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Article

Introduction

Especially since the advent of mobile technology, digital 
media use has been more and more intertwined with everyday 
life. For many people, a considerable amount of time each 
day is spent on different digital media platforms. Increasingly 
these platforms, whether online games, message boards, or 
social media sites, have come to be explored as spaces (e.g., 
Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). Digital media spaces occupy 
a curious position: they are distinct from our physical inter­
actions, yet closely linked to them; they have a “less real” 
quality to them yet can be an extremely mundane part of life 
(Apperley, 2010; Pargman & Jakobsson, 2008).

The acronym IRL (in real life) to distinguish offline activ­
ities from online ones persisted as a part of internet commu­
nications since at least the early 1990s (see Rheingold, 1993). 
While the original acronym was likely more or less a joke, 
the realness of online activities and spaces compared to 
offline ones has been a crucial part of both academic and 
public discussions of digital media use (Heim, 1993). These 
questions can have profound implications, such as when con­
sidering whether online friends are real friends (Henderson 
& Gilding, 2004) or whether online harassment is a crime on 
par with offline harassment (Marshak, 2017). In a digital 
gaming context, discussions have revolved for example 
around the potential offline effects of violent or sexist game 

content (Breuer et al., 2015; Mathur & VanderWeele, 2019), 
the ownership of virtual goods (Watkins & Molesworth, 
2012), and the escapist qualities of digital gaming (Calleja, 
2010; Snodgrass et al., 2014).

Although commonly used in everyday discussions, the 
division between online and IRL is somewhat misleading. 
With the ubiquity of online communications, there are many 
instances in which conflating IRL with offline is not accurate: 
sometimes online is understood as technology, and some­
times as the distinct spaces technology creates. An instant 
message to one’s partner on which groceries to buy or a video 
call with a colleague is obviously an online activity, yet it is 
very much IRL rather than the cyberspace adventures the 
IRL/online distinction suggests. Likewise, the roles taken on 
at many different activities—such as playing role-playing 
games, going to night clubs, or boxing—can be very distinct 
from, for example, one’s persona at home with family, despite 
the activities taking place offline (see Goffman, 1956).
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The online/offline distinction is especially pronounced in 
the case of online gaming. Although gaming is a mundane 
activity, in most games the fantastical characters, locations, 
and interactions are clearly separate from the players and 
their everyday surroundings. Online games have been 
described as separate “third places” (Steinkuehler & Williams, 
2006), denoting their social role as distinct from other every­
day contexts.

The separation, or at least experience of separation, of 
online gaming environments from other mundane social set­
tings brings with it opportunities for conducting oneself dif­
ferently, for example experimenting with different identities 
and social roles. Although this freedom is commonly viewed 
as one of the positive qualities of online gaming (e.g., Jansz, 
2015), it also results in what is commonly viewed as a major 
problem in gaming: players’ negative conduct and often an 
overall hostile atmosphere.

In this qualitative study, we examine young people’s per­
spectives on their own negative online gaming conduct. We 
pay special attention to how the distinction between online 
gaming spaces and other everyday contexts influences and 
enables this conduct, and how young game players perceive 
the phenomenon.

Background

Many online games, especially those focused on competi­
tion, are notorious for their hostile atmosphere. Despite a 
variety of design solutions such as limiting communications 
(Arjoranta & Siitonen, 2018) and providing reporting tools 
(Kou & Gui, 2021), many multiplayer games and the com­
munities surrounding them feature a communication envi­
ronment often described as “toxic” (e.g., Munn, 2023): in 
these environments hostile and aggressive expressions, 
including discrimination such as racism (Gray, 2012; Ortiz, 
2019) and sexism (Vergel et al., 2024), are routine and even 
a social norm (Hilvert-Bruce & Neill, 2020; Karhulahti, 
2022; Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023). The phenomenon 
more severely impacts groups whose belonging to game cul­
tures is commonly challenged, such as women, sexual and 
gender minorities, and players of color (Cote et  al., 2023; 
Fox & Tang, 2017; Gray, 2012).

The hostility of gaming spaces appears to be a combina­
tion of many elements, including the affectivity and intensity 
of competitive gaming (Adachi & Willoughby, 2011; 
Karhulahti, 2022; Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023), differ­
ent affordances of games (Arjoranta & Siitonen, 2018), nor­
mative beliefs about game culture (Cook et  al., 2018; 
Hilvert-Bruce & Neill, 2020), victimization leading to perpe­
tration (Cook et al., 2018; Kordyaka et al., 2020), and struc­
tural discrimination (Gray, 2012; Ortiz, 2019; Vergel et al., 
2024). Another commonly discussed (Gray, 2012; Kordyaka 
et al., 2020; Liu & Agur, 2023) element is the online disinhi-
bition effect (Suler, 2004), which we address next.

The Online Disinhibition Effect

The online disinhibition effect, as discussed by John Suler 
(2004), describes the psychological phenomenon of individ­
uals being socially less restrained and expressing themselves 
more openly in online environments compared to offline 
ones. The effect encompasses both benign and toxic (the 
word used by Suler) behavior as well as the ambiguous space 
between them. Alongside individual differences such as per­
sonality styles, Suler (2004) lists six intersecting and inter­
acting factors that bring about the effect. These six factors 
are as follows: (1) dissociative anonymity, which allows 
individuals to detach their online persona from their offline 
one, (2) invisibility, which prevents others from physically 
seeing or hearing one, (3) asynchronicity, which removes the 
necessity of coping with others’ immediate reactions, (4) 
solipsistic introjection, the construction of a fantasy repre­
sentation of another person and assimilation of this represen­
tation into one’s psyche, (5) dissociative imagination, the 
conscious or unconscious dissociation of online fiction from 
offline fact and potentially treating online interactions as a 
separate, fantasy sphere, and (6) minimization of status and 
authority, brought about by the reduced reliance online on 
traditional offline status markers such as wealth or gender.

The negative dimension of online disinhibition has been 
widely studied in relation to various online spaces, such  
as social media (Lowry et al., 2016; Soares et al., 2023) and 
different forms of online behavior, like cyberbullying 
(Antoniadou et al., 2019; Sourander et al., 2010; Wang et al., 
2023). All six dimensions of the online disinhibition effect 
appear to contribute to negative behavior online (Wang et al., 
2023). Benign online disinhibition remains less studied, but 
evidence suggests that anonymity leads to more positive self-
disclosure in online spaces (Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 2015).

