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Don’t be afraid.  
Be focused. Be determined. 
Be hopeful. 
Be empowered.


Michelle Obama








 


Preface


By Antony “Skarredghost” Vitillo


 


 


When Simonetta asked me to write the preface for this book, I felt very honored. Being the only male voice present here is certainly a great responsibility (which I hope to fulfill in the best possible way), but also a great pleasure, as this work tries to promote inclusivity in immersive technologies in the best possible way.


In my opinion "inclusivity" and "metaverse" are two words that have a lot in common: both express something wonderful that we want to strive for in the coming years, but which is currently reduced to a buzzword whose practical results are very confused and, in part, disappointing. In many technology conferences, for example, large companies repeat “inclusivity” over and over, and they force themselves to get people from all cultural backgrounds to speak, but it is evident that it is an artificial inclusivity built specifically for the public event.


I see similar situations with regard to gender inclusivity, which from my humble point of view is often proposed in the wrong way. In the media there are women who are transplanted into male characters, like when a woman played James Bond. There is a continuous dialectic about "females" versus "males", which does nothing but further underline the divisions. And I also see a greater tendency to impose women's quotas in public events, a practice that certainly has beneficial effects that should not be underestimated, but which also sometimes leads to the choice of a woman as a speaker "just because a woman is needed". This is a practice that many of my fellow female professionals find themselves demeaning, as they know they were not called for their skills, but only because someone with their sex was necessary.


We need more, we need true inclusivity, and Simonetta's book is excellent in this sense. The subtitle “stories of women who inspire women” already summarizes all its hidden power in a simple sentence.


This book is very important to women because it can inspire them. We all need heroes, idols, examples to follow, mentors. And right now, many of these, in the tech field, are men. Having successful women who tell their stories, their battles, will surely inspire other women to follow them. Not only many women may understand that they can succeed, too, but they will also be explained the way forward, and this explanation will be in a language that is more understandable to them. Men and women speak different languages, and comparing myself with female friends and colleagues I realized that my way of communicating with them and also trying to inspire or motivate them cannot be the same that I use with men. So having women who can tell their stories using their own way of expressing themselves can definitely inspire many more girls to follow them than a book written by a man.


In my career I have met many talented women in technology, but I do not hide the fact that their number is much lower than that of males. When I attended the Polytechnic of Turin, the number of girls in my computer engineering class could be counted on the fingers of one hand. It would be nice if this disproportion could diminish, and more girls found a career in the tech world stimulating. And having a book that includes the stories of many talented women in one single place may be very useful, because female students which are still unsure about their career could be inspired by it.


Perhaps I will surprise you by saying that in my opinion this book is also useful for reading for us men. In this case the sense of inspiration is less relevant, but that of awareness and understanding becomes important. First of all, it can make us discover new interesting people who are in our ecosystem: I admit that I did not know half of the people described in this document and I was happy to discover them. Furthermore, it shows the difficulties and prejudices that some girls have had to endure, and, in this way, we can learn which attitudes to avoid in relating to the other sex. 


And finally, returning to the topic described above, he shows us the metaverse from the female point of view, expressed in a different language from the one we men traditionally use. I have personally read almost the entire draft of the book that was given to me in one breath, and I found it very interesting. It is not a technical book full of notions, but a set of stories that can be read easily, and which in their simplicity tell us how different women see the metaverse and have had their success in the field.


I speak a lot about language and point of view because in my opinion in true inclusivity it is essential to try to understand reality as it is seen from other points of view, without judging. Personally, my approach to Chinese culture and language has helped me a lot to develop this skill. China is a very different country from Italy in many respects, from politics to the customs of everyday life. The only way you can interact meaningfully with Chinese people is to simply try to understand their point of view and accept it, without judging. Because if we try to see how they behave or how they think through the lens of our culture, their behavior will appear completely nonsense. This ability to "accept" is learned by coming into contact with people who come from different backgrounds and for this reason it is important to travel a lot, or to create real relationships with people from other cultures, or to read books from other cultures.


Obviously, the difference between how a man and a woman think is not as relevant as the difference between two people from two countries of different cultures, but it is still present. For example, just talking to women I became aware of some of my implicit biases or some of my behaviors that seemed normal to me but in reality, were not loved by people of the opposite sex. A book like this can allow men to have a greater knowledge of how women live their careers in the metaverse, and thus also better understand how to help them.


Because in my opinion, at the end of the day, it is not a matter of "men" versus "women", but of "men" WITH "women". Men and women have strengths that can be complementary, and if we can accept some small mutual flaw, we can truly join forces and grow not only the metaverse, but the entire technological ecosystem in a more efficient and healthy way. And many studies certify that a collaboration between people of different backgrounds leads to better results than those obtained by groups of similar people, so I'm sure this is the way to go. 


Let's not forget that the first computer programmer was a woman (Ada Lovelace) and without her, I would probably be unemployed now. There are many women in our environment that I respect very much and many of them have helped me when they could, and I obviously returned the favor when I had the opportunity. With some of them I have also collaborated in an optimal way. But none of us have ever done this by looking at our biological sex, it has always been the mutual esteem guiding us. It is this unity between people that is strength that can create true inclusivity.


I dream of a world where there are so many talented women in technology that no one invites a woman "just because a woman is needed " anymore, but it is natural that there are women in every team and in every event because there will be so many talented women that it will be obvious to want them. And this book, which can inspire many girls, is certainly a great contribution to that.


 


I hope my words may have been inspiring, but since I am an engineer, more than anything else I am interested in being able to do something practical to make this happen. So, if you're a girl reading this preface and need some advice, a word of support, a push to embark on your metaverse journey, feel free to reach out to me on social media, and I'll see what I can do to help. 


Let's create the metaverse, together. Insieme.






