platforms.  

First, a metaverse requires a network of persistent, real-time rendered 3D worlds. One would 
experience the metaverse not through a computer screen or a phone screen, but an 
immersive experience. The technology that most fits that bill today would be through virtual 
reality (VR). But according to Ball, a true metaverse would not need VR in order to properly 
experience it: ”... we should think of the metaverse as a successor state to the mobile internet 
and internet, rather than a platform or service on the internet. Having a virtual world or social 
VR experience, doesn’t mean you have a ‘metaverse’, just like having an app doesn’t mean 



you have an internet” (Luce, 2021). In other words, VR is an avenue or method to experience 
the metaverse, not the metaverse. If we were to live in and experience a true metaverse, “we 
will constantly be within the internet, rather than have access to it” (Ball, “Framework for the 
Metaverse”). While many companies— including Facebook’s Meta— are betting on VR as the 
avenue to accessing the metaverse in the short-term, this is a farce to what accessing a true 
metaverse would be like.   

To further clarify, the metaverse is also not a virtual world platform or a video game. Those 
aspects may be inside the metaverse, but they are not the same. As the internet currently 
exists, the metaverse is impossible: “The internet was never designed for anything near this 
experience. It simply wasn’t designed for persistent communication, let alone persistent 
communication that is synchronized in precise real time” (Ball, “Metaverse: What it is”). It 
won’t replace the internet, but it will transform it.   

Pillars of the Metaverse: Culture 

Platforms like Instagram, Facebook and Twitter all rely on user-generated content (UGC) to 
maintain mass appeal. "The metaverse is spawning a new generation of designers and 
entrepreneurs." With this new generation of designers and creators comes the production of 
a new type of influencer as well (Kleeman, 2021). By growing up with the emerging 
technology, kids become the drivers, creators and users of the metaverse.  

As more children become creators and influencers of culture within the metaverse, it is 
important to understand the current impact these influencers in turn have on other children. 
In fact, new terminology—“kidfluencer”— has sprouted to indicate a child who has become a 
social media influencer themself. “Children too young to make their own accounts on the 
platforms are being turned into tastemakers” (despite policies on age restrictions) 
(Maheshwari, 2019).  

Exemplified with Facebook’s recent scandal investigated through the Facebook Papers, the 
revelations around Instagram and how it harms teenagers, for example, found its, “photo-
heavy design and focus on appearance likely made it uniquely harmful” (Wells and Horowitz, 
2021). Design and art as it relates to technology cannot be ignored, as algorithmic and 
platform design impacts safety. For example, Haugen’s investigation into Facebook revealed 
if the algorithm is safer, “people will spend less time on the site, click less ads, and they’ll 
make less money." In fact, Haugen revealed that this is what Facebook has internally called 
their “unique value proposition”; causing harm is central to success (Wells and Horwitz, 2021). 
     

Lastly, it is really important to have spaces for “non-commercial worlds within the metaverse, 
devoted to under-served ideas, information and communities” (Kleeman; Ball, “Metaverse: 
What it is”). In the future, the metaverse very well may be the driver of culture in our society. 
How will the metaverse as a place of creation be fostered just as much as it is a place of 
consumption? Children aren't just going to need to be literate in art and design to succeed in 
the metaverse, they will also need the proper tools to express and understand their own 
identity.    

Pillars of the Metaverse: Development and Identity   

Going back to the basic foundations of the metaverse, communication and play are central 
to success. As key targets for ‘monetizing’ the digital economy, children are growing up in an 
online environment where they are subjected to constant commercial surveillance.” We are 



seeing the ways this can harm children today. TikTok, for example, uses its algorithm to “learn 
your vulnerabilities much faster” (Wall Street Journal, 2021). 

Children born between 2010 and 2025 are the, “first generation to pioneer digital 
personalization that significantly fragments and augments their ‘selves’. Personalization can 
have deeper implications and companies may have further incentives to capitalize on 
personalization, but to children it is "empowering [them] to explore and be creative" 
(Kucirkova, 2021). The metaverse will also be driven by extreme personalization. However, 
"digital personalization mediated by technologies can be more intense and in some 
instances, more precise than human-mediated personalization” (Kucirkova, 2021). So, the 
metaverse will only thrive when the massive amounts of personal data collected is incredibly 
personalized and specific to individual identity. 

As new types of influencers rise in the metaverse, especially kidfluencers themselves, policy 
needs to reflect the weight and gravity these influencers have on other children. 
Furthermore, adtech and supposed “kid-friendly” marketing strategies capitalize on this 
knowledge, using kids’ attachment to these characters as fodder for selling products 
(Montgomery et al., 2020).    

