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Abstract
In social Virtual Reality (VR), particularly within VRChat, a signifi-
cant group of users often referred to as “mutes” refrain from voice
communication. This study analyzes 4212 discussion entries, includ-
ing both original submissions and comments, from the r/VRchat
subreddit to explore the experiences and reasons behind this prac-
tice. Our findings indicate that muteness is an integral aspect of so-
cial VR culture, yet mute users face challenges, including exposure
to abusive behaviors and communication barriers in a fast-paced
environment. Factors of social VR like harassment, heightened so-
cial anxiety from the immersive presence, and the complexities of
identity management can discourage voice communication, lead-
ing many to adopt “muteness” as a response. This behavior can
be seen within the broader context of social disability, challenging
normative communication assumptions. We highlight the risks of
generalizing marginalized communities and emphasize the need
for further research to address and support the unique needs of
these groups in social VR spaces.

CCS Concepts
• Human-centered computing→ Human computer interac-
tion (HCI); Collaborative and social computing; Virtual reality.
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1 Introduction
Social Virtual Reality (VR) enables individuals to interact with each
other through Head-Mounted Display (HMD) devices in multi-
user, three-dimensional environments [57]. Unlike other avatar-
based systems, such as online multiplayer games that primarily sup-
port on-screen avatar communication, social VR features full-body
tracked avatars that facilitate real-time, immersive interactions akin
to face-to-face communication [47]. Social VR supports a range of
communication modes, including verbal and non-verbal interac-
tions such as voice, gestures, proxemics, gaze, and facial expression
[33], creating environments that transcend virtual gatherings to
enable activities such as gaming, dancing [64], watching events
together[26, 59], dating [88], and even unconventional practices
like sleeping [80] or consuming alcohol while wearing HMDs [17].
These diverse practices underline how social VR has become a
unique cultural and social phenomenon, where virtual and physical
realities intersect to enable shared activities and relationships.

On platforms like VRChat [76], users can explore a wide array
of user-generated environments while embodying highly customiz-
able avatars. These social interactions, while rich and varied, are
shaped by the platform’s affordances and cultural norms, with voice
communication serving as a primary mode of engagement [67], fos-
tering immersion and real-time connections. Within this context, a
distinct group known as “mutes” has emerged–users who refrain
from using voice communication.

The term “mute” in this setting appears to have evolved from its
historically negative connotations associated with speech disabili-
ties. In VRChat, many users refer to themselves as “mutes” without
hesitation, and this self-identification in the virtual space does not
carry the same implications as its use in the physical world, redefin-
ing the term within this virtual culture. The practice of muteness
in social VR adds complexity to avatar-mediated communication.
While voice aims to replicate the immediacy of interaction in the
physical world, it can inadvertently marginalize individuals who
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are unable or choose not to use it [16, 77]. Although the presence of
mute users has been acknowledged in prior research [55], the under-
lying reasons of their non-use of voice, along with the cultural and
interpersonal implications of this practice, remain underexplored.
The design challenges, opportunities, and broader implications of
this phenomenon are still unclear. Gaining a deeper understand-
ing of these dynamics offers valuable insights into how social VR
platforms shape communication and inclusion.

This study investigates the experiences of mute users and exam-
ines the reasons that lead them to not use voice communication,
whether as a personal choice, a response to a disabling environment,
or due to physical disabilities. Specifically, we address the following
two research questions:

RQ1) How do users experience being “mutes” in social VR?
RQ2) What are the reasons users refrain from voice communi-

cation in social VR?

To answer these questions, we collected and analyzed 4212 discus-
sion entries, comprising both original submissions and comments,
focused on the mute user group from the r/VRchat subreddit, one
of the biggest online forums for VRChat users. This dataset offers
a rich perspective into the challenges and opportunities faced by
marginalized communities, laying the foundation for platform-wide
design improvements that extend beyond mute users to foster more
inclusive and supportive virtual spaces.

We make several contributions to HCI research: (1) Our findings
reveal that social VR platforms often replicate societal ableist norms,
creating disabling environments with harmful effects on users. By
highlighting mute users’ practices of resistance and interpersonal
power dynamics, we emphasize the need for proactive approaches
that center user agency, enabling diverse users to engage with vir-
tual worlds on their own terms; (2) This research sheds light on the
transitions from individual decisions to remaining mute to form
a collective identity, leading to stereotyping and targeted harass-
ment. It underscores the risks of overgeneralization and the lack
of understanding of a community experiencing systemic barriers
that uniquely emerges in social VR environments, emphasizing
the need for nuanced support and protection; (3) We propose de-
sign suggestions to promote safety and inclusivity for marginalized
communities.

2 Related Works
To contextualize our findings, we review the literature on the oppor-
tunities and challenges of social VR as a prominent immersive space
for meaningful activities and examine research on marginalized
groups in virtual worlds.

2.1 Navigating Shared Experiences and Diverse
Interactions in Social VR

With the rise of affordable VR devices, large-scale social VR ex-
periences have become more accessible, allowing geographically
distant users to engage in 3D virtual spaces via avatars using VR
headsets [52, 57]. Social VR facilitates immersive, life-like inter-
actions through verbal and non-verbal communication, including
voice, gesture, gaze, facial expression, and proxemics [55, 60, 75, 78].

As of this writing, social VR is available through several platforms,
including VRChat1, RecRoom2, and HorizonWorlds3.

Social VR accommodates a broad spectrum of social and leisure
activities, catering to varied user needs [18, 31, 55, 74]. For example,
Zamanifard and Freeman [83] observed that users replicate com-
mon offline interactions in these virtual spaces and Piitulainen et al.
[64] found that social VR adds new dimensions to the enjoyment
of traditional activities like dancing. Surprisingly, unconventional
activities in VR settings, like sleeping and drinking, are common in
these spaces [17, 31, 52, 80]. Freeman et al. [33] highlight how social
VR platforms, through customizable avatars, offer unique oppor-
tunities for marginalized groups to experiment with identity and
express themselves beyond their physical appearance, navigating
social and personal dimensions in immersive spaces. Addition-
ally, social VR has been recognized as a valuable tool for mental
health, particularly in helping overcome challenges like social anx-
iety [27, 34]. Unique features of social VR, such as the sense of
physicality and shared activities, can help individuals with social
anxiety disorder reduce their fears and improve social interactions
in both virtual and non-virtual settings [84].

However, social VR is not without challenges, as the same fea-
tures that enable meaningful interactions can also lead to harmful
situations [19, 64], particularly harassment [8, 20, 30]. Harassment
is prevalent in these virtual spaces [70] and often targets dispropor-
tionately groups such as young users and members of the LGBTQ+
community [8, 22, 55]. Factors like gender, sexuality, race, age, and
disability can influence the likelihood of experiencing harassment
[53, 68, 86]. The immersive nature of VR technology, which in-
tensifies the sense of presence and the perception of face-to-face
interaction, can amplify social pressures. VR technology can induce
strong social anxiety similar to face-to-face settings [44]. This effect
is further intensified by the simultaneous and spontaneous nature
of social VR, where unplanned interactions with strangers often
heighten feelings of anxiety [17].

Although social VR offers numerous possibilities for interaction,
voice communication remains the most common form [34]. The
role of non-verbal communication in social VR is nuanced; while
it can provide protection and comfort for marginalized users, it
can also facilitate non-verbal forms of harassment, such as uncon-
sented touch [21, 55]. In virtual spaces, voice often acts as a key
indicator of offline identity, revealing traits like dialect, gender, and
other social cues. Research shows that vocal attributes significantly
shape user perceptions and interactions, influencing assumptions
about a speaker’s identity and social role [61]. These dynamics are
particularly evident in social VR, raising concerns about inclusivity
and the potential for identity-based biases or harassment [8].

