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Abstract

As a new technology awaiting widespread immersive usage, public awareness and understanding of the me-
taverse is likely significantly shaped by its coverage in the media. This study explored how the metaverse is
framed in U.S. news media coverage, including who the media targets as metaverse users, and reflects on how
this could shape public attitudes and engagement with the metaverse. Specifically, this study asked: which
people and institutions are included and excluded from media coverage of the metaverse? To answer this
question, a systematic content analysis of 526 U.S. news articles was conducted, drawing from three media
databases. Findings reveal that the media frames the metaverse as a corporate space for those with buying
power: investors, technology experts, and consumers. Users without buying power and users from marginalized
groups were rarely considered in media coverage. Despite this, most coverage of the metaverse was descriptive,
with only 11 percent of articles critiquing this space. These findings raise broad questions about commodifi-
cation, exclusion, and inequality in the metaverse.
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Introduction

In October of 2021, Mark Zuckerberg announced that
the company formerly known as Facebook would be

changing its corporate name to Meta, in line with the com-
pany’s movement toward becoming a part of the metaverse.1

Other companies, such as Apple2 and Microsoft,3 have pro-
posed similar promising online environments, opening
questions about the metaverse’s capacity for actualizing its
potential as a tool for democratization of knowledge, facili-
tating social connection, and advancing society more generally.

However, given that the metaverse is still in its early
stages of development, information about it remains elusive
to many, and people’s primary exposure to such information
comes from news media coverage. In this article, using a
media framing approach to content analysis, we analyze the
ways that information about the metaverse is being com-
municated to the public, specifically the people framed as
invited to the metaverse.

The metaverse’s most enthusiastic proponents see it as a
transformative tool that could reshape our daily lives for the
better. It has been called an ‘‘equalizer,’’4 whose benefits could
include increasing the affordability and accessibility of educa-
tion,5 helping people with disabilities,6 advancing medical
training and facilitating surgical procedures,7 enhancing psy-
chiatric care,8 bringing health care and urban development to
lower-income countries.9 Its detractors, in contrast, are con-
cerned that the metaverse may exacerbate the inequalities we
navigate in online spaces today.

Early metaverse users have reported facing a ‘‘barrage’’ of
sexual abuse, racism, homophobia, and rape jokes,10 and
scholars have warned that, without critical evaluation, virtual
and augmented reality are poised to replicate and augment
current inequalities.11 To reach its potential as a way to disrupt
inequities in society, equity must be foundational to the de-
velopment of the metaverse. Early users also help shape culture.
As such, understanding who is being positioned as a potential
user of the metaverse is an important research objective.
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When the Internet was first reaching our homes in the
1990s, it was similarly framed by early adopters as a lib-
eratory space that would reverse offline inequalities and
welcome all people regardless of ‘‘color or creed.’’12 How-
ever, although the Internet provided crucial spaces of safety
and belonging for individuals from minoritized groups, it
also channeled and exacerbated offline inequalities such
as hate speech13,14 and ushered in new forms of violence
against these communities.15

Nonetheless, digital spaces can also support peer group
development among adolescents16 and provide a sense of
belonging for individuals from minoritized groups, and even
for social justice activism.17 Parts of Twitter, for example,
have become spaces for belonging and community-building
among Black users,18 Facebook groups have become im-
portant sites for belonging among, for example, Black wo-
men in Higher Education,19 and for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, Queer (LGBTQ+) youth, online interactions
provide life-affirming connections to a wider community.20

However, algorithmic bias, harassment, and exclusion have
limited the potential of virtual spaces.21,22

Understanding how media influences individuals’ engage-
ment with the world around them is a fundamental driver of
the field of Media Studies,23 and metanalytic research shows
that the news media has strong public agenda-setting effects.24

News articles communicate to readers what the metaverse is,
how it may affect them, and whether they can and should
participate in it. Thus, in line with media framing analysis,25

this study investigated how the metaverse is communicated to
the public in U.S. news media coverage, asking: which people
and institutions are included and excluded from media cov-
erage (i.e., news articles) of the metaverse?