 


Introduction


 


 


 


Don’t give up and don’t take no for an answer. Find the people and the companies that will create with you and build the future. […] Rejection hurts but take it and turn it into something better.’ – Cathy Hackl


 


'Empowerment', a word that resonates in my mind as I read the post (1) by Cathy Hackl, chief Metaverse Officer well known in the world of the Metaverse, so much that she is called: ‘the godmother of the Metaverse’.


Cathy talks about her, about the challenges she encountered in publishing her book "The Augmented Workforce", which she overcame with such determination. In the post, she opens up to her followers, highlighting her fragility. She urges not to give up, but to fight.


It is evening and the light in front of my personal computer is on. I read the words I saved on a post-it near the desk and stop to think.


I look up, stare at the sentence 'don't give up and don't take no for an answer' and imagine that I have the women I have met in recent years next to me: Petra, Cristiana, Bruna, Federica, Carli, Elisabetta and many others. Strong and determined women, who work and use the Metaverse in their professional and personal life. I wonder:


How many times have they made us feel inadequate in tackling a technical job?


How many times have we read that we should have studied STEM (Science)?


I dwell on the word empowerment. What is it really? In recent years it has become a buzzword. I read aloud the definition I find in Wikipedia:


'A growth process, both of the individual and of the group, based on increasing self-esteem, self-efficacy and self-determination to bring out latent resources and lead the individual to consciously appropriate his or her potential.


This process leads to a reversal of the perception of one's limits in order to achieve results that exceed one's expectations. 


'A growth process that involves all of us, men and women. So why in 2023 do we feel the need to direct young people to scientific and technical subjects? Shouldn't it be a choice like any other and not based on gender? We still continue to divide the world into genres, to think that literary subjects are more suitable and preferred by women. The new Z and Alpha generations no longer feel this difference, but at the same time they are confused about the paths to take.


For more than five years I have been meeting extended reality (XR) professionals and since the beginning of the pandemic, when the Oculus Quest headset (now META Quest) became my study and play companion, I began to experience the worlds of social VR. I discovered a varied reality, where the female presence is numerous and very competent.


Precisely to overcome preconceptions and investigate new paths, often not yet explored, I decided to start this narrative project. A collection of interviews that explore the female universe in still not very widespread professional fields.


A choral picture of women who live and work in Europe and USA. Twelve unique and intense stories, full of challenges and at the same time of joy and great satisfaction, which can inspire the younger generations.


The project is dedicated to you who are about to choose your study path and who do not want to follow in the footsteps of your parents, aspiring to new working realities, perhaps even a little nomadic.


It is for you that you need to retrain, starting an upskilling process or that you feel tight in your current job and, in the wake of the Great Resignation of the moment, you are thinking of getting back to studying and changing activities.


In this journey that I propose you to do together, many episodes of life, happy and critical moments have emerged: from the first experiences to the projects and the current choices and professions of the protagonists. Successes and even more difficulties are an integral part of our personal narrative, they belong to us, they have forged our personality and resonate in the stories of those we meet in the course of our life.






 


Metaverse or multiverse


 


 


 


I wore my Quest and joined my colleagues in the meta-group in AltspaceVR. We organized an evening dedicated to the Metaverse to talk about ethics and prospects with some members of the community.


For three years now we have been at events ranging from entertainment to gaming, lectures, and conferences. Some of us like, for example, Francesco Spadafina (aka Magicflute Oh) and Stefano Lazzari (aka Stex Auer) met at the time of the Second Life boom back in 2013. Others joined gradually out of curiosity and desire to share experiences.


In March 2023 we left AltspaceVR as Microsoft decided to shut down the platform and our communities moved to Spatial and VrChat.


For all of us, immersive worlds are nothing new. We have entered various platforms such as AltspaceVR to Engage VR, Mozilla Hubs, Virbela etc. and we tested with viewers or directly from the desktop.


Some like Claudio Pacchiega (aka Salahzar Stenvaag), Alfredo Peluso (aka 'alfryalfa') or Fabrizio Di Lelio (aka samo976) continue to experiment and build immersive worlds in which we all travel together during our moments in virtual reality.


There was no mention of the word ‘metaverse’, but it had already been lived for years.


What is the Metaverse and why do we talk about it?


Let's read a first definition on Wikipedia and in the course of the chapter we will better understand what it is.


Wikipedia


A metaverse is a network of 3D virtual worlds focused on social connection. In futurism and science fiction, it is often described as a hypothetical iteration of the Internet as a single, universal virtual world that is facilitated by the use of virtual and augmented reality headsets.


 


Due to the pandemic and forced isolation, virtual reality and the worlds of social VR have received a lot of interest and attracted new users. One event was disruptive and brought back the word Metaverse after 29 years.


What happened? At the end of summer 2021, Mark Zucherberg said he wanted to turn Facebook into a Metaverse company and ‘to bring the metaverse to life. [...]In many ways, the metaverse is the ultimate expression of social technology.’


On October 2021 at Facebook Connect, the annual meeting with developers, he showed a video in which he anticipated the medium and long-term goals and rebranded the social network, transforming the name into META.


The Facebook announcement had an immediate effect and caused an arms race among the Big Techs who had been working for years on the development of hardware and software dedicated to extended reality (extended reality that includes virtual, augmented, and mixed reality).


Since then, everybody has discovered a new word. Web experts, journalists and sociologists addressed the issue from various points of view, highlighting the opportunities and risks, the ethical and business implications.


Everyone talks about it, but in fact the Metaverse is still poorly defined. It has applications in entertainment, gaming, marketing, training, tourism, beauty, real estate, art, and professional activity with social VR business meeting experiences. Many ongoing experiments that are having a growing impact on our virtual and real life.
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