The phenomenon of “mutes” in social VR, particularly within
the VRChat community, presents a unique and intriguing aspect of
virtual interaction. Mutes are users who opt for non-verbal com-
munication methods, such as gestures or writing with virtual pens,
instead of verbal communication [52]. While previous research has
acknowledged the existence of the mute community as the most
comprehensive group using non-verbal communication in social
VR [5], there has been a lack of focused exploration of this group.
1https://hello.VRchat.com/
2https://recroom.com/
3https://www.meta.com/fi/en/horizon-worlds/
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This investigation is crucial for understanding the mute commu-
nity and broader communication dynamics in social VR, especially
as these technologies become increasingly integrated into daily
life. Our study seeks to inform platform design to better accom-
modate groups excluded from dominant communication practices,
contributing to a more inclusive understanding of social VR.

2.2 Investigating Marginalized Groups in
Virtual Worlds

Since the inception of embodied virtual spaces like Second Life [49],
researchers have explored the potential of interactive virtual worlds
for marginalized groups, including people with disabilities [24] and
the LGBTQ+ community [13]. These spaces are recognized as sites
for communication and identity exploration, where technology can
either facilitate or hinder access and participation [16].

Critical Disability Studies (CDS) [56] and Feminist HCI [7]4 pro-
vide frameworks for examining how technology design can either
foster inclusion or marginalize those who deviate from norma-
tive standards, emphasizing the ethical responsibility of designers
to create accessible and equitable virtual environments. The CDS
framework extends beyond disability to examine broader issues
affecting marginalized groups [69], offering HCI tools to interrogate
how systemic power dynamics shape technology [72]. Kafer’s cri-
tique of structural ableism [43] and Hamraie and Fritsch’s concept
of “crip technoscience” [39] are critical for our examination of mute
users in social VR. These perspectives highlight how ostensibly
inclusive technologies often reinforce exclusionary norms, particu-
larly in voice- and body-centric designs, while also emphasizing
how marginalized users innovate within systems not designed for
them [39], reimagining technologies to disrupt normative narra-
tives of “normalcy” and “ability.” The design of immersive technolo-
gies often assumes able-bodied norms, creating barriers for users
with physical disabilities [36]. Features such as voice communica-
tion, while enhancing social presence, have historically reinforced
normative expectations and marginalized alternative interaction
methods [77]. Drawing on CDS perspectives, this highlights the
need to expand notions of communication beyond speech to include
non-verbal and alternative modalities [4].

Aligned with feminist HCI principles [7], examining underrep-
resented groups in social VR amplifies marginalized voices and
uncovers overlooked insights. Research explores how these plat-
forms shape visibility and identity practices for marginalized users,
including individuals with invisible disabilities [38], queer, and
transgender communities [1, 32, 65]. Studies on social VR [3, 38, 85]
emphasize the importance of inclusive avatars and communication
tools that balance user autonomy with protections from stigma and
harassment. For LGBTQ+ users, customizable avatars and tailored
social practices facilitate self-expression [1]. However, while fea-
tures like embodiment and customization offer liberating possibili-
ties, they often reflect and reinforce normative biases, marginalizing
users who do not conform to expected standards [3].

Understanding diverse user groups is crucial to avoid oversimpli-
fications that may lead to stigma. For instance, while some research
4Feminist HCI goes beyond the scope of gender and computing by incorporating a
wider range of methods that challenge traditional scientific approaches. It emphasizes
diverse experiences to gain a more holistic understanding of how we engage with the
world [82].

labels mirror dwellers–users who frequently engage with their
avatars through virtual mirrors–as disruptive [87], a deeper anal-
ysis of their behaviors and motivations reveals valuable design
implications, such as user-centered mirror settings and governance
strategies that balance individual freedom with community stan-
dards [34].

3 Data and Methods
Our work utilizes the VRChat platform for several reasons. First, it
offers the most sophisticated avatar customization, which intends to
enable users to explore different identities [27] and self-presentation
[85] through a wide variety of avatars. Moreover, VRChat is ranked
as one of the most popular applications on the Steam store, drawing
a heterogeneous group of users [54]. Additionally, the academic
interest in VRChat as a research subject further validates our choice
[27, 34]. Its prominence in social VR research underscores its rele-
vance and potential for yielding insightful findings. This academic
attention, combined with its popularity and customization options,
positions VRChat as an ideal platform for investigating the experi-
ences of mute users.

We choose to study the discussions people have in online com-
munities related to mutes because we believe that working on
discussion data is suitable for our study as employing alternative
methods, such as interviewing mute users, could pose its own set of
challenges, given that these individuals might be hesitant to engage
in verbal communication. The nature of mute users as a group that
may prefer non-verbal or limited communication makes online
community discussions an ideal data source. Moreover, there are
examples in the literature of studies that effectively leverage data
from Reddit communities to capture a wide range of lived expe-
riences, providing insights into the the experiences of marginal-
ized user groups [35, 79]. Online communities are often viewed
as “safe spaces” where users unsolicitedly share their experiences
and genuine opinions [2]. Such platforms provide insights into the
experiences and viewpoints of mute users in a more natural and
unfiltered way, aligning with our research goals and the unique
characteristics of our study population.

3.1 Data Collection
In our research, we focused on gathering discussion data from the
r/VRchat subreddit, a pivotal online community for VRChat users.
Reddit has become a significant resource for researchers in CSCW
and HCI, recognized for its extensive user base and dynamic dis-
cussions [45, 50]. By the time of our study, r/VRchat had more than
155,000 members, making it an ideal platform for understanding
the diverse perspectives and experiences within the VRChat com-
munity. The active community and the rich discussions on this
subreddit provided an ideal setting for our investigation. Moreover,
Reddit’s platform policies and API allow data collection for research
purposes.

We clarify the words used in the following text. On Reddit, users
share content through submissions, which are original posts that
initiate discussions. A submission serves as the starting point for
a conversation, where someone introduces a new topic, question,
or message. Comments are responses or remarks made on these
submissions or other comments, forming nested discussions. A
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thread includes the entire set of interactions originating from a
single submission, encompassing the original post, all comments,
and nested replies, thus creating a continuous and connected series
of conversations around the shared content.

We used Reddit’s API5 to locate and retrieve discussions re-
lated to mute from the forum. The API allows us to collect data
by keyword searching and retrieving submissions and associated
comments as long as the submissions contain keywords in their
titles or content that were searched for. Our primary keyword is
“mute”, chosen for its direct relevance to our research focus. The
term "mute" directly aligns with the study’s objective of understand-
ing mute users and their experiences. Using one keyword to collect
relevant online discussion data is a common practice [45]. Using
this keyword ensures that the collected data is specifically related
to the mute phenomenon in social VR, minimizing irrelevant infor-
mation that may arise from broader or unrelated terms. This search
yielded a substantial corpus of 5545 data entries, encompassing
submissions, and associated comments, together with pertinent
metadata such as the creation time of each post.

Before the data collection, we consulted with our university’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB) regarding any ethical concerns
arising from our research. The IRB deemed that our research was
exempt from human subjects review, according to the interpretation
shared by other IRBs [66], the data used are all publicly available
and expected to be viewed by the public, and they did not involve
sensitive information such as physiological signals. Our research
is considered to have minimal impact on those involved. However,
our authors are aware of the discussion in the HCI community
concerning the utilization of publicly available data [29] and guide-
lines to protect privacy, anonymity, and discoverability [14]. To
safeguard the individuals involved, we employed various protec-
tive measures throughout our study. We removed all potentially
identifying personal information from our dataset. This included
usernames and any other details that could be used to trace back
the data to individual users. In addition to this, we carefully para-
phrased all quotations used in our articles. This was done to reduce
the possibility of these quotes being searchable online, thereby pre-
venting the original posts from being easily identified and linked
back to specific individuals. Lastly, we ensured that the collected
data was securely managed and accessible only to our research
team. All the data were stored on password-protected devices.