The effect has been discussed in previous work on nega­
tive gaming conduct. In their study of Multiplayer Online 
Battle Arena (MOBA) game players, Kordyaka et al. (2020) 
found that toxic online disinhibition was the most meaning­
ful predictor of negative in-game conduct. The authors also 
argued that the feeling of being unidentifiable was particu­
larly relevant in engaging in negative behavior. Their find­
ings are supported by the results from Liu and Agur’s (2023) 
interview study, which found that anonymity played an 
important part as, compared to non-anonymous contexts 
such as gaming with their friends, players felt like their nega­
tive actions had less severe consequences for themselves. In 
another interview study of game players, Ruotsalainen and 
Meriläinen (2023) noted that the lack of seeing another per­
son’s offline reaction to online hostility made toxic behavior 
mentally and socially easier for the perpetrator (see also 
Sourander et al., 2010).

The above-mentioned qualitative explorations of nega­
tive conduct from the perspective of its perpetrators (Liu & 
Agur, 2023; Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023) have consid­
erably deepened our understanding of the dynamics of 
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negative conduct, but as interview studies they have drawn 
from a small number of informants. The study at hand uti­
lized a qualitative online questionnaire (see Braun et  al., 
2021) to address the large gap between these interview stud­
ies and larger quantitative studies (e.g., Kordyaka et  al., 
2020) and to bring together different strains of research on 
negative conduct.

Method and Data

This study is a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) of 
qualitative survey responses (N = 95) from respondents in 
Finland. Of the respondents, 73 (~77%) were men, 4 (~4%) 
were non-binary, and 15 (~16%) were women, with 3 respon­
dents (~3%) not disclosing the information. Respondent ages 
ranged from 15 to 25 (M = 20.5, Mdn = 20). Our study 
addressed two research questions:

Research Question 1 (RQ1). What functions for negative 
conduct can be identified in the responses?

Research Question 2 (RQ2). What factors influence nega­
tive online gaming conduct?

The qualitative data was collected during February and March 
2023 using an online questionnaire targeted at digital game 
players aged 15–25 who, based either on their own or others’ 
assessment, regularly behaved or had behaved in a negative 
manner while playing online games. The questionnaire link 
was distributed on social media platforms (Facebook, 
Discord, Twitter/X). As the study coincided with the Assembly 
Digital Culture Festival in Helsinki, Finland (https://assem­
bly.org/en), posters and flyers with a link to the questionnaire 
were also put up at the event. The questionnaire was available 
in both Finnish and English, but all responses were in Finnish.

In addition to background questions (age, gender, possi­
ble migrant background, and possible minority status), the 
questionnaire consisted of six open-ended questions that 
addressed the respondents’ views on their own negative 
(worded in the research call as “toxic” or “salty”) conduct in 
games. In this article, we focus on two questions of the sur­
vey: Question 2 (“Do you behave the same while gaming and 
outside of gaming?”) and Question 3 (“Describe a situation 
where either you yourself or others thought that you were 
behaving in a toxic or salty manner”).

Despite scholars’ lack of consensus on their definition 
(Kowert, 2020; Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023), we 
elected to use the words “toxic” (Fin. toksinen) and “salty” 
(Fin. suolainen) in the study as based on our previous work 
we knew them to be understandable to our target population 
of young game players. The behavior in question was defined 
to the respondents using the following wording:

In this study, by salty or toxic behaviour we mean behaviour in 
games or around them (e.g. gaming communities or social 

media) that you consider inappropriate, impolite, or mean, or 
someone else might or has considered to be such. Depending on 
the situation also for example griefing, trolling, or trashtalk can 
be seen as such behaviour.

We followed the ethical research principles for research with 
human participants set by the Finnish National Board on 
Research Integrity TENK (2019) during the design and con­
ducting of the study. As the survey was targeted also at und­
eraged participants, a short and understandable informational 
text about the study was provided at the start of the survey 
along with a link to the official, more detailed privacy notice 
of the study. While participation in a study does not require 
parental consent from children aged 15 or older in Finland, 
respondents under 18 were advised to inform their parents of 
participation in the study. Because the questionnaire con­
sisted of open-ended questions, respondents were reminded 
not to disclose identifying or sensitive information and had 
full control of their level of disclosure.

In our thematic analysis, we utilized a combination of 
data-driven and theory-driven approaches (see Braun & 
Clarke, 2021). In addition to an inductive exploration of the 
data, we also specifically looked for occurrences of the 
online disinhibition effect. We carefully read all the responses 
to the questions and proceeded to code the data. In this cod­
ing process, we identified and made notes of facets we con­
sidered interesting and relevant (e.g., Annoyance at our own 
team, Self-reflection). After an initial round of coding, we 
started over, refining our codes, merging overlapping ones, 
and removing redundant codes. We continued this iterative 
process until we were satisfied with our selection of 83 indi­
vidual codes. Next, we grouped these codes into thematic 
wholes or subthemes, which were then in turn grouped into 
larger, overarching main themes. The thematic structure is 
displayed in Figure 1.

Analysis

We present our analysis structured by our three main themes: 
Functions of toxicity, Online and offline diverging, and 
Online and offline converging. As the theme names suggest, 
the first theme addresses the different functions of negative 
or toxic behavior, the second theme features respondents’ 
perceptions of online gaming spaces as distinct from other 
everyday interactions, and the third discusses views of online 
spaces as closely tied to the rest of everyday social life. Our 
first main theme answers RQ1, whereas the two other main 
themes answer RQ2. All the quotes are from the data of this 
study and have been translated from Finnish by the authors.

Functions of Toxicity

Our respondents described a range of different reasons for 
negative behavior. This diversity is an important facet of the 

https://assembly.org/en
https://assembly.org/en
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phenomenon, as outwardly similar acts can have very differ­
ent social functions.