Policymakers also need to investigate what the existence of the metaverse would do to our 
shared sense of reality. In fact, Mark Zuckerberg was asked this very question, to which he 
called it “one of the central questions of our time” (Newton, 2021). In understanding these 
impacts, we can better understand the “serious consequences for young people’s 
socialization as citizens, and for the health of democratic institutions themselves” (Stein, 
2021).  

We are already aware of VR’s power at blurring the lines between real and unreal. What we 
as a society and policymakers need to question is the “consequences of blurring children’s 
visions of reality, when it comes to advertising and disinformation”, in addition to their sense 
of identity and development" (Buni, 2021).     

Pillars of the Metaverse: Privacy and Safety     

The very nature of the internet lends itself to a plethora of privacy and safety concerns. Mass 
data collection raises questions over how that data is safely collected, who gets to see it, how 
it is shared, and how it is sold for profit. 

Today, there are so many apps, devices and products not “specifically targeted to children, 
yet in their home”, which provides “significantly amplified opportunities for the appropriation 
of children’s data for commercial profit.” Accumulated data from children now will last their 
whole lifetime, unlike the data accumulated from their parents (Halloway, 2019). “Monitoring 
minors’ play habits and collecting their personal information does more than shape their 
future consumer habits as adults— it enables the normalization of a surveillance society” 
(Boghosian, 2021). In addition, “the age and maturity of the child may affect their ability to 
understand the motivation behind this type of data collection and uses of the longer-term 
privacy consequences (OECD, 2021). Furthermore, “When it comes to privacy, studies have 
revealed that children generally consider themselves as having a right to privacy online from 
their parents or peers (i.e. social privacy) but have a much less developed understanding 
about the fact that their privacy may also be infringed upon by state or commercial actors” 
(Milkaite and Lievens, 2019).   



While their privacy is at stake, gaming companies simultaneously exploit child audiences for 
monetary gain: “It isn’t uncommon for companies to pursue young people as customers”. 
Facebook has called children a, “valuable yet untapped audience” (Wells and Horowitz, 2021).  

Legislative Overview    

Many believe a true metaverse will be a heavily decentralized platform built and governed by 
community standards (Ball, “Metaverse: What it is”). Yet, “The more valuable and 
interoperable the metaverse is, the harder it will be to establish industry- wide consensus 
around topics such as data security, data persistence, forward compatible code evolution and 
transactions. In addition, the metaverse will need altogether new rules for censorship, control 
of communications, regulatory enforcement, tax reporting, prevention of online 
radicalization, and many more challenges that we’re struggling with today. As a result, it’s 
important to consider how the metaverse emerges, not just around what technological 
standard.” (Ball, “Metaverse: What it is”)    

For example, policies governing internet usage are centered on television regulations and 
underutilize the sparse research as to the benefits or harms of video games and immersive 
media (Blumberg et al., 2019). Furthermore, as gaming gets more sophisticated and becomes 
the host for aspects of the metaverse outside of gaming itself, it “will outrace regulatory 
capabilities for a variety of reasons: encryption, cryptocurrency, difficulties of policing virtual 
realities, varying rules in foreign jurisdictions and lack of expertise.” Metaverses will lead to 
gaming, “swallowing many more institutions” outside gaming (Cowen, 2021).    

Policymakers also need to take a closer look at how children are included in the 
policymaking process, advocating for the preservation of their self-identity, safety, and 
development. "... a number of existing laws already apply to the metaverse and are already 
giving rise to various legal considerations companies will have to start grappling with in the 
immediate term".  

Policy Recommendations      

I. Increase and adapt policies governing data protection to better include children 

“Even though it has been acknowledged for a long time that ‘everyone’ has a right to privacy, 
and is guaranteed by international and national human rights instruments, ‘everyone’ is 
often and without further thought assumed to be an adult” (Milkaite and Lievens, 2019). The 
GDPR for example, the most robust and thorough piece of policy governing the collection of 
data online, does not specifically mention children (Information Commissioner's Office, 2018).  

At the moment, most companies– including Facebook– still recommend, not require, that 
children under 13 not use their products (Buni, 2021). Global legislation has a range of cut-off 
ages: 12, 13 and 18 are all used depending on the region. At the same time, there is also “little 
explanation as to why those ages were chosen” (Milkaite and Lievens, 2019). 

Therefore, policymaking as it relates to data safety and children must first recognize children 
of all ages are using these platforms, despite age restrictions. Then, it must explicitly 
recognize children as users of this technology and therefore in need of protection under the 
law.      

II. Increase number of policies governing and addressing issues prevalent in gaming 
today       



In order to specifically address issues in gaming (and therefore issues in the metaverse), 
policies need to include voice recognition and livestreaming. Fortnite, for example, has a 
robust voice chat feature (Ball, “Fortnite is the Future”). Roblox has identified voice 
recognition, chatting, and live translation as the “most exciting” features for the future of the 
platform (Sturman, 2021). IoT toys are increasingly finding children’s voices as an important 
new data source (Halloway, 2019).    