After the data collection, we embarked on refining our dataset.
Our primary focus was eliminating irrelevant data that did not
pertain to the mute users. While many submissions mentioned
the keyword mute, not all were relevant to discussions about the
mute community (e.g., “I mute harassers” ). Such submissions and
associated comments were identified and removed from our dataset.
In the process, we evaluate submissions to decide the threads’ rel-
evance rather than individual comments, which streamlines the
screening process, as the associated comments generally follow the
same thematic pattern as the initial submission. After the filter-
ing process, we compiled a final dataset of 4212 submissions and
comments. These data spanned a time frame from 2018 to 2023,
providing a broad perspective on the discussions and sentiments
within the VRChat community regarding muteness. The starting

5https://www.reddit.com/dev/api/

point of 2018 was chosen because it marks the first instance of a
post explicitly mentioning mutes, allowing us to capture the evolu-
tion of this phenomenon from its earliest discussions. This dataset
formed the foundation of our analysis, offering a rich and varied
pool of user-generated content that reflects the complexities and
nuances of the mute experience in social VR.

3.2 Data Analysis
We conducted an in-depth inductive thematic analysis [11, 12, 23]
to extract insights from the data gathered on mute users. Two
researchers were involved in the analysis process following the
guidelines outlined by Braun and Clarke [12].

The process began with both researchers immersing themselves
in the dataset to gain a deep understanding of the mute users’
experience and their reasons for being mute within the virtual com-
munity. Each coder independently reviewed the collected posts and
comments, recording initial impressions and identifying informa-
tion relevant to our research objectives. Then, the researchers met
up to discuss their understanding and confusion in the context of
certain data. After that, they embarked on independent coding to
generate initial codes. We employed an iterative coding process,
initially generating codes in a data-driven manner. Each data item
was examined, and segments of relevant text were coded for their
semantic meaning. For example, a comment like “I tend to be mute
as my voice is very high pitched... Many harass me for that.” was
initially coded as ‘Avoiding voice-related harassment’.

After completing individual coding, the researchers met up to
review and consolidate their codes. They organized these codes
into thematic topics pertinent to the research questions and devel-
oped sub-themes that emerged concerning users’ experiences and
motivations for being mute in social VR. For example, codes like
‘Avoiding pitch-related harassment, Avoiding accent-related ha-
rassment, Avoiding harassment due to sounds too young’ emerged
into ‘Avoiding Harassment Based on Voice Characteristics’ as a
subtheme. Beyond grouping similar codes, this step involved inter-
preting patterns and meanings in the data. Researchers analyzed
relationships among sub-themes, refining them through discus-
sions to ensure they accurately reflected mute users’ experiences
in VRChat. Themes were revisited multiple times for clarity and
finalized through iterative naming discussions.

Throughout this analytical process, the researchers maintained
a reflexive approach, constantly questioning their interpretations
and staying open to various interpretations within the data. This
reflexive stance was key to ensuring that the analysis remained
grounded in the data while also being mindful of the researchers’
perspectives and potential biases. To ensure a clear and organized
presentation of our results, we have provided two tables in Appen-
dix A that systematically display the identified themes, subthemes,
and corresponding descriptions of each subtheme.

3.3 Positionality Statement
It is crucial to disclose our positionality due to the sensitive nature
of our research focus, as it allows for transparency regarding how
our intellectual backgrounds and lived experiences might shape
our analysis and interpretation of the data [10, 48]. Acknowledging
positionality ensures that we are aware of potential biases, fostering

https://www.reddit.com/dev/api/
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trust with our audience and ensuring the validity of our research
[10]. Of the five authors of this paper, four have prior experience
conducting research with social VR users. Notably, the first author
has many years of experience on social VR platforms, including
direct interactions with mute users and observing their experiences
within these spaces. Additionally, four authors have experience
in conducting research with marginalized communities, including
groups with impairments, the LGBTQ+ community, and politically
marginalized populations. Our collective research background and
hands-on experience approach our research with an understanding
of the complexities that marginalized populations may face in the
social VR context. In addition, it positions us well to conduct a
thematic analysis for this study. By sharing our positionality, we
emphasize our commitment to reflexivity and accountability, en-
suring that our research is both ethically grounded and socially
conscious.“

4 Findings
4.1 Experiences of Being Mute (RQ1)
This section highlights the cultural integration of muteness and ad-
dresses the challenges mute users encounter, including harassment
and communication difficulties. It also demonstrates the practice
of “adoption,” where mute users rely on vocal users to support
and enhance their social interactions. For a detailed breakdown of
themes and subthemes, see Table 1 in Appendix A.

4.1.1 Cultural Integration of Muteness. In the social VR context,
the presence of mute individuals is perceived as both significant and
common, forming a distinct cultural aspect within these platforms.
A user’s comment exemplifies this perspective, “There’s a huge mute
community on the platform. It is definitely a VR cultural thing... It is
pretty common for users to be mute.”

Social VR platforms, including VRChat, are largely built around
user-generated content, such as virtual worlds that offer a wide
range of spaces tailored to various interests, themes, and activities.
User-generated worlds for sign language are emerging to teach and
promote sign language. These worlds are frequented by the mute
community and serve as inclusive spaces where users can engage
with ASL, fostering cultural exchange and learning. For instance,
Figure 1 shows interactive tools offered in these worlds to help
users learn ASL. For example,

“There are numerous ASL [American Sign Langugage]
worlds. Simply search ASL; they’re fantastic since the
mute community frequents them, and you can learn
ASL. You’d be surprised how often a private dialogue
takes place in a public world, with the mutes secretly
giggling.”

The account highlights the prominence of ASL worlds and mute
users in public VRChat spaces. Public worlds in VRChat are open to
all users and typically attract a larger audience than private worlds.
ASL worlds, often categorized as public, are accessible through
the platform’s search function, making them highly visible and
available to the broader user community.

Beyond user-generated worlds, the use of alternate communica-
tion forms is becoming an integral part of the overall VR experience
on the platform. For example, the quote shows users’ appreciation

for the community embracing and integrating mutes’ ways of com-
munication into their everyday communication, “The community
has learned or adopted signing into their VRchat life significantly...
and the addition of pens in many environments is considerate.” It re-
flects two key developments: the adoption of avatar-based gestures,
such as signing, as a primary mode of communication, and the
incorporation of tools specifically designed to support mute users
in expressing themselves. These intentional design elements aim to
enhance accessibility and promote a more inclusive environment
for non-verbal interaction.

4.1.2 Experiencing Rudeness and Harassment. Despite the integra-
tion, mute individuals still face abusive behavior from toxic indi-
viduals due to their unique mode of communication or inability to
engage verbally, pointing to an occurrence of targeted harassment.
These experiences highlight a tension in the space, where the inclu-
sivity fostered by some parts of the community is undermined by
toxic behavior from others. For example, when mute users attempt
to engage with others using non-verbal means of communication,
they might be met with dismissiveness or hostility. A user posts,

“Some folks can be really rude about it. We don’t think
you have to talk to us, but instead of doing anything
harsh, try to tell us something like, ‘Oh sorry, this isn’t
the type of interaction I want.’ It’s fine if someone
doesn’t want to interact with mute users, but some
people take that out of per portion and start going off
at the individual.”

The user expresses expectations for basic politeness, such as
kindly declining an interaction, which contrasts with the hostile
reactions some vocal users exhibit. Such actions reflect intolerance
toward non-normative communication styles. Another individual’s
experience further highlights the broader issue of intolerance and
insensitivity,

“A lot of other people would bother me; not every-
one has the same experience as me, but I have been
stopped and cursed out for sitting next to people who
were talking. A simple solution is to ask me to leave
kindly (which I would do) or to block me without
making a fuss about it. They didn’t have to be rude
to me just because I was sitting next to them. I was
called a freak, told to f**ck off, called a c*nt, and told
in front of everyone that I was being blocked. I felt
very unwanted because I couldn’t say anything about
it, so I often panicked and left.”