Proactive and Reactive Toxicity.  Respondents discussed both 
proactive and reactive toxicity. In the former, respondents 
initiated negative behavior over in-game events, whereas in 
the latter the respondent reacted to negative behavior tar­
geted at them. Proactive toxicity was often sparked by a 
teammate’s perceived poor performance and could some­
times result in others turning on the player in question, 
resembling the social dynamics around bullying (see Kwak 
et  al., 2015). This highlights how often in gaming playing 
badly is seen as an acceptable reason for being berated. 
Christopher Paul (2018) has discussed this phenomenon via 
the concept of toxic meritocracy, forefronting the persistent 
yet false assumptions prevalent in the game cultures that 
everyone is in the same position to become skilled at playing 
games and that being a skillful player is the ultimate goal of 
playing games:

I started berating my team member when they failed and I got 
the rest of the team to join in. It definitely didn’t have a positive 
effect on that player, but maybe the rest of the team worked 
together better afterwards.

Another player’s toxicity was a commonly stated reason for 
a respondent’s own toxic behavior. In these instances, play­
ers might not generally have a permissive view of toxicity 
but could still find justification for toxic behavior in some 
situations. Some players specifically mentioned that they 
only behaved in a toxic manner as a reaction, not proactively. 

It is easy to see how this kind of response can lead to a self-
amplifying loop of toxic behavior (Liu & Agur, 2023; 
Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023):

Usually I’m only toxic if another person is first e.g. in a game 
my sister got her share of another player’s misogyny and I 
joined the game and spammed the chat full berating the 
player in question and laughing at them. Maybe not the 
smartest thing to do but I feel like because their behaviour 
wasn’t smart either I can stoop to the same level. You can’t 
have a sensible conversation with everyone and kindly ask 
them to stop.

Affective Toxicity.  Competitive multiplayer gaming is often 
emotionally intense, which can result in negative outbursts. 
While players often find ways to express their frustration in 
other ways, such as by shouting at their screen in the privacy 
of their home (Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023), frustration 
is also commonly vented at other players, sparked by the heat 
of the moment (Kordyaka et al., 2020):

I’m a very emotional person and especially display my anger to 
others. As examples many times I’ve played Among Us 
[(Innersloth, 2018)] with both friends and strangers things have 
gotten completely out of hand. The idea of the game is finding 
the traitor among the others. I’ve not only shouted at others that 
I’m not the traitor or done nothing “sus” [suspicious], but I’ve 
also been called a whore in the game several times during 
conversations, which has left me pretty speechless and angry 
for several days. Playing Splatoon [(Nintendo, 2015)] or 
Genshin [Impact] [(miHoYo, 2020)] I’ve been so furious 
about my own stupidity that I’ve gotten out of my chair and 
jumped up and down screaming bloody murder and maybe 

Figure 1.  Map of main themes and subthemes.
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throwing something around, but nothing has ever broken 
during game sessions, apart from maybe my mental state.

Banal Toxicity.  A key finding of this study, in some responses 
we identified what we call banal toxicity, a form of everyday 
negative behavior. It does not appear to have the strategic (cf. 
Karhulahti, 2022) or bonding (cf. Kaye et  al., 2022) func­
tions of “trashtalk,” and while sometimes stemming from 
frustration, it lacks the considerable emotional release dis­
cussed above or the element of seeking thrills and personal 
enjoyment (cf. Cook et al., 2018). Instead, it appears as rote 
negativity “just because,” enabled by social norms that do 
not contest such behavior and sometimes even encourage it. 
Gaming can be an extremely mundane activity (Pargman & 
Jakobsson, 2008) and it follows that negative conduct can be 
as well:

The players of your own team disturb you or do not understand 
the game and try to give you advice. I yell back even though I 
know it won’t help anything: D

On CSGO [Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (Valve Corporation 
& Hidden Path Entertainment, 2012)] I was playing soloqueue 
[playing with strangers] and on the B-site of Cache [a map in the 
game] I had to play alone when no one on the team could find it 
in themselves to come and help, I chewed out brother Russian 
and that’s about it, it didn’t fix the situation but it’s not like I was 
invested anyway.

Online and Offline Diverging

Views of online play spaces as distinct from other areas of 
everyday life were clearly present in the responses. These 
views were a central factor in negative gaming conduct, and 
lend support to both earlier findings (Kordyaka et al., 2020; 
Liu & Agur, 2023) and the use of the online disinhibition 
theory (Suler, 2004) in studying the topic.

Online Disinhibition.  Some respondents explicitly expressed 
the idea that they were “two different people” online and 
offline. In the first quote below, it is also interesting that the 
respondent refers to off-game as “off-duty.” The wording 
reflects a mental and social distinction between gaming and 
other interactions; the figure of speech is typically used to 
make a distinction between work and private life:

I’m like two different people in-game and off-game. “Off-duty” 
I try to be an especially nice and good person, whereas while 
gaming I sometimes get cranky.

If I tilt [lose control] in a game, I start snapping at my gaming 
buddies and tell them very plainly that they’re shit in the game 
and have no business being in the competitive gaming mode. 
They should learn new characters/roles, so they wouldn’t be 
team-sabotaging onetricks [someone who exclusively plays a 
single character]: human trash. So it’s easy to slip into the very 

deep end without noticing and question a person’s right to take 
part in the game, even though they’re of course meant for 
everyone. In the real world I’m a completely different person.

Seeing gameplay as separate from other everyday interactions 
was not synonymous with negative conduct; respondents 
also mentioned benign disinhibition and the opportunities pro­
vided by games for being and acting differently. This echoes 
Jansz’s (2015) ideas of games as “private laboratories” for 
identity exploration—although obviously in the context of 
online gaming, the laboratory is not exactly private. Scholars 
have noted (e.g., Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006; Stenros, 
2014) that games can provide a social space distinct from 
other everyday environments, and this notion was present in 
the responses to our questionnaire as well:

I’m really quiet and reserved outside games but when gaming 
I’m much more relaxed (socially) and don’t really think about 
my every word and reaction. It has its upsides and downsides.

Game Cultural Norms.  Game cultural norms of condoning or 
not resisting negative behavior have been repeatedly identi­
fied in previous studies (Hilvert-Bruce & Neill, 2020; Karh­
ulahti, 2022; Lajeunesse, 2023; Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 
2023), and could be perceived in our study’s responses as 
well. Several respondents brought up the idea that negative 
behavior was simply a part, even a natural part, of gaming. 
While not necessarily supportive of negative behavior, these 
responses tended to downplay its relevance: this was just the 
way gaming was:

Dunno it’s an online game you gotta remember that in there you 
say whatever

I behave in games according to the frame set by the community. 
If the community is toxic, so am I.