Methods

To examine media coverage of the Metaverse, a content
analysis of 526 news articles was conducted. Content anal-

ysis is a research method common in analyses of media and
communication messages.26 For this study, the manifest
content—or the information that is explicitly stated—of the
articles was analyzed inductively. Bridging both qualitative
and quantitative methodology, content analysis involves in-
terpretation and coding of textual material to make replicable
valid inferences.27,28 This study used conceptual content
analysis to assess the existence and frequency of concepts in
the news articles we collected.29,30 From an epistemological
standpoint, our analysis is fundamentally postpositivist, and
specifically critical realist/essentialist, lending itself to
mixed-methods analysis.

The sample contained news articles published in U.S.
media outlets over a 1-year period (May 1, 2021–May 2,
2022). We selected this timeframe due to the boom in news
articles surrounding the metaverse during this time, in part
due to the Zuckerberg announcement.1 The sample was de-
rived from three existing databases. A diagram illustrating
the search and screening process for database development
can be seen in Figure 1. The news databases Access World
News, NexisUni, and Google News were used to find all
articles published in U.S. newspapers, in English, that used
the term ‘‘metaverse’’ in the headline.

The use of three databases served to ensure full coverage
of existing news stories, based on best practices in media
research.31 The sample includes newspaper and magazine
articles but excludes personal blogs. The initial search pro-
duced a combined total of 877 news sources. After removing
duplicates, as well as fictional and satirical articles, the final
sample included 526 articles.

A combination of deductive and inductive coding methods
was used to develop a codebook for content analysis.32,33

Coding sought to capture (a) who the news media was ex-
plicitly inviting to the metaverse and (b) the purpose or topic
of the invitation. In the first phase of coding (e.g., ‘‘decon-
textualisation’’34 or ‘‘preparation’’35), three of the authors
independently read the first 60 articles. After discussion, they

FIG. 1. Search and screen
process.
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read the next 60 while doing open coding. After further
discussion, the authors devised a set of preliminary themes
and definitions. During this ‘‘organizing’’ phase, the authors
repeated this process three more times with three more sets
of 60 articles, until the final version of the codebook was
created.

Next, two independent coders (the first and fourth author)
applied the agreed-upon codes to the next 90 articles for the
purpose of establishing interrater reliability. At this stage,
coders failed to reach a minimum reliability level of j = 0.70
on all themes.36 After discussion and further revision of their
coding strategies, the coders then independently reviewed
and coded 90 additional articles; interrater reliability for all
themes was then acceptable. Thus, the fourth author coded
the remaining articles independently, as well as recoding the
initial articles used to develop the codebook.

The iterative codebook-building process led to the crea-
tion of a limited number of clear and bounded codes that
captured the data in its entirety. To identify who the news
media was inviting to the metaverse, each article was coded
for up to 11 categories of ‘‘invited people’’ (e.g., celebrities
and gamers) and 6 categories of ‘‘invited institutions’’ (e.g.,
corporations and government). To capture the purpose of
each article, one out of eight possible codes was chosen to
identify each article’s main theme.

Each article was also coded as either ‘‘descriptive,’’
‘‘critical,’’ or ‘‘mixed’’ in its framing. ‘‘Descriptive’’ articles
were broadly neutral-to-positive about the metaverse, out-
lining its features and functions or reporting on the actions
of early adopters, for example, articles on celebrities37 or
companies38 making their metaverse debut. ‘‘Critical’’ arti-
cles typically raised ethical or technical concerns about the
metaverse, such as concerns around data privacy39 or eco-
nomic inequality40 in the metaverse. Meanwhile, ‘‘mixed’’
articles combined both descriptive and critical elements.