In addition, many users in social VR environments report feeling
undue pressure to speak. They face expectations to conform to
standard modes of communication. This pressure can create a chal-
lenging and uncomfortable experience for those who are unable or
prefer not to engage in verbal dialogue. For example,

“I was hanging out with all my friends until some
random dude approachedme and toldme to speak (the
thing is, I’m mute irl, and I just hate being harassed
by people like them. I’ve taught my friends some ASL
to communicate with me (I did not press them into
it; they insisted), but I love all the people who accept
mutes.”
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Figure 1: This set of images shows an interactive poster in the “Experimental Sign Language World” [9], serving as a tool to
help users learn ASL. (a) Demonstrates how to say the English alphabet in social VR, and (b) Shows how to spell out Japanese
syllables using hand gestures.

“IRL” stands for "In Real Life." It is commonly used in social VR to
distinguish between things that happen in the physical world (real
life) and things that occur online. This account highlights a common
form of harassment in which mute individuals are pressured to
speak, despite their inability or preference not to do so.

4.1.3 Facing Difficulties in Communication. Despite the availabil-
ity of communication methods such as ASL and other non-verbal
strategies, mute users still face significant challenges when inter-
acting in social VR environments. These challenges stem from the
limitations of non-verbal communication, especially when com-
pared to verbal communication in fast-paced, voice-dominated VR
interactions [34].. A user shared the experience, “To be honest, I
can’t recommend being mute for very long unless you don’t mind all
the communication issues and difficulties it comes with.”

Non-verbal communication often struggles to keep pace with
verbal interactions, such as drawing and typing. Although ASL can
keep up with verbal communication, its adoption remains limited;
not all participants understand it. Moreover, users are less likely to
constantly focus on mute individuals, particularly in group discus-
sions, where sustained focus is necessary to understand ASL. For
example,

“In-game typing chat is super slow and a huge hurdle
when it comes to communication. The best thing I
can think of is really make gestures (and avatar facial
expressions) really expressive and show personality,
or use ASL. However, during conversations, people
won’t always watch mute individuals, and many don’t
understand ASL.”

Typing not only lags behind talking but is even slower in VR
compared to conventional keyboard typing. While user-generated
avatars often include expressive gestures and facial animations,
these features are insufficient for communicating detailed infor-
mation. The limited attention given to mute users during group
discussions further highlights the systemic challenges they face in
voice-dominated environments.

In addition to group dynamics, non-verbal methods inherently
lack the immediacy and impact of verbal communication, making
it harder for mute users to gain attention. For example, “It can
be difficult to get people’s attention when you have little more to

offer than a speech bubble and some gestures.” Another user echoed
this sentiment, “It’s harder to get people’s attention. I wanna talk
so bad and noticed.” Particularly during ongoing conversations, it
becomes even more challenging for mute players to chime in using
non-verbal means.

The situation often results in poor social experiences for mute
users. For example, “I now no longer want to even boot up VRChat
because it’s going to just be a few-hour session of me sitting quietly in
a corner, watching everyone else enjoy themselves.” The user suffers
from the emotional toll of exclusion. Being mute tend to struggle
to engage meaningfully with other vocal users despite their efforts
to adapt. These experiences illustrate how mute users are often
outlined in fast-moving social interactions.

In addition, this communication barrier hinders mute users, par-
ticularly in scenarios involving confrontational interactions. With-
out the ability to verbally assert themselves, defending against
criticism or conflict becomes a major challenge. As one user re-
marked, “I am mute, so I would not be able to defend myself well a
lot of the time.” Without the capacity to verbally articulate their
perspective, they often feel defenseless in challenging situations. It
shows a particular challenge faced by mute users.

4.1.4 Adoption Culture and the Associated Controversy. Due to the
above communication limitations, manymute users seek “adoption”—
a popular concept in VRChat that refers to a social dynamic where
mute users form surrogate familial relationships with vocal users.
enhance their social interactions with vocal users, or, through this
arrangement, vocal users act as intermediaries, facilitating commu-
nication between the mute user and the broader community. For
example, a user expresses a desire to be adopted to enhance their
social interactions, “I’d love to play more VRChat, but as mute and
being anxious in VR, it’s hard for me. Would like to get adopted or
invited into a community/group with people who are fine with having
me around.”

These adoptedmute users are often referred to as “personal mute”
or “my mute” by other players, "I check in from time to time with
my mute to see how he’s doing. He has his own little friend group and
has been doing great." This phenomenon has evolved into a popular
culture, where many players desire to have a personal mute,“But
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once the personal mute stuff started, I definitely had random people
asking if I wanted to be theirs.”

Conversations on r/VRChat often trivialize and objectify mutes
by framing them in ways that emphasize dependency or novelty,
with some mutes embracing these portrayals to navigate social
acceptance. For instance,

A: VRChat should have virtual pets, like Tamagotchis,
that you can pet, pick up, and give treats to.
B: You can already do that with your local mute.
C: Yep, they come in all shapes and sizes and only
need attention and head pats.
D: Where’s the mute adoption center?!
E (mute user): There isn’t one—you just find someone
like me in the wild, like a Pokémon.

The excerpt likens mutes to “pets” available for adoption, a com-
parison that some mutes playfully accepted, thereby reinforcing
this dynamic to foster inclusion within the community.

However, at the same time, many users find the term “personal
mute” offensive. In the following discussion, users with real speech
impairments express their discomfort with this usage,

A: To be fair I got a bit offended when I’ve heard stuff
like "Personal Mute" and so on from people or that
they think it’s "cute" when someone is mute...
B: Me too, when the personal mute stuff started I was
a little offended too as someone whose disability has
been somewhat fetishized already by weird people
I’ve met, but I did realize the vast majority of people
didn’t mean any harm with saying it and stuff.

The two users express the emotional discomfort caused by the
term, which may trivialize muteness. For many, such language can
feel dismissive, reducing their identity to a novelty rather than
recognizing their presence and individuality.

4.2 Reasons for Being a Mute (RQ2)
This section delves into the various reasons why users opt to be
mute in social VR platforms like VRChat. Key reasons include dis-
comfort due to the mismatch between voice and avatar, identity
management, avoiding harassment, balancing physical and virtual
environments, physical disabilities, and social anxiety6. For a de-
tailed breakdown of themes and subthemes, see Table 2 and Table ??
in Appendix A.

4.2.1 Due to Voice-Avatar Contrast. The preference of users to en-
gage in social VR environments with idealized avatars or avatars
that significantly differ from their real-life appearance is a notable
trend [33]. This preference for avatars serves as a means of self-
expression, allowing users to experiment with identities that may
be aspirational or distinctly different from their offline selves. How-
ever, our data reveals a dynamic where the contrast between these
meticulously chosen avatars and the users’ natural, unpolished

6It is worth noting that there are additional, less frequently mentioned reasons, in-
cluding technical issues (e.g., having a broken mic) and language barriers (e.g., being
a non-English speaker). However, due to their limited representation and straight-
forward nature, these themes are not presented in detail. We include them here to
acknowledge their presence in the data and recognize that less frequently mentioned
reasons may still hold significance, particularly for individual users.

voices creates a sense of discomfort. This dissonance often leads
users to opt for muteness as a coping mechanism. For example,

“I’m typically very talkative, both in person and online,
but discomfort hits me wrong and turns me into a
depressivemutewho can’t communicate. It’s probably
due to the contrast between how I look with an avatar
and how I sound when I speak.”

The discomfort caused by a visual-auditory mismatch signif-
icantly impacts the user’s way of engaging socially in VR envi-
ronments. Transgender individuals are notably active in social VR
spaces and, as explored by Freeman et al. [33], they often use avatars
that align with their identified gender, enabling them to better ex-
plore and express their identity . The transgender community pro-
vides a tangible example of the challenges faced by individuals with
the mismatch, “I’m a trans female who hasn’t started transitioning
yet, so I’m uncomfortable using my voice while using a female avatar.”

In addition, the comparison between the user’s avatar and their
voice can be a source of self-consciousness about one’s voice in
social VR, leading many to choose muteness. For example, a user
expresses a strong dislike for their voice,“I’m very self-conscious
about how my voice sounds. I hate it so much. It does not match my
avatar. It’s a lot more chill for me when I am mute.” The user uses
the word “hate” to express their dislike of their voice.