The banality of toxicity is apparent in one respondent’s 
description of their reaction to dying in an online game. 
Although the respondent describes an emotional reaction, 
compared to everyday face-to-face or digital interactions, 
their response comes across as disproportionate and echoes 
Hilvert-Bruce and Neill’s (2020) findings of aggression 
being perceived as more acceptable in an online gaming con­
text. The respondent’s other responses suggest that this was 
not their usual behavior in non-gaming contexts. It is also 
interesting to note that the respondent uses a word typically 
used to insult women, despite presumably having no knowl­
edge of the target’s gender, demonstrating how players may 
strengthen sexist game cultural norms without directly 
engaging in gendered harassment:

I was shot in the head and it pissed me off because the enemy 
was at an angle where I couldn’t see them, so I yelled in the chat, 
you fucking stupid whore, in English.
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It is important to note that respondents’ perceptions and nor­
mative views on online conduct did not necessarily translate 
directly into their behavior. Respondents could discuss a 
clear distinction between offline and online or have permis­
sive views on online conduct in general but mention that 
these did not alter their conduct. The next quote is a reminder 
that normative beliefs are only one of the many factors that 
shape behavior:

I behave in a similar manner in games and outside them. In my 
view you’re allowed to behave differently in games compared to 
the rest of everyday life, if you want to. I don’t want to behave 
differently myself, because I don’t see it as necessary. I do 
however think about online conduct in the sense that I only say 
things I’m also prepared to say face to face.

Different Social Frames.  Seeing gaming as distinct from other 
social situations did not necessarily imply that they were 
seen as less meaningful. A few respondents explicitly likened 
the changes in their conduct while gaming to other everyday 
situations in which people alter their behavior and self-pre­
sentation based on social context (Goffman, 1956; see also 
Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013).

In addition to the distinction between the gaming context 
and other interactions, there was also a crucial distinction in 
social encounters within the gaming context, namely that of 
playing with friends as compared to playing with strangers. 
In the following quote, the respondent brings up both phe­
nomena: gaming allows the players to behave in a way that 
would be inappropriate in a work context, but the players are 
also ready to tone down their conduct toward visiting play­
ers. This example also demonstrates the importance of the 
social contract between players in relation to negative con­
duct (Karhulahti, 2022; Kaye et  al., 2022; Ruotsalainen & 
Meriläinen, 2023). While the respondent describes negative 
behavior in their gaming group, they also explicitly mention 
that this is seen as socially acceptable. As Kaye et al. (2022) 
found, outwardly hostile behavior can have a socially bond­
ing function between friends (see also Dynel, 2008):

Our gaming group has played together for about 7 years. Our 
language is really inappropriate and we are at the very least 
impolite towards each other. I believe it’s a way to let off steam. 
In the game you say to your friends what you don’t dare say to 
your boss at work. In our group that’s ok. Things change 
immediately if there’s a guest star present. Then we use proper 
language and don’t put others down.

I never [behave the same in-game and off-game], because it’s 
kind of a similar thing as behaving differently in different friend 
groups. When I play by myself and if I get annoyed I might start 
to bully players who are worse than me (spawn killing or/and 
t-bagging). If I play with friends, I have never (at least not yet) 
gotten angry or started to behave in a toxic manner.

Here what is important is not so much what is the activity 
taking place or if it is online or offline, but rather who the 

activity is enacted with. Playing with friends instead of 
strangers removes or reduces the element of anonymity and 
encourages offline conduct norms to take precedence over 
game-cultural ones, which are much more permissive of 
hostility.

Online and Offline Converging

Although many respondents conducted themselves differ­
ently in online and offline spaces, many others behaved, or at 
least tried to behave, similarly in both contexts. This was 
sometimes mentioned as a conscious effort that recognized 
the game’s cultural and online norms discussed above. 
Players could also be swept up in intense gaming moments 
and end up reflecting on their conduct afterward.

Offline Social Norms.  The line separating offline and online, 
game and non-game, is porous rather than solid; gaming 
always takes place bounded by the everyday, rather than sep­
arated from it (Apperley, 2010; Pargman & Jakobsson, 2008; 
Taylor, 2009). Consequently, behavioral norms from every­
day life beyond games also influence player behavior, as is 
evident in the following response:

I try my best to behave in the same way [as in other everyday 
contexts] and above all in a nice and positive way. Sometimes I 
use black humour with my closest friends, but I respect others 
and their boundaries. I have worked as a game educator and 
therefore been a public character/role model for several years, so 
I pay special attention to my behaviour when playing in public. 
Everyone should be themselves in the game-world as well, but 
just like in real life, others should be respected and treated kindly.

For this respondent, gaming life is no longer lived under the 
veil of anonymity, but her public persona is mixed in and she 
holds herself to everyday behavioral norms and standards 
also when gaming. Earlier research suggests that playing as a 
public person, for instance streaming while playing, can 
have a moderating effect on negative behavior (Ruotsalainen 
& Meriläinen, 2023) and that closing the gap between online 
and offline identities helps to reduce negative behavior 
(Kordyaka & Kruse, 2021).

Affect, Regulation, and Regret.  The considerable affective load 
present while playing competitive games was noted by sev­
eral respondents. Players could be drawn into negative behav­
ior yet regret it and their perceived loss of control afterward 
as the intense moment passes. Players were conscious of situ­
ations that frustrated them, and some discussed developing 
ways to calm themselves and handle frustrations:

Especially before, if a player in the same game with me was 
joking and didn’t take the game seriously, I might tell them to 
find another game to play and not to spoil the game for the 
others. Usually with slightly more colourful word choices. 
These situations stayed in my mind for a while and the toxic 



Meriläinen and Ruotsalainen	 7

message/speech I used gave me a brief feeling of good mood, 
but knowing these “trolls,” they just enjoy how their actions 
make others angry. I realised this and I was feeling even worse 
when I couldn’t control myself.

A few times I’ve “ragequit” [left the game in anger]. Usually in 
the situation I have been on a losing streak and the last drop has 
been e.g. the game crashing, or when on your screen it looks like 
you shot the enemy first/hit the enemy but still died/the game 
thinks this didn’t happen. Even in these situations, I always try 
to say that I’m leaving now, bye, and not just leave without 
saying anything. During the situation, of course, I have been 
frustrated and certainly irritated & angry, but when I’ve had time 
to calm down for a while and do something else (for example 
drink water, go outside with the dogs, read memes) it became 
easier and I realised that there is nothing I can do, sometimes it 
happens like this. Over time, even these situations have 
practically been reduced to zero, as my own tolerance and means 
of handling frustrating situations have improved.