Results

The top five groups of people invited to the metaverse
according to news media coverage were consumers (21 per-
cent), content creators (19 percent), technology experts
(16 percent), investors (16 percent), and celebrities (15 per-
cent). For example, the metaverse was described as operat-
ing stores selling virtual Ray-Ban glasses41 and Timberland
shoes,42 whereas celebrities such as Paris Hilton37 and Justin
Bieber43 were described as early adopters. Other groups were
referenced in news coverage at much lower rates: gamers
(5 percent), employees (2 percent), children (2 percent), and
students (1 percent). Often when children were mentioned as
participants in the metaverse, it was as consumers or content
creators, such as in the article ‘‘Nike Asked Kids to Build a
Metaverse World Inspired by Its Classic Air Max Sneaker.’’44

The code ‘‘everyone’’ was used whenever an article ref-
erenced the metaverse without any financial barriers to entry
(e.g., an article about VR headsets being made available to
anyone through public libraries). By this definition, <0.5
percent of articles invited ‘‘everyone’’ to join the metaverse.
The least common code applied was ‘‘marginalized people.’’
This referred to articles that framed the metaverse as a space
for those from historically marginalized groups, including
people of color, women, people with disabilities, and
LGBTQ+ people.

By this definition, <0.2 percent of articles explicitly invited
people from historically marginalized groups to enter the me-
taverse. In terms of invited institutions, most news coverage
(88 percent) framed large corporations, such as Walmart and
American Express, as the foremost institutional users of the
metaverse.45,46 All remaining institutions were invited to the
metaverse in 1 to 3 percent of articles (Tables 1 and 2).

Consumers and large institutions were most frequently
invited into the metaverse, and the purpose of these invita-
tions is revealed through coding of each article’s theme
and framing. The main theme of 54 percent of articles was
‘‘monetizing the metaverse.’’ These articles frame the me-
taverse as an economic endeavor, from the creation and
selling of virtual properties47 to investment strategies48 to
‘‘Creating a Winning Brand Presence in the Metaverse.’’49

The second most common theme—spanning 25 percent of
articles—was simply introducing the metaverse. The third
most popular theme was ‘‘Facebook and the metaverse’’: 10
percent of all articles focused on Facebook’s role in meta-
verse development. Five percent of articles focused on the
ethical implications of the metaverse. In terms of framing,
86 percent of articles were descriptive: giving a neutral
or positive overview of the metaverse, whereas 11 percent
of articles employed a critical framing and raised ethical
questions (Tables 3 and 4).

Most media coverage framed the metaverse as a corporate
space designed for consumers. People without buying power
and marginalized people were rarely included in media
coverage. Most coverage described the metaverse in a de-
scriptive, not critical, way, with a minority of articles at-
tending to its potential ethical implications.

Given that Mark Zuckerberg’s announcement punctuated
the period during which we analyzed these data, we elected
to conduct a temporal analysis of media coverage (Fig. 2).

Table 1. Invited People

Frequency Percent

Consumers 498 21.15
Content creators 468 19.87
Tech experts 395 16.77
Investors 384 16.31
Celebrities 360 15.29
Gamers 120 5.10
Employees 51 2.17
Children 42 1.78
Students 22 0.92
Everyone 10 0.42
Marg ppl 4 0.17
Total 2,355 100

Table 2. Invited Institutions

Frequency Percent

Mid-large corporations 286 88.27
Employers 12 3.70
Government 9 2.78
Nonprofits 7 2.16
Small businesses 6 1.85
Universities 4 1.23
Total 324 100
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This revealed that media coverage heightened immediately
after the Zuckerberg announcement (November 2021). The
articles published shortly after the Zuckerberg announce-
ment largely focused on introducing the metaverse. How-
ever, the articles published between January and March
focused more on the economic potential of the metaverse,
including how brands and companies were utilizing it.

Discussion

Although the Metaverse is still under construction, and we
cannot ascertain how inclusive it may become, media cov-
erage gives us clues. Our analysis revealed that media re-

porting about the metaverse largely framed it as a platform
for buyers and sellers, rather than a space for disseminat-
ing knowledge, educating the public, and disrupting societal
inequities. Framing the metaverse as a space for some indi-
viduals and institutions, and not explicitly inviting others,
could impact metaverse engagement. For example, previous
research finds that the way new media frames issues affect
how widely it is shared,50 how much it is trusted,51 and
purchasing intentions.52 Thus, it is essential to understand
which groups of people are being ‘‘invited in’’ to the meta-
verse through media coverage and which are being excluded.