In addition to avoiding the discomfort for themselves, many
users become mute to engage in identity management on the re-
ceiver’s side. As shown by previous research [8, 61], voice plays a
significant role in self-presentation and can influence social dynam-
ics. To maintain control over their identity, users may strategically
choose muteness, thereby avoiding situations where their voice
could conflict with or undermine their intended persona. For exam-
ple,

“It’s ironic that irl people tell me to shut up because
I’m always talking, but I do not speak at all on the
platform. I believe the major reason I do this is I at-
tempt to conceal my shortcomings or the aspects of
myself that I dislike... I can’t hide them in real life,
so if someone approaches me, I presume they don’t
mind, but in VRChat, that’s a step I have to take in-
stead of happening organically like in real life, which
is probably why it’s so difficult.”

Unlike interactions in the offline world, where perceptions are
influenced by a mix of uncontrollable cues and intentional presen-
tation, social VR provides users with greater agency to shape their
virtual identities. This level of control requires users to actively
and deliberately construct their presence in the virtual world. In
this context, muteness becomes a tool to facilitate the presentation
of a cohesive virtual identity. Another user further underscores
adopting muteness as a strategy to maintain a cohesive virtual
identity,

“For me, being mute takes away a barrier. I like to be
cute, although your avatar is cute, people often rate
you based on how you sound. My voice is not cute. If
my voice was taken away, I could be a lot cuter, lol.”
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The user emphasizes how the absence of voice allows them to
project a more charming image, free from the potential mismatch
between their avatar’s appearance and their voice.

4.2.2 As a Strategy to Avoid Harassment. Harassment in social VR
environments is a significant issue that impacts how users choose
to engage and communicate. For many, the decision to remain mute
arises as a protective measure against harassment, particularly
when it is linked to the sound or characteristics of their voice. For
these individuals, muteness is less a choice and more a necessity,
driven by a desire to protect themselves from repeated abuse. The
harassment is often triggered by the qualities of a user’s voice, such
as its pitch and tone. For example,

“When I first started playing VRchat, I talked, but
many people insulted me and called me names due to
my high-pitched voice. After putting up with that for
months, I gave up trying to talk, and I am since mute.”

The user often faces ridicule due to their high-pitched voice. The
toll of enduring constant insults outweighed the desire to participate
verbally in social interactions.

As previously stated, many users stay mute to manage the mis-
match between the avatar’s appearance and voice. This mismatch
often makes users targets for negative behavior, as they face ridicule
and harassment from toxic users who notice the disparity. Such
negative experiences further discourage users from engaging in
verbal communication. An individual shared their experience re-
lated to this phenomenon, highlighting the harassment they face
due to the disparity,

“When I spoke with my pals while playing, a lot of
rude people called me out since my voice didn’t match
how I looked. And, while I hope those were isolated
events, they occurred more frequently than you can
imagine. I don’t want to talk anymore after many
times of this.”

The repeated harassment caused by this mismatch discouraged
the individual from speaking altogether. The additional account fur-
ther highlights the distressing impact of such harassment, “I became
mute after being harassed for my avatar not "representing/matching"
my voice to some people’s standards; the harassment was so severe
that I stopped using voice altogether.”

The toxicity issue in social VR platforms extends beyond specific
incidents of harassment based on voice qualities or avatar mismatch.
A pervasive atmosphere of toxicity and the potential for encoun-
tering aggressive users can create a general sense of apprehension
among participants. This fear influences the behavior of a wide
range of users, leading even those whose voices are appropriate
and align well with their avatars to refrain from speaking. A user’s
statement exemplifies the cautious approach to interaction,

“I don’t reveal my voice because I want to ensure that
the individuals I’m chatting with are decent people.
I’ve been in situations where I thought I’d discovered
great individuals, but then they bring up a hot topic,
and they become sexist/racist/homophobic, and I’m
glad I didn’t say anything.”

Given the prevalence of harassment, the user takes muteness to
avoid toxic users. The preemptive muteness reflects a broad distrust

of social VR spaces, where users feel the need to guard themselves
against the unpredictable nature of interactions.

The choice to remain mute in social VR is not only a response
to past experiences of harassment but also a strategic approach
adopted by many users to assess the nature of those they interact
with. By opting for muteness, users create an opportunity to ob-
serve and evaluate the behavior of others without the immediate
commitment of verbal communication. The rationale behind this
strategy is that if other users are willing to engage patiently and
kindly with someone who is mute, they are likely to be respectful
individuals. For example,

“I usually start mute since it serves as a great people
filter. Those who are nice and/or patient are willing
to interact with mutes. Those who avoid mutes or
openly despise them come across as impatient, insen-
sitive, and often self-centered. And that’s not the kind
of people I want to hang out with... I can and will con-
tinue to communicate with you. It’s not my problem
if you can’t entertain yourself or be patient enough
to wait for me to respond.”

The user uses muteness as a tool for filtering out toxic or disre-
spectful individuals. Users who demonstrate kindness and adapt-
ability in their interactions with mutes are seen as more likely to
foster positive and supportive relationships.

4.2.3 Balancing Physical and Virtual Surroundings. The physical
surroundings of users in social VR environments play a significant
role in their decision to becomemute. Many users are mindful of not
wanting to disturb others in their real-life environment while they
engage in virtual spaces. Muteness becomes a practical strategy to
navigate these overlapping realities while maintaining harmony in
both. A user posts,

“Noise pollution. The beauty of VRChat is that it is
global; my VRChat friends are from different time
zones. So it’s sometimes afternoon onmy friend’s side,
but late night on mine. For hanging out with them,
I’m staying up till midnight ndon a regular basis, and
I can’t very well be waking up folks who have early
shifts around me. So, being mute became natural.”

Participants navigate not only virtual relationships but also the
logistical realities of their physical environment. For this user, mute-
ness emerges as an adaptive solution, allowing them to engage with
their virtual community while respecting the needs of those sharing
their physical space.

In addition to considering the need to not disturb those in their
physical environment, many social VR users also choose to become
mute to prevent their real-world surroundings from intruding into
the virtual experience of others in VRChat. For example, “I don’t
enjoy leavingmymic on because of background noise, and I don’t want
people to think I’m disrespectful.” For the user, whose decision stems
from a recognition that elements of their physical environment
might disrupt the virtual interaction or affect the experience of
other users.

4.2.4 To Manage Social Anxiety. Social anxiety is a significant fac-
tor driving many users to choose muteness in social VR environ-
ments, which is further aggravated by the heightened sense of



Understanding "Mutes" in Social Virtual Reality CHI ’25, April 26–May 01, 2025, Yokohama, Japan

presence and the spontaneous nature of interactions, as highlighted
by previous research [17]. This anxiety prompts users to avoid ver-
bal communication, opting instead for non-verbal interaction or
silence. For example,

“On VRChat, I deal with a lot of social anxiety, which
is weird because I don’t really have that problem on
other online games or other social platforms... I think
it’s because it is VR, where interactions feel way too
real—like, with the real-time talking and body lan-
guage and all that... It’s just overwhelming, so I end
up staying mute most of the time... .”

The quote offers a perspective on the psychological challenges
posed by social VR environments. While this realism is a strength
of the medium, it also introduces potential challenges for users
in terms of social pressures, pushing them to adopt strategies like
muteness to cope. Another quote echos the view, further emphasiz-
ing the impact of social anxiety on communication,

“I’d say it’s social nervousness and insecurity... I feel
safer, and it’s simpler for me to conveymyself through
body language and facial expressions. When I try
to speak, I feel uncomfortable, fumble over my own
words”

The mention of “fumbling over words” highlights the potential
for speech to exacerbate feelings of insecurity, suggesting muteness
as a coping mechanism.