It was fairly common for respondents to mention that while 
they sometimes got angry while playing, they consciously 
did not take it out on other players. In the quote below, one 
respondent compares their conduct to their behavior while 
driving (see Popuşoi et al., 2018), illustrating how affective 
intensity or anger does not inevitably result in a total loss of 
control and hostility toward others, but can be vented in 
other ways:

For the most part [I behave the same as in other everyday 
contexts]. I’m swearing whenever things are messed up but I 
hardly ever say anything about it to other people in the game and 
I do the same thing in my free time e.g. in traffic.

Seeing the consequences of negative in-game conduct could 
spark reflection and challenge game cultural norms as two 
normative orders clashed together. When in-game interactions 
were viewed through another lens and re-framed as having 
implications outside the game, some respondents could per­
ceive them differently. Although this kind of re-framing is not 
a guarantee of remorse or self-reflection (Gray, 2012), the 
clash of norms can serve as a moment of realization especially 
for younger players (see Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023):

When I was younger, around 15–17 years old, I played [Counter-
Strike] quite actively, quite often after tight games I would use 
quite colourful language against my own team. I remember for 
example when my own team screwed up a 8-14 situation and the 
game ended 16-141 so I said in the chat pretty damn bluntly to my 
real life friend without thinking about it. well the next day at 
school I heard from the teacher how they had seen the situation as 
bullying and then I realised the situation and started to regret it.

Discussion

Behavior in games is influenced by multiple factors. 
Especially in the context of competitive games, affective 
intensity, and existing conduct norms, the technological and 

communicative affordances of games and gaming platforms, 
society’s and game culture’s discriminating structures, and 
the effect of online disinhibition come together to make 
online gaming spaces socially challenging and often outright 
problematic. However, rather than seeing this as inevitably 
leading to online gaming spaces being irredeemably hostile, 
we argue that a careful understanding of the dynamics of 
these spaces, and more importantly, acting on this under­
standing, can in the long run help make these spaces more 
accommodating and socially sustainable. There are three key 
findings, with both theoretical and practical implications, 
that we wish to draw attention to:

The Role of Online Disinhibition

Our study adds to the literature that identifies toxic online 
disinhibition as an important factor in negative gaming con­
duct. Our findings suggest that it is especially the combina­
tion of online disinhibition and game culture norms permissive 
to negative conduct (discussed below) that make it very easy 
for players to slip into negative behavior even if they do not 
especially enjoy, value, or even condone it. From the perspec­
tives of both theory and practice, it is important that negative 
conduct is not perceived only as an issue of individual psy­
chology, although it obviously plays an important part.

The line between online and offline is blurry at best and to 
a degree the same holds true for play and non-play; while our 
findings demonstrate how for many respondents the line 
between play and non-play exists, it is not drawn as an abso­
lute nor in the same way or place for all the respondents. 
Instead, players change and adjust their behavior in accor­
dance with who they are playing with: some situations and 
social contexts are seen as more meaningful and relevant than 
others, similar to other everyday interactions. It is not solely 
being online that makes the difference in behavior (Litt et al., 
2020), but the nature of online gaming as a socially and tech­
nologically bounded, often affectively intense activity in 
which different frames that shape interaction overlap. In addi­
tion to the online versus offline divide, playing with friends 
versus playing with strangers and playing casually versus 
playing seriously also contribute to conduct.

The Banality of Negative Behavior

In an environment perceived as accepting of hostility and 
verbal abuse, negative behavior lost much of its impact on 
our respondents, whether as perpetrators or victims. The 
majority of our respondents did not come across as particu­
larly hostile, antisocial, or sadistic, and only a few mentioned 
for example trolling or griefing for their own amusement. 
Players might be well aware that toxic behavior was not 
helpful or would amount to little or no change for the better 
yet went along with the conduct norms of gaming spaces, 
attacking others when they felt like it, responding in kind  
if they were attacked, and not restraining their negative 
responses to in-game events. This banal, “just because” 
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negative conduct should be considered and further dissected 
in future research, as it appears to capture an essential dimen­
sion of the phenomenon. In our data engaging in banal toxic­
ity appeared exclusively in the responses of respondents who 
identified as men, plausibly pointing to a gendered phenom­
enon. However, due to the skewed sample, it would be pre­
mature to claim it as such.

Negative behavior was commonly framed as everyday 
and even boring and habitual. In many cases, it appeared to 
be normative behavior with no meaningful function beyond 
following the norm. As such, banal toxicity appears to be 
habitual and to a degree adopted by the players to navigate a 
multiplayer environment. As a habit, it is constructed in rela­
tion to the players’ material, social, and technological envi­
ronment, to habit assemblages, such as game affordances 
(Bennet, 2023; Zhu, 2023). This banality stands in stark con­
trast to the potential negative outcomes of toxic gaming 
behavior and the emotional labor it may require from targets. 
This is especially true for some individuals because negative 
conduct often features racialized and gendered slurs; players 
are in unequal positions while navigating game spaces (Fox 
& Tang, 2017; Gray, 2012; Ortiz, 2019). This can lead to 
certain words becoming affectively sticky: women and racial 
minorities, for instance, are in this way othered and become 
normalized targets of hate and disdain (Ahmed, 2013). Banal 
toxicity, while everyday by its nature, is not harmless or 
inconsequential.

The banality of toxicity could also serve as a psychologi­
cal protection, as it allowed some players to shrug off hostil­
ity from others; for them, it was just the way gaming was. It 
needs to be considered, however, that most of our respon­
dents were not part of a minority. This likely allowed them to 
more easily ignore toxic behavior as it did not connect to 
systemic discrimination toward them.