The global market valuation for voice recognition technology will reach approximately $7 
billion by 2026 (Lazzarotti, 2020). Currently, the US classifies voice recognition as biometric 
data, like fingerprints. Yet Europe’s GDPR categorizes voice recognition as personal data, a 
“property unique to personal identity.” California has taken steps to emulate the GDPR with 
the CCPA, by listing voice recognition and biometric data as a whole as a category of 
“personal information”. (Lazzarotti, 2020). Voice recognition policies should be classified in the 
same way that personal data is protected. It should be valued as highly as other biometric 
data, which in turn should be viewed as highly sensitive personal data and protected as such.  

Live streaming also has incredible privacy implications, as users might not be able to 
ascertain they are being filmed, nor able to control what is included in the stream. It is unable 
to be edited out or reversed, so the damage is instantaneous. Live streaming provides ample 
opportunity for harm as its instantaneous and immediate nature makes policing extremely 
difficult. The metaverse conceptually requires low latency and synchronous interaction. So, 
the platform will utilize live streaming to a degree that we have yet to experience. Policies 
will need to first recognize live streaming as an avenue for harm, recognize its popularity and 
prevalence (especially with children), and include it in policymaking decisions.    

III. Empower youth in policymaking, including advocating for art and design to be 
included in policies     

In policy today, parents are seen as the regulators for their children’s online activities. This is 
ineffective. We know parents typically have less digital literacy skills than their children 
(OECD, 2021). ”Children’s online opportunities and risks depend substantially on their familial, 
socio- economic and national contexts, making for considerable heterogeneity in children’s 
internet cultures. Children who suffer particular problems or difficulties in their lives are also 
more vulnerable to online risk of harm” (Livingstone, 2013). Meanwhile, children in fact are 
proud of the internet culture they’ve created which “facilitates media consumption without 
parental supervision” (Mesch, 2009). We, “need to recognize but not overstate children’s 
agency in contributing to their culture”. When kids are denied agency, “children’s autonomy 
in making their own digital artifacts turns into dependency” (Kucirkova, 2021).   

When it comes to adtech, “because of advertising’s hidden and complex nature, they are not 
easily discerned by children, parents, or data-collection authorities” (Montgomery et al., 2020). 
The US’ COPPA’s failing is, “its requirement has placed parents in an increasingly difficult 
position, forcing them to evaluate a company’s data collection and marketing practices 
based on what they read in its privacy policy.” This, in fact, had a big impact on the 
subsequent development of terms and conditions of many currently widely used global 
services, such as Facebook, Google, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter and other companies.  

As more child creators build cultural experiences in the metaverse, it is important 
policymakers grasp the understanding that these experiences will have the opportunity to 
cause harm. As kidfluencers increase in size and power, we need to ensure child labor laws 
and fair compensation is being properly translated and recognized in this space. Parents 



should not be able to capitalize on their child’s creations, just as the Coogan Law prohibits 
the parents of child actors from accessing the full revenue of their acting compensation 
(SAG-AFTRA, 2021).     

IV. Research immersive media and its impacts   

Research on the effects of immersive technology on children remains essentially nonexistent. 
It is oftentimes considered unethical to even study it at all. But as this technology grows, it is 
crucial we understand its impacts on how children will both interact with the immersive 
media and what will result from these interactions.  

We know there are methodologies used to keep children online for as long as possible. We 
know that, “content and experiences are what makes this compelling” (Ball, Matthew Ball - 
“The Metaverse Guy”). As the various forms of entertainment continue to appeal to kids 
through various methods, we need to ensure they are not being exploited in the process.  

Immersive entertainment is the future. Yet we also know immersive environments are 
designed to maximize engagement and trigger copious amounts of time spent online. We 
know that the line between games designed to educate and designed to manipulate and 
persuade will continue to be further blurred (Blumberg et al., 2019). “With broad access to VR 
breaching the horizon, it is expected that all ages will be interacting with immersive virtual 
environments” (Bailey and Bailenson, 2017). Furthermore, these studies should emphasize 
the impacts on self-identity, personalization and development, as I’ve highlighted above. 
   

Conclusion  

There are countless issues that are likely to be present in the metaverse that are equally 
deserving of attention and study not discussed above– disinformation, racial and gender 
discrimination, and more. The word horizon is used a lot when talking about technology. 
You’ll find it sprinkled throughout this paper. It’s even reflected in so many metaverse 
technologies: Facebook’s Horizon and Animal Crossing: New Horizon to name a few. The 
metaverse— or metaverse-like structures at least— are on the horizon. We are, as a society, 
headed towards a technological horizon filled with incredible opportunities. Policymakers 
should be motivated to learn more about the impacts of technology on children and 
consider them in all future decisionmaking. If kids are our future, let’s ensure all future policy 
protects them as best we can.  
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