4.2.5 Due to Individual Impairments. In addition to those who
choose not to speak, there are social VR users who are compelled
to remain mute due to speech impairments or hearing difficulties
in the non-virtual world, which impact their ability to use voice
communication within these virtual spaces. For users with physical
impairments, the ability to communicate verbally in VR can be
significantly impacted. Individuals with speech impairments may
find it challenging or even impossible to use voice chat features
effectively. For example,

“I am essentially physically mute...I’m in the midst
of the most challenging phase of my medical voice
therapy... I’m unable to participate in the game’s main
feature, chatting. I just want to meet more people and
do stuff in the virtual world, but I don’t think I’ll be
able to because I can’t communicate in any way.”

Speech impairment prevents the user from participating in verbal
interaction, despite the desire to connect with others and explore
virtual worlds. The lack of effective communication methods also
leads to frustration. Users suffering from stuttering report similar
issues. For example,

“I’mmute because I have a severe stutter, whichmakes
speaking challenging, especially with people who
don’t understand stuttering and often tell me to just
‘spit it out.’”

Individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing may also refrain
from speaking in social VR, as exemplified by this statement from
a VRChat user who is deaf: “I’m generally mute in VRChat because
talking isn’t meaningful for me as I don’t hear.” Evenwhen users have
the physical capacity to speak, the absence of hearing responses or

participating in real-time auditory exchanges reduces the relevance
of verbal communication on the platform.

5 Discussion
In this section we discuss the implications of our findings, focus-
ing on three interrelated themes: the interplay between disabling
norms and practices of resistance in social VR, the interpersonal
power dynamics influencing mute users’ experiences, and the risks
associated with generalization and stereotyping of mute commu-
nities. By using muteness as a lens to explore marginalization and
the disabling aspects of social VR, we identify pathways toward
creating more equitable and empowering virtual environments. We
propose design strategies that prioritize inclusivity, address gover-
nance challenges, and advocate for systemic changes to enhance
user safety and foster inclusive digital spaces.

5.1 From disabling environments to practices of
resistance

Social VR environments, while celebrated for their immersive and
inclusive potential, often replicate societal biases of the physical
world by privileging speech and hearing as dominant modes of
interaction. This prioritization marginalizes mute users, creating
conditions that can transform virtual spaces into exclusionary envi-
ronments. As Goodley et al. [37] argues, disability is not an inherent
trait but a construct shaped by societal and cultural norms, with
platforms like VRChat reinforcing these norms through systemic
design gaps.

The technological barriers mute users face exemplify these chal-
lenges. Typing, a critical alternative for users unable or unwilling
to use voice [41], has received insufficient attention from social
VR platform developers. The late introduction of typing tools in
VRChat7, nearly a decade after its launch, underscores these sys-
temic oversights. Even with this addition, our findings (Section
4.1.3) highlight that typing in VR remains slow and cumbersome,
restricting mute users’ ability to participate fully in real-time inter-
actions, engage in group discussions, or avoid harassment. These
technological constraints amplify the disadvantages faced by mute
users in fast-paced, voice-centric environments.

Social barriers further compound these technological limitations.
Mute users often encounter rudeness and discriminatory behaviors
resulting from embodied avatar-based interactions, as revealed in
our findings (Section 4.1.2), where their silence is misinterpreted or
stigmatized. These experiences resonate with Shakespeare andWat-
son [69]’s argument that disability arises from societal structures
rather than inherent traits. Similarly, Kafer [43] critiques structural
ableism, which frames disability as a problem to be “fixed” rather
than as a natural variation requiring accommodation. Platforms
that normalize non-verbal communication as a standard rather
than as an exception could transform muteness from a perceived
limitation into an empowering mode of interaction.

Despite these systemic challenges, mute users actively engage
in practices that resist ableist norms and reimagine interaction in
social VR. Drawing from Hamraie and Fritsch’s concept of “crip
technoscience” [39], our findings highlight how disabled individuals

7VRChat was founded in 2014 and only introduced a typing-based chat tool in 2022.
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in social VR repurpose and innovate within systems designed with-
out them in mind. A clear example is the existence of ASL worlds,
which our findings (Section 4.1.1) reveal as spaces where mute users
(primarily users with a physical impairment in the physical world)
create alternative norms centering on non-verbal communication.
In these user-driven spaces, gestures and signs replace spoken lan-
guage as the primary means of interaction, offering mute users a
sense of agency and belonging. Notably, non-mute users also par-
ticipate in these spaces (Section 4.1.1), engaging with and adopting
non-verbal communication practices, which highlights the potential
for mutual learning and cultural exchange. Such practices do not
merely adapt to existing constraints but actively reconfigure them,
transforming potentially exclusionary spaces into more inclusive
environments and challenging ableist assumptions. This ingenu-
ity underscores the potential of disabled users to reshape virtual
interactions, aligning with broader critiques of normative design
frameworks [25] and emphasizing the importance of user-driven
innovation in fostering inclusion.

Resistance also extends to identity construction, as mute users
navigate virtual spaces through avatars that serve as more than
aesthetic choices. Avatars become tools for exploring and express-
ing identities beyond the constraints of the physical world. Our
findings (Section 4.2.1) complement existing research [3, 38, 85] by
showing that muteness often complements avatarization, allowing
users to craft cohesive virtual identities aligned with their self-
perception. This reimagining of identity resonates with critiques of
ableist frameworks [43], which emphasize the need to rethink nor-
mative assumptions about communication and ability, highlighting
how identity is shaped within social and technological contexts.

Drawing on disability justice principles [39], social VR plat-
forms must adopt proactive measures to center the experiences
of marginalized users. These measures include designing accessible
non-verbal communication tools, fostering cultural norms that cel-
ebrate diverse interaction styles, and implementing robust policies
to address harassment and discrimination. By reexamining design
and governance practices, platforms have the potential to create
virtual spaces that are more inclusive and equitable, addressing the
needs of marginalized users and mitigating systemic barriers.

While these practices highlight resistance and empowerment,
they also exist within broader interpersonal dynamics, where power
imbalances between mute and vocal users can complicate efforts to
foster inclusivity. The following section explores how these dynam-
ics manifest and their implications for equitable social interactions
in VR spaces.

5.2 Interpersonal Power Dynamics
Mute users in social VR navigate intricate interpersonal dynam-
ics that often mirror broader societal power imbalances in virtual
worlds as highlighted by recent literature [51]. Our findings con-
tribute to this discourse by showing how ableist structures materi-
alize in interpersonal interactions, often positioning mute users in
roles of dependency or marginalization.

A prominent example of power imbalances in VRChat is the
practice of “adoption” (Section 4.1.4), where vocal users mediate
mute users’ social presence. While often presented as supportive,
this dynamic reinforces hierarchical relationships by positioning

vocal adopters as intermediaries and gatekeepers to social inclusion.
These interactions reflect caregiving dynamics observed in phys-
ical contexts, where the preferences of carers often overshadow
the autonomy of those they support [71]. Such relationships align
with Kafer’s critique of dependency in ableist systems [43], which
highlights how practices framed as inclusive can reinforce power
imbalances and sustain marginalization.

The terminology surrounding adoption practices exacerbates
these inequities. Terms like “personal mute” and analogies liken-
ing mute users to pets trivialize their identities, reducing them
to objects of novelty or fetishization. Discussions in VRChat in
our dataset often portray mute users as passive participants or
collectible objects in need of “adoption,” undermining their individ-
uality and reinforcing exclusionary stereotypes. While some mute
users humorously engage with these narratives as a strategy for
social navigation, such framing perpetuates systemic biases that
frame muteness as a deficiency rather than a valid and autonomous
mode of interaction. These dynamics illustrate how interpersonal
interactions in social VR replicate broader patterns of objectifica-
tion and marginalization, calling for critical reflection and systemic
change.

To mitigate the inequities embedded in interpersonal dynamics,
platforms need to actively challenge the hierarchical relationships
that reinforce dependency. These efforts should center mute users’
autonomy and agency, ensuring that their participation in social
VR reflects empowerment rather than marginalization.