This study found that after a period of time when me-
dia coverage focused on introducing the metaverse (after
Zuckerberg’s announcement), there was consistent media
framing of the metaverse as a space for corporate profit-
making open primarily to those who buy and sell: consumers
and investors. This is a marked departure from coverage
of the early Internet, which was primarily represented as
a space for nonmonetized peer-to-peer interaction among
computer enthusiasts and hobbyists.53

In this corporate-dominated context, potential metaverse
users are almost always framed as consumers or investors.
Only 10 out of 526 articles (<0.5 percent) represent users as
nonconsumers. What struck us most about this finding is its
contrast from rhetoric about the Internet, which was framed
as an emancipatory technology through which individuals
could free themselves from their embodied experiences.54 To-
day, there is scarce media coverage on the metaverse’s potential
to reduce inequality, enhance freedom, or improve civic life.

Despite user reports of racism, sexual assault, and homo-
phobia in the metaverse, news media coverage rarely refer-
enced any of these issues (for an exception, see Bokinni10).
Although 11 percent of articles took a critical stance toward
the metaverse in general (e.g., ‘‘Interest In NFTs And The
Metaverse Is Falling Fast’’),55 only 5 percent of articles fo-
cused on the many ethical and moral concerns the Metaverse

Table 3. Theme

Frequency Percent

Monetizing the metaverse 285 54.18
Introducing metaverse 136 25.86
Facebook and the metaverse 56 10.65
Ethics in the metaverse 27 5.13
The arts 9 1.71
Gaming 5 0.95
Education 4 0.76
Employment 4 0.76
Total 526 100

Table 4. Framing

Frequency Percent

Descriptive 454 86.31
Critical 57 10.84
Mixed 15 2.85
Total 526 100

FIG. 2. Timing of article publication.
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presents. Users currently report that there are inadequate
processes for reporting violations, a lack of action to remove
abusive users, and few protections for children entering the
Metaverse.56

Content moderation on the Internet is difficult, and in the
metaverse it may be even more challenging. A report by
SumOfUs indicates that content moderation is already lag-
ging behind in the Metaverse, exposing users to harms as
serious as avatar-based gang rape.57 Online harassment dis-
proportionately affects those marginalized by race, gender,
and sexuality,58 yet these individuals were explicitly refer-
enced in just 4 out of 526 articles. Our results indicate that,
during the period when the metaverse became a household
name, the news media disproportionately covered its com-
mercial potential.

Given that roughly half of the articles in our analysis
focused on monetization of the metaverse, it is possible
that current media coverage may deter those without buy-
ing power from participating. This may limit the scope
and diversity of user engagement and restrict the potential
social good of the metaverse. Further research is needed to
understand who is being incentivized to become an early
adopter, which barriers to entry affect potential users,
and what the risks of entry are for those from marginal-
ized groups.

As the metaverse becomes populated, users’ experiences
should be systematically evaluated to understand where ad-
ditional development is needed within the metaverse. The
results of this study encourage further research about which
individuals and groups are being included in the develop-
ment of this new virtual world. This study also shows that
much can be learned about the Metaverse by analyzing
media representation. Scholars can and should look beyond
the virtual world itself, to understand how it is perceived
offline and how that might influence its uptake.

Limitations

Although this study has many strengths, it is not without
its limitations. Notably, the one-year timeframe we selected
for analyzing news on the metaverse was punctuated by
Meta’s announcement and introduction into the metaverse.
This decision, although deliberate, may limit the generaliz-
ability of these findings. Furthermore, it is possible that el-
ements of media coverage of major events (such as the
Zuckerberg announcement) are unaccounted for in our
analysis. Notably, when major events happen, multiple me-
dia outlets tend to report similar information.

Although our temporal analysis allowed us to evaluate
when most news articles were published, we do not have the
tools available to us to analyze the interconnections between
stories. Finally, given that the metaverse is in its early stages
and has struggled financially, it is possible that the over-
emphasis on capital was a deliberate attempt to generate
revenue for the metaverse. However, we stress that although
profits are essential to business, so too is inclusion.
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