A Change for the Better Is Possible

While it is unlikely that negative gaming conduct could ever 
be completely eradicated, this does not mean that its impact 
cannot be mitigated. The ubiquity and normativity of nega­
tive conduct can be simultaneously viewed as both a major 
challenge and a potential feature to leverage. Norms are 
extremely difficult to change quickly; the grassroots work to 
contest toxicity in gaming spaces requires considerable labor 
and leaves the individuals and communities doing so vulner­
able to harassment and burnout (Lajeunesse, 2023). Game 
design solutions (Kordyaka & Kruse, 2021), active and well-
functioning moderation not reliant only on automation (see 
Kou & Gui, 2021; Kowert & Cook, 2022), and community 
management (Sparrow et al., 2021) should all be utilized to 
construct gaming environments where it is easier for players 
to contest toxic behavior norms. In gaming culture more 
broadly, players and gaming communities have demonstrated 
their ability and willingness to push back against hostility 
and discrimination (Boudreau, 2022; Nakamura, 2012), and 

it is conceivable that a similar phenomenon could happen in 
in-game settings as well.

In the context of practical solutions, the everydayness of 
toxic behavior means that many players engage in it without 
thinking or out of habit. Especially the banal toxicity we 
identified could likely be mitigated to an extent by making 
players more aware of their behavior and introducing game 
design features that raise the threshold for hostile communi­
cations. If a player is not particularly invested in being  
hostile, requiring some effort might help discourage this 
behavior. In the case of emotional outbursts, requiring the 
player to expend effort to communicate their frustration 
might lead them to seek emotional release in ways other than 
abusing other players—both this study and previous work 
(Kahila et al., 2022; Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023) have 
shown that many players do this already.

Actions having direct consequences seem to play a role in 
behavioral change for players. Many of our respondents 
demonstrate how they think different behavior in games is a 
result of the lack of any real consequences either in-game or 
out-of-game. Having faced or risking facing real-life conse­
quences appears to motivate toward more positive behavior, 
and, importantly, not only because of a fear of punishment 
but also through reflection. Several respondents explicitly 
said they would never replicate their gaming behavior in 
offline contexts, and positioning everyday social norms in 
contrast to game cultural norms could help reduce banal tox­
icity in particular.

Game spaces can challenge and alter existing social hier­
archies, allowing players to exhibit behaviors that are not 
possible in their everyday life— both good and bad. Although 
respondents brought up the role of anonymity in enabling 
toxic behavior, it is unlikely that removing anonymity would 
go a long way in solving the issue, as part of the negative 
behavior is based on highly affective situations, and coping 
requires considerable emotional skills from the players. 
Moreover, the benign side of online disinhibition and its 
links to anonymity should not be overlooked. Some of our 
respondents discussed how they are more open and talkative 
in game spaces than in other everyday contexts. Forcibly 
limiting communication opportunities would also limit 
opportunities for positive interactions while not necessarily 
eliminating negative conduct, as demonstrated by players’ 
creative transgressive use of communication features and 
moderating tools in games such as Hearthstone (Blizzard 
Entertainment, 2004) and League of Legends (Arjoranta & 
Siitonen, 2018; Kou & Gui, 2021; Riot Games, 2009).

While some respondents discussed their negative behav­
ior as having very little emotion connected to it, negative 
behavior seems to be made even more prevalent by the affec­
tive intensity of some of the game spaces. Our respondents 
described feelings of frustration, annoyance, and anger, and 
how these feelings would come out as negative behavior, in 
turn prompting further negative behavior and strengthening 
it as the default, normative response. As is visible in our data, 
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many respondents view negative behavior as an unwanted 
and unfortunate part of online gaming and attempt constantly 
to behave in a positive manner while playing video games, 
condemning toxicity. It is also not uncommon for a player 
behaving in a negative manner to come to regret their own 
behavior later, as the emotional intensity of the situation sub­
sides (Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023).

Strengths and Limitations

The questionnaire provided us with rich data on game play­
ers’ own perceptions of their negative conduct. A qualitative 
questionnaire allowed us to strike a balance between in-
depth responses and a larger number of participants (Braun 
et al., 2021). Many of the respondents brought up details that 
would have been very difficult to plan specific survey ques­
tions for and interviewing 95 respondents would have been a 
massive task for two researchers. This said, the qualitative 
questionnaire is also a methodological compromise; a quan­
titative survey would likely have yielded more responses. As 
part of this research project, we also conducted interviews 
which have been documented in another article (see 
Ruotsalainen & Meriläinen, 2023).

While the questionnaire explicitly stated to respondents 
that they could use any style of language and did not have to 
worry about grammar, a qualitative questionnaire neverthe­
less requires a good deal of attention and effort in formulat­
ing thoughts and experiences into writing. This likely 
discouraged participation from potential respondents, as 
approximately a hundred people opened the survey yet did 
not respond to it. To make participation easier for potential 
respondents not fluent in Finnish, we also provided a version 
of the questionnaire in English, but this did not garner any 
additional responses.

The sample was self-selected and primarily featured 
White, young, Finnish gaming men. While skewed, it is plau­
sible that this reflects negative gaming conduct as a phenom­
enon; many of the respondents discussed their experiences 
with competitive online games, and men are overrepresented 
in these games’ player bases. Hostility in the game cultures 
has been connected especially to masculinity and men’s con­
duct (Braithwaite, 2016; Salter & Blodgett, 2012), and our 
sample may indicate the gendered nature of negative gaming 
conduct. However, due to the gender imbalance in the sam­
ple, we have mostly refrained from analyzing the influence of 
gender in this article.

Given the transnationality of online gaming, it is almost 
certain that our interviewees had encountered and perpe­
trated negative interactions with either Finnish or non-Finn­
ish players, but we currently have no knowledge of whether 
a particularly Finnish type of online gaming conduct exists in 
a culture seen as less talkative and stereotypically introverted 
(Ilmarinen, 2018). While current knowledge points to nega­
tive conduct being identified, perpetrated, and motivated 
similarly to Finland in samples from different nations such as 

China (Liu & Agur, 2023) and Australia (Türkay et al., 2020), 
a research setup specifically examining the influence of 
national social norms on online conduct would shed light on 
another important facet of the interaction between online and 
offline environments.

Conclusion

Our study paints a picture of a space that allows and even 
encourages conduct different from other everyday settings, 
and as a result can be safe and liberating, but also hostile, 
unpleasant, and excluding. Our results illustrate the com­
plexities, contradictions, and different functions of negative 
gaming conduct, as players might behave in a negative man­
ner out of habit, yet also dislike the toxicity of gaming spaces, 
experience regret over their actions, and empathize with 
people they have insulted in the heat of an intense gaming 
moment. Especially when discussing young people whose 
emotional and communication skills are still developing, this 
complexity needs to be acknowledged, particularly when 
coming up with potential solutions.

The results illuminate the diversity of young online game 
players in their views toward the online–offline divide and 
remind us of the relevance of considering online gaming 
spaces in the context of studying social media use, as argued 
by Casey O’Donnell & Consalvo (2015). Many of the 
respondents used expressions such as “in real life” or “I’m a 
different person” when referring to the difference between 
in-game and out-of-game situations, demonstrating that, 
despite our respondents having grown up and lived their 
lives in a dramatically different digital media landscape com­
pared to the early social internet of the 1990s, fundamental 
questions of what is perceived as real and meaningful still 
persist when discussing online interactions.
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Note

1.	 In the competitive mode of Counter-Strike: Global Offensive, 
a game ends when one team reaches 16 round wins.

References

Adachi, P. J. C., & Willoughby, T. (2011). The effect of video 
game competition and violence on aggressive behavior: 
Which characteristic has the greatest influence? Psychology 
of Violence, 1(4), 259–274. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024908

Ahmed, S. (2013). The cultural politics of emotion. Routledge.
Antoniadou, N., Kokkinos, C. M., & Fanti, K. A. (2019). Tradi­

tional and cyber bullying/victimization among adolescents: 
Examining their psychosocial profile through latent profile 
analysis. International Journal of Bullying Prevention, 1(2), 
85–98. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-019-00010-0

Apperley, T. (2010). Gaming rhythms: Play and counterplay from 
the situated to the global. Institute of Network Cultures.

Arjoranta, J., & Siitonen, M. (2018). Why do players misuse emotes 
in Hearthstone? Negotiating the use of communicative affor­
dances in an online multiplayer game. Game Studies, 18(2). 
https://gamestudies.org/1802/articles/arjoranta_siitonen

Bennett, T. (2023). Habit’s pathways: Repetition, power, conduct. 
Duke University Press.

Blizzard Entertainment. (2004). Hearthstone. Blizzard Entertainment.
Boudreau, K. (2022). Beyond deviance: Toxic gaming culture and 

the potential for positive change. Critical Studies in Media 
Communication, 39(3), 181–190. https://doi.org/10.1080/152
95036.2022.2080848

Braithwaite, A. (2016). It’s about ethics in games journalism? 
Gamergaters and geek masculinity. Social Media + Society, 
2(4), 205630511667248. https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051166 
72484

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). Thematic analysis: A practical 
guide. Sage.

Braun, V., Clarke, V., Boulton, E., Davey, L., & McEvoy, C. (2021). 
The online survey as a qualitative research tool. International 
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 24(6), 641–654. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1805550

Breuer, J., Kowert, R., Festl, R., & Quandt, T. (2015). Sexist 
games=sexist gamers? A longitudinal study on the relationship 
between video game use and sexist attitudes. Cyberpsychology, 
Behavior, and Social Networking, 18(4), 197–202. https://doi.
org/10.1089/cyber.2014.0492

Bullingham, L., & Vasconcelos, A. C. (2013). ‘The presentation of 
self in the online world’: Goffman and the study of online iden­
tities. Journal of Information Science, 39(1), 101–112. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0165551512470051

Calleja, G. (2010). Digital games and escapism. Games and Culture, 
5(4), 335–353. https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412009360412

Cook, C., Schaafsma, J., & Antheunis, M. (2018). Under the bridge: 
An in-depth examination of online trolling in the gaming  
context. New Media & Society, 20(9), 3323–3340. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1461444817748578

Cote, A. C., Wilson, A., Hansen, J., Harris, B. C., Rahman, M. W. U., 
Can, O., Fickle, T., & Foxman, M. (2023). Taking care of toxicity: 
Challenges and strategies for inclusion in U.S. collegiate esports 
programs. Journal of Electronic Gaming and Esports, 1(1), 
Article ege.2022-0031. https://doi.org/10.1123/jege.2022-0031

Dynel, M. (2008). No aggression, only teasing: The pragmatics of 
teasing and banter. Lodz Papers in Pragmatics, 4(2), 241–261. 
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10016-008-0001-7

Fox, J., & Tang, W. Y. (2017). Women’s experiences with gen­
eral and sexual harassment in online video games: Rumination, 
organizational responsiveness, withdrawal, and coping strate­
gies. New Media & Society, 19(8), 1290–1307. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1461444816635778

Goffman, E. (1956). The presentation of self in everyday life. 
University of Edinburgh Social Sciences Research Centre.

Gray, K. L. (2012). Deviant bodies, stigmatized identities, and 
racist acts: Examining the experiences of African-American 
gamers in Xbox Live. New Review of Hypermedia and 
Multimedia, 18(4), 261–276. https://doi.org/10.1080/136145
68.2012.746740

Heim, M. (1993). The metaphysics of virtual reality. Oxford 
University Press.

Henderson, S., & Gilding, M. (2004). ‘I’ve never clicked this much 
with anyone in my life’: Trust and hyperpersonal communica­
tion in online friendships. New Media & Society, 6(4), 487–506. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/146144804044331

Hilvert-Bruce, Z., & Neill, J. T. (2020). I’m just trolling: The role 
of normative beliefs in aggressive behaviour in online gaming. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 102, 303–311. https://doi.org/ 
10.1016/j.chb.2019.09.003

Ilmarinen, V. (2018). When and why is “extraversion” associated 
with social popularity? [Doctoral dissertation, University of 
Helsinki]. Helda. http://hdl.handle.net/10138/235192

Innersloth. (2018). Among us. Innersloth & PlayEveryWare.
Jansz, J. (2015). Playing out identities and emotions. In V. Frissen, 

S. Lammes, M. de Lange, J. de Mul, & J. Raessens (Eds.), 
Playful identities: The ludification of digital media cultures 
(pp. 267–280). Amsterdam University Press. https://doi.org/ 
10.1515/9789048523030-017

Kahila, J., Viljaranta, J., Kahila, S., Piispa-Hakala, S., & Vartiainen, 
H. (2022). Gamer rage—Children’s perspective on issues 
impacting losing one’s temper while playing digital games. 
International Journal of Child-Computer Interaction, 33, 
100513. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijcci.2022.100513

Karhulahti, V.-M. (2022). Esport play: Anticipation, attachment, 
and addiction in psycholudic development. Bloomsbury.

Kaye, L. S., Hellsten, L. M., McIntyre, L. J., & Hendry, B. P. (2022). 
‘There’s a fine line between trash-talking and cyberbullying’: 
A qualitative exploration of youth perspectives of online gam­
ing culture. International Review of Sociology, 32(3), 426–442. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2022.2133407

Kordyaka, B., Jahn, K., & Niehaves, B. (2020). Towards a unified 
theory of toxic behavior in video games. Internet Research, 
30(4), 1081–1102. https://doi.org/10.1108/INTR-08-2019-0343

Kordyaka, B., & Kruse, B. (2021). Curing toxicity–developing 
design principles to buffer toxic behaviour in massive multi­
player online games. Safer Communities, 20(3), 133–149. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/SC-10-2020-0037

Kou, Y., & Gui, X. (2021, May 8–13). Flag and flaggability in 
automated moderation: The case of reporting toxic behavior in 
an online game community [Conference session]. Proceedings 
of the 2021 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing 
Systems, Yokohama, Japan. https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764 
.3445279

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0024908
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-019-00010-0
https://gamestudies.org/1802/articles/arjoranta_siitonen
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295036.2022.2080848
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295036.2022.2080848
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116672484
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116672484
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2020.1805550
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2014.0492
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2014.0492
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551512470051
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551512470051
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412009360412
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817748578
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817748578
https://doi.org/10.1123/jege.2022-0031
https://doi.org/10.2478/v10016-008-0001-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816635778
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816635778
https://doi.org/10.1080/13614568.2012.746740
https://doi.org/10.1080/13614568.2012.746740
https://doi.org/10.1177/146144804044331
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.09.003
http://hdl.handle.net/10138/235192
https://doi.org/10.1515/9789048523030-017
https://doi.org/10.1515/9789048523030-017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijcci.2022.100513
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2022.2133407
https://doi.org/10.1108/INTR-08-2019-0343
https://doi.org/10.1108/SC-10-2020-0037
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445279
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445279


Meriläinen and Ruotsalainen	 11

Kowert, R. (2020). Dark participation in games. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 11, Article 2969. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg 
.2020.598947

Kowert, R., & Cook, C. (2022, January 4). The toxicity of our 
(virtual) Cities: Prevalence of dark participation in games 
and perceived effectiveness of reporting tools [Conference 
session]. Proceedings of the 55th Hawaii International 
Conference on System Sciences. Hawaii International 
Conference on System Sciences. https://doi.org/10.24251/
hicss.2022.390

Kwak, H., Blackburn, J., & Han, S. (2015). Exploring cyberbul­
lying and other toxic behavior in team competition online 
games. In Proceedings of the 33rd Annual ACM Conference 
on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 3739–3748). 
Association for Computing Machinery. https://doi.org/10.1145 
/2702123.2702529

Lajeunesse, M. (2023). Transgressive positivity in four online 
multiplayer games [Doctoral dissertation, Concordia 
University]. Spectrum. https://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/
id/eprint/992856/

Lapidot-Lefler, N., & Barak, A. (2015). The benign online disin­
hibition effect: Could situational factors induce self-disclo­
sure and prosocial behaviors? Cyberpsychology: Journal of 
Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 9(2), Article 3. https://
doi.org/10.5817/CP2015-2-3

Litt, E., Zhao, S., Kraut, R., & Burke, M. (2020). What are meaning­
ful social interactions in today’s media landscape? A cross-cul­
tural survey. Social Media + Society, 6(3), 2056305120942888. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120942888

Liu, Y., & Agur, C. (2023). “After all, they don’t know me” 
exploring the psychological mechanisms of toxic behavior in 
online games. Games and Culture, 18(5), 598–621. https://doi.
org/10.1177/15554120221115397

Lowry, P. B., Zhang, J., Wang, C., & Siponen, M. (2016). Why 
do adults engage in cyberbullying social media? An integra­
tion of online disinhibition and deindividuation effects with 
the social structure and social learning model. Information 
Systems Research, 27(4), 962–986. https://doi.org/10.1287/
isre.2016.0671

Marshak, E. (2017). Online harassment: A legislative solution. 
Harvard Journal on Legislation, 54(2), 503–534.

Mathur, M. B., & VanderWeele, T. J. (2019). Finding common 
ground in meta-analysis “wars” on violent video games. 
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 14(4), 705–708. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691619850104

miHoYo. (2020). Genshin impact. HoYoverse & miHoYo.
Munn, L. (2023). Toxic play: Examining the issue of hate within 

gaming. First Monday, 28(9). https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v28i9 
.12508

Nakamura, L. (2012). “It’s a n****r in here! Kill the n****r!”: 
User-generated media campaigns against racism, sexism, 
and homophobia in digital games. In K. Gates (Ed.), The 
international encyclopedia of media studies volume VI: 
Media studies futures. Blackwell Publishing. https://doi.
org/10.1002/9781444361506.wbiems159

Nintendo. (2015). Splatoon.
O’Donnell, C., & Consalvo, M. (2015). Games are social/

media(ted)/technology too.  .  .. Social Media + Society, 1(1), 
2056305115580337. https://doi.org/10.1177/205630511558 
0337

Ortiz, S. M. (2019). The meanings of racist and sexist trash talk 
for men of color: A cultural sociological approach to study­
ing gaming culture. New Media and Society, 21(4), 879–894. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818814252

Pargman, D., & Jakobsson, P. (2008). Do you believe in magic? 
Computer games in everyday life. European Journal of 
Cultural Studies, 11(2), 225–244. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367 
549407088335

Paul, C. A. (2018). The toxic meritocracy of video games: Why 
gaming culture is the worst. University of Minnesota Press.

Popuşoi, S. A., Havârneanu, G. M., & Havârneanu, C. E. (2018). 
“Get the f#*k out of my way!” Exploring the cathartic effect 
of swear words in coping with driving anger. Transportation 
Research Part F: Traffic Psychology and Behaviour, 56, 
215–226. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2018.04.013

Rheingold, H. (1993). A slice of life in my virtual community. In  
L. M. Harasim (Ed.), Global networks: Computers and inter-
national communication (pp. 57–80). The MIT Press. https://
doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/3304.003.0006

Riot Games. (2009). League of legends.
Ruotsalainen, M