With the increasing presence of mute users in social VR, these
dynamics may contribute to patterns of generalization and stereo-
typing. The following section explores how the collective identity
of mute users risks being oversimplified, overlooking the diversity
of their experiences and motivations.

5.3 The challenges of generalization
The phenomenon of muteness in social VR reflects a shift from in-
dividual behaviors to the construction of collective identity within
digital communities. As prior research suggests, collective identity
is actively shaped through interaction, negotiation, and the oppo-
sition of differing perspectives [28, 42, 58]. In social VR, the mute
community is composed of individuals with diverse motivations
and circumstances, including those with physical disabilities (Sec-
tion 4.2.5), users managing self-presentation (Section 4.2.1), those
coping with social anxiety (Section 4.2.4), individuals using silence
as a strategy to avoid harassment (Section 4.2.2), and participants
balancing virtual engagement with physical-world mindfulness
(Section 4.2.3). As muteness gains visibility, it transcends individ-
ual circumstances to form a distinct collective identity, even when
members do not explicitly identify with or engage in group-building
processes. However, the emergence of collective identity introduces
complexities into mute practices. At an individual level, muteness
often serves pragmatic purposes, such as shielding users from ha-
rassment tied to voice characteristics or providing control over
virtual interactions. Yet, as visibility grows, so do risks of collective
labeling and stereotyping. For instance, our findings reveal how
harassers often assume that muteness is always a deliberate choice,
disregarding its multifaceted motivations (4.2.2). This generaliza-
tion shifts the focus from individual traits to group characteristics,
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reinforcing stigmatization and perpetuating exclusion. Theoretical
critiques from disability studies, including Kafer’s exploration of
structural ableism [43], emphasize how societal narratives tend
to flatten diverse experiences into reductive categories. General-
ization, then, can obscure the nuanced social and political factors
that shape individuals’ lived realities. Within social VR, such gen-
eralization risks erasing the diversity of mute users’ experiences,
fostering stigma and misrepresentation. This dynamic parallels the
experiences of other VR communities, such as “mirror dwellers,”
who engage in prolonged self-reflection in virtual mirrors and are
often subject to dismissive or pejorative labels without considera-
tion of their practices’ significance [87]. This example illustrates
how generalization across VR communities creates vulnerabilities
to harm, exclusion, and stereotyping.

Our findings show how the risks of generalization extend beyond
interpersonal dynamics to structural levels, potentially influencing
how mute users are perceived and supported (e.g., the assumptions
that muteness is universally voluntary or performative). For future
research and design, it may be important to balance recognizing
collective identities with addressing individual needs. Efforts to
reduce harassment could benefit from not only protecting users
from personal attacks but also addressing broader patterns of group-
based discrimination.

As muteness embodies both individual strategies and collective
identity, researchers and designers need to embrace complexity,
drawing on frameworks like disability justice to develop interven-
tions that support empowerment while resisting oversimplification.
Moreover, researchers and platform developers need to critically
reflect on their approaches, avoiding oversimplifications and ad-
dressing the risks of perpetuating harm [73].

5.4 Implications for Inclusive Social VR
The phenomenon of muteness in social VR exposes critical gov-
ernance challenges and the interplay of systemic structures with
interpersonal power dynamics. Our findings (Section 4.1.2 and 4.2.2)
show that when users mute themselves to avoid identity-based ha-
rassment, it may point to systemic inequities in Social VR and as
a failure in platform governance to ensure safety and inclusivity.
These shortcomings raise questions about platform accountability,
corporate responsibility, and the potential need for external regula-
tory standards to enforce accessibility and equity. Without effective
governance, marginalized groups like mute users face systemic
neglect, creating environments that perpetuate exclusion rather
than inclusion.

Building on our research, we propose three design suggestions:
reducing the reliance on self-protection, formalizing muteness as a
recognized role, and enhancing governance structures to promote
inclusivity. These implications range from facilitating interaction at
the individual level to building collective identity at the community
level, and to protecting their individual and collaborative effort at
the platform level.

5.4.1 Reducing the Need to Self-Protection in Social VR. Muteness
in social VR is often employed as a self-protection strategy against
harassment. This protective measure, while useful, can inadver-
tently restrict users’ interactional experiences, underscoring the
need to address harassment more effectively in social VR contexts.

A viable solution could be the introduction of more sophisticated
voice-based interaction controls. These controls would empower
users to selectively engage in voice communications, thus fostering
connections with individuals they trust and enjoy interacting with.
Implementing such a feature not only enhances the safety of social
exchanges but also maintains the authenticity and vibrancy of ver-
bal communication. It contributes to a safer, more engaging virtual
environment. This direction corresponds to increasing moderation
opportunities available on social media users; beyond muting other
users, X and Facebook enable users to control who can respond to
their posts, adding a layer of user-directed moderation.

However, addressing this issue requires more than just technical
fixes. The essence of the challenge is rooted in the design of plat-
form rules and governance. The reliance on extreme self-protective
measures like muteness indicates a significant gap in the current
moderation systems within social VR. Addressing this effectively
requires a comprehensive, multi-layered approach. Considerations
could include implementing diverse forms of community modera-
tion, strengthening expert moderation, and ensuring the availability
of platform-assisted interventions during harassment incidents. We
believe that social VR platforms ought to learn from the various
problems current social media platforms are experiencing and focus
on building a comprehensive approach to combat harassment.

5.4.2 Formalizing Mute as a Platform-Recognized Role. Revamp-
ing the role of muteness in social VR to a formally recognized
status can be an innovative step toward embracing diversity in
communication. Acknowledging muteness as a socially normative
behavior, not merely an individual choice, but as a part of a group
identity, opens new avenues for engagement and community build-
ing within these digital spaces. Designers can take a proactive role
in acknowledging this identity by assigning specific role tags to
mute users. This approach aligns with the desires of users with
certain invisible impairments or conditions who wish to express
their identity within social VR, as supported by previous research
[38, 85]. By making mute users’ presence visibly acknowledged,
these tags could enhance interactions within the mute community
and foster a deeper sense of belonging. Further, designs can be
expanded upon these tags clarifying the various reasons behind
choosing muteness, such as social anxiety, speech impediments,
or other factors, to promote greater understanding and potentially
reduce instances of unintended harassment.

The initiative highlights users’ diverse communication styles and
preferences, potentially enriching the user experience and shaping
social VR into amore inclusive environment. Importantly, these tags
should be optional, allowing users to choose them voluntarily, thus
respecting their autonomy while ensuring that the platform pro-
vides the necessary options to support diverse identities. However,
we clarify that adding a tag can potentially lead to a coordinated
attack towards the mute group since attackers can also use the tag
to identify the targets easily [15]. There is a need to simulate the
situation before actually launching the design [63]. How to balance
the visibility of the tag and the mitigation of the potential attack
should be further explored.

5.4.3 Fostering Inclusive Governance and User Engagement. Social
VR platforms need to take deliberate steps to create inclusive en-
vironments finding inspiration in disability justice principles [39],
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ensuring that the voices, needs, and agency of marginalized com-
munities are at the core of platform development and governance.
This requires fostering direct engagement, reducing hierarchical
relationships, and actively addressing systemic inequities in virtual
environments.

First, platforms should conduct regular, independent audits to
assess their effectiveness in maintaining inclusivity. For example,
effective audit systems are often sought in research examining algo-
rithmic harm [46]. Similarly, on a novel online platform like social
VR—unlike the traditional 2D social media that we are more familiar
with—such systems are crucial. These audits should evaluate how
well the platform adheres to established standards for marginalized
groups, such as mute users. Additionally, the audits should inves-
tigate whether the platform inadvertently creates new barriers or
disabilities for users. Second, developing a systematic process for
collecting, analyzing, and integrating user feedback into platform
policies and features is important. This process ensures that the
voices of users, including those frommarginalized communities, are
heard and considered in decision-making [62]. Continuous feedback
can be gathered through surveys, focus groups, and in-platform
reporting tools to align the platform with user needs.

Additionally, organizing participatory workshops that involve
users, particularly those from marginalized communities, in the
design and development process for new major features is crucial.
Participatory design goes beyond considering marginalized commu-
nities as merely design partners; it aims to give them greater control
over the design process, ensuring their needs, perspectives and ex-
periences directly influence the outcomes [6, 40]. This approach to
the design of VR systems has been proven effective in ensuring that
outcomes are not only relevant but empowering for marginalized
groups [81], thereby helping to better prevent unnecessary harm.

5.5 Limitations and Future Works
Our study, while insightful, encounters several limitations. Primar-
ily, the reliance on discussion data from the online forum may not
fully represent the diversity of mute users’ experiences. This limita-
tion is pertinent for individuals who do not engage with this specific
online community. Additionally, Reddit’s inherent anonymity in-
troduces challenges in verifying users’ demographic information.
Such verification can contribute to a nuanced understanding of the
contextual factors that shape users’ viewpoints. Another limitation
lies in our data collection method, which primarily focused on the
keyword "mute" and its variations. While this is the most relevant
term, this approach may overlook discussions that do not explicitly
use this term.

Looking ahead, several research directions emerge from our
findings. One particularly interesting discovery is that some users,
understanding the social dynamics of VR, align themselves with
the mute group not out of necessity, but as a way to assess the be-
havior of others. By pretending to be mute, they can gauge qualities
such as patience and politeness in fellow users, thus navigating
the social environment more safely and effectively. While this is
a clever and strategic use of muteness, it raises questions about
its appropriateness and the potential unintended consequences for
the mute community. Further research is needed to explore this
topic and its broader implications. Research on the effectiveness

and user reception of non-verbal communication tools in VRChat
could also yield valuable insights. Such findings would benefit both
platform developers and the broader HCI community by highlight-
ing the specific needs and preferences of mute users in social VR
environments. Additionally, future studies could examine the ex-
periences of users who regularly interact with mute individuals
to better understand the limitations and opportunities presented
by non-verbal communication in virtual settings. Finally, while
our study acknowledges that many mute users face harassment
and have limited means of defending themselves, it does not fully
explore their coping strategies. Future research should investigate
how mute users respond to harassment, the effectiveness of these
strategies, and the emotional labor involved in such interactions.
This would offer deeper insights into the challenges mute users
face and help identify areas for support and intervention within
social VR environments.

6 Conclusion
This research has explored the experiences and reasons behind the
mute phenomenon in social VR, specifically in the VRChat platform.
Our findings reveal that social VR can create a disabling environ-
ment. Many social VR features drive users to remain mute, which
causes them to face significant social challenges. Being mute in
social VR challenges normative assumptions and redefines com-
munication in these virtual spaces. Additionally, we observed the
formation of a collective identity among mutes, which, while fos-
tering community, also exposes them to stereotyping, harassment,
and oversimplification of disability identity. Our study highlights
the need for inclusive design practices that address the unique
challenges faced by marginalized communities in VR. By acknowl-
edging these experiences and offering design improvements, we
can create safer, more supportive virtual environments that enable
all users to engage comfortably.
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A Appendix – Identified Themes, subthemes, and the associated descriptions
A.1 Themes, subthemes and description for experience of being “mutes” (RQ1)

Themes Subthemes Descriptions

1 Cultural Integration of
Muteness

1.1 Significant Presence of Mute
Communities

The presence of mute users within the social VR environ-
ment is perceived as common.

1.2 Development of Users-generated
Worlds for Mute Users

User-generated worlds emerge to cater specifically to the
needs of mute communities.

1.3 Integration of mutes’ communi-
cation methods in Virtual Envi-
ronments

Communication methods often used by mute users have
been incorporated into the VR experience.

2 Experiencing negative
interaction

2.1 Rudeness Toward Mute Users Mute users experience dismissive and disrespectful behav-
ior from others.

2.2 Targeted Harassment of Mute In-
dividuals

Mute users are subjected to targeted harassment and bul-
lying.

2.3 Pressure to Conform to Verbal
Communication

Users feel compelled to conform to verbal communication
norms, facing pressure to speak.

3 Facing Difficulties in
Communication

3.1 Inability to Keep Up with Verbal
Communication

Mute users struggle to match the speed and fluidity of
verbal communication, making it difficult to fully engage
in conversations.

3.2 Limited Ability to Defend
Against Harassment

Mute users face challenges in defending themselves
against harassment.

3.3 Difficulty in Gaining Attention in
Interactions

Being mute is hard to capture the attention of others, par-
ticularly in group settings.

3.4 Negative Impact on Social Expe-
rience

Being mute frequently results in social isolation or frus-
tration, leading to a negative experience.

4
Adoption Culture and
the Associated Contro-
versy

4.1 Adoption as a Social Strategy Being adopted by vocal users is popular, leading to forming
“personal mute” relationships.

4.2 Controversy Over the Practice The practice has sparked controversy, with mute users
feeling objectified, and power imbalance.

Table 1: Themes, subthemes, and the associated descriptions for each subtheme for RQ1.
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A.2 Themes, subthemes and description for reasons for being “mutes” (RQ2)

Themes Subthemes Descriptions

1 Due to Voice-Avatar Contrast

1.1 Mitigating Discomfort
from Avatar-Voice Disso-
nance

Users adopt muteness to alleviate the discomfort caused by
the contrast between their idealized avatar and unpolished
voice.

1.2 Due to Self-Consciousness
About Own Voice

The contrast between voices and avatars leads to height-
ened self-consciousness and dislike toward their own voice.

1.3 Conducting Perception
Management

Mute users control perceptions by staying silent, ensuring
their identity aligns with their desired self-image.

2 As a Strategy to Avoid Harass-
ment

2.1 Avoiding Harassment
Based on Voice Character-
istics

Users remain mute to prevent harassment linked to the
quality of their voice, such as pitch or tone.

2.2 Avoiding Harassment Due
to Voice-Avatar Mismatch

Users stay silent to avoid harassment targeting the mis-
match between their voice and avatar appearance.

2.3 Silence as a Response to the
Toxic Atmosphere

Users choose to be mute as a defensive measure due to the
generally toxic and hostile environment.

2.4 Using Muteness as a Social
Filter

Muteness is employed as a strategy to allow users to filter
out toxic or impatient individuals.

3 Balancing Physical and Vir-
tual Surroundings

3.1 Preventing Disturbance to
Real-Life Surroundings

Users remain mute in social VR to avoid disturbing others
in their physical environment.

3.2 Minimizing Real-World
Disruptions in Virtual
Spaces

Muteness is also adopted to prevent noise or other elements
of the user’s physical surroundings from affecting other
users.

4 To Manage Social Anxiety

4.1 As Coping Mechanism for
Social Anxiety

Users adopt muteness in social VR to manage heightened
feelings of social anxiety.

4.2 Enhanced social anxiety
due to VR

The immersive experience of VR can intensify social anxi-
ety making verbal interactions more daunting.

5 Due to Individual Impair-
ments

5.1 Due to Speech Impairments Users with speech impairments remain mute in social VR.
5.2 As a Result of Hearing Im-

pairments
Deaf or hard-of-hearing users remain mute in social VR.

Table 2: Themes, subthemes, and the associated descriptions for each subtheme for RQ2.
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A.3 Number of submissions for each theme of RQ2

Due to Voice-Avatar Contrast (86)
As a Strategy to Avoid Harassment (45)

Balancing Physical and Virtual Surroundings (36)
To Manage Social Anxiety (116)

Due to Individual Impairments (41)
Table 3: Numbers of Submissions Identified that Support Each Theme of Reasons for Being a Mute. The descriptive frequency
counts illustrates the relative prevalence of themes about the reasons for being mutes across the dataset. These counts were
derived directly from the coded data and serve to provide an overview of the distribution of themes but are not intended as
measures of importance or statistical significance.
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