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With the Gear VR out since last year, the Oculus Rift now shipping, the HTC Vive 
coming next month, and Sony’s PlayStation VR getting a final price, virtual reality is no 
longer the future. It’s now. Soon we will all have a VR or AR headset in our living rooms, 
and some people have started to ask questions beyond, “What cool games can we 
play?” Some are rightly asking, “Is it safe?” 

Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not here to make you scared or paranoid. Virtual Reality 
headsets have shown no negative effects when used by adults. Other than a little bit of 
eyestrain, a headache here or there, and a stubbed toe due to losing your place in the 
physical world, Virtual Reality presents no significant threat to your health (even when 
you use it for a long, long time). It’s also very unlikely that some sort of malevolent A.I. 
will download itself into your brain and use your meat sack to try and take over the 
world.… very unlikely. 

The question is, then, not “Is it safe?” but, “In what situations is there a possibility of it 
being unsafe?” Think of it like Windex. It’s perfectly safe to use, as long as you don’t 
ingest it. 

You probably shouldn’t ingest your VR headset either. 

For Ages 12 And Up 
A few weeks ago, Sony added this new Virtual Reality safety notice to the PlayStation 
4’s 3.5 beta firmware. 
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And Sony isn’t alone in their thoughts. Oculus stated that children under the age of 13 
shouldn’t be using the Rift in their health and safety documentation: 

This product should not be used by children under the age of 13. Adults 
should monitor children (age 13 and older) who are using or have used 
the Headset for any of the symptoms described below, and should limit 
the time children spend using the Headset and ensure they take breaks 
during use. Prolonged use should be avoided, as this could negatively 
impact hand-eye coordination, balance, and multi-tasking ability. Adults 
should monitor children closely during and after use of the headset for any 
decrease in these abilities. 

That being said, Oculus has said that they are looking into developing a unit specifically 
for use with kids in order to explore new applications for VR, such as classroom 
education. 

The HTC Vive similarly forbids use by children, though an age is not specified. They 
caution that even “older children” should be monitored while wearing a VR headset. 

The product was not designed to be used by children. Do not leave the 
product within the reach of young children or allow them to use or play 
with it. They could hurt themselves or others, or could accidentally 
damage the product. 

The product may contain small parts with sharp edges that may cause an 
injury or which could become detached and create a choking hazard for 
young children. Consult your doctor immediately if any parts of the product 
or accessories are swallowed. 

If older children are permitted to use the product, then adults should 
monitor them closely for any negative effects during and after their use of 
the product. Do not allow older children to use the product if negative 
effects are observed. Adults should also ensure that older children avoid 
prolonged use of the product. 

The Samsung Gear VR also states both old and young children should be careful when 
playing in VR, pegging their age cut-off at 13, just like Oculus. 

The Gear VR should not be used by children under the age of 13. 
Watching videos or playing games with the Gear VR may affect the visual 
development of children. 



When children, age 13 or older, use the Gear VR, adults should limit their 
usage time and ensure they take frequent breaks. Adults should monitor 
children closely after using the Gear VR if children feel discomfort. 

What’s The Danger? 
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No studies have confirmed that VR is dangerous for children in any way. The 
technology is simply too young to have undergone any sort of conclusive long-term 
study. All of those warnings above fall under the category of “better safe than sorry,” 
using the info we have now. It behooves these companies to protect themselves legally, 
after all. 

But what could actually happen to your child if you let them play with a VR 
headset?  What does the common consumer have to worry about? 

Well, the most present danger is the headset itself. It’s a complicated object with 
enough small parts that it would present a danger to any child young enough. As the 
Vive’s documentation says, headsets come with a lot of small objects and sharp edges. 
Think about the plastic buckles on the head strap, and the non-padded parts of the 
headset. If a child doesn’t know what they are doing, they could choke or cut 
themselves. 

For that matter, if a child doesn’t know what they are doing then they stand a real 
chance of breaking the headset apart. This will cause more shards of plastic, glass, and 
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microelectronics to go flying everywhere, creating yet more hazards. Also, you’ll be out 
a couple hundred dollars. 

Then there is the matter of spatial awareness. Putting on a VR headset places you 
inside a virtual world that can fool you with surprising ease. You have a false stream of 
visual information constantly piped into your eyeballs. This is why most VR games, for 
now, are played while sitting comfortably in your computer chair or on a couch. Some 
games have you stand and use motion controls, and while you are supposed to stand in 
place, you usually end up wandering around your room, and that’s how people end up 
accidentally bumping into walls, coffee tables, and pets. Young children are even more 
likely to wander with a headset on. Not only could this cause a dangerous tangling of 
cords that could strangle or trip the child, remember, a VR headset is essentially a 
blindfold. Would you trust your child to run around your house blindfolded without 
injuring themselves? 

Finally, there is the hot topic that everyone has been talking about in VR safety 
communities: eyeball distance. We process 3D images by combining two different two 
dimensional images, one from each eye, into one. VR headsets mimic this by showing 
us two different images, one for each eyeball, adjusted in both virtual and real space to 
mimic the angles that light naturally enters our eyes. 

But no two sets of eyes are alike. Some people have eyes that are closer or further 
apart than others. The Interpupillary distance (or IPD) of most adults hovers around the 
63mm mark. So most VR headsets have their lenses set around that mark, with some 
allowing you to adjust them further for comfort. 

However, the Interpupillary distance of a child ranges between 40-55mm, well below the 
average for adults. The images they will see won’t be calibrated for their eyes, but they 
will try to process them into one coherent 3D picture anyway. This can cause eyestrain, 
headaches, migraines, discomfort, disorientation, nausea, motion sickness, dizziness, 
and more – the same symptoms that could occur in adults who don’t use a properly 
calibrated headset. 

All these effects are short term and recoverable and, once again, no studies have 
shown that prolonged exposure to VR environments can cause any sort of lasting 
damage. However, young children’s eyes are still developing, and since we haven’t 
done any studies on whether or not VR can effect developing eyes, professionals 
suggest that exposure should be kept to a minimum. 

A Warning We Have Heard Before 
 
Is any of this sounding familiar to you? We have heard these same warnings before. 
The same cautionary tales were given for 3DTVs and the 3DS back when they were the 
swanky new tech du jour. In fact, those warnings extended to the drunk, tired, elderly, 
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and pregnant, and we haven’t heard the same in the VR world yet (although I would 
highly recommend against using your Oculus Rift while drunk.) Heck, a recent 
publication in Optometry Australia cautioned against letting children watch 3D movies 
for too long, because it might affect their developing eyesight. 

But all these doctors, warnings, and dumps of legalese come to the same conclusion: 
“We have no idea what could happen.” The technology is just too young. It appears as if 
VR Technology is completely safe for adults and relatively safe for children, but any 
study that could successfully track the effects of VR on a developing child’s eyesight 
would have to start when the child is at a young age and end when the child is an adult. 
Put another way, any study that could give us the data we are looking for would have to 
have lasted longer than modern VR technology has existed. 

And that’s why we are seeing all these safety warnings. It’s not that VR headsets are a 
clear threat or danger. It’s just that every VR company is urging parents to use caution. 
Monitor if your children are getting nauseated or dizzy, or if they are experiencing 
problems with their eyesight. Contact your primary care doctor or eye care specialist if 
problems do arise. Treat the technology with the respect it deserves. Understand the 
risks involved, no matter how minimal they might be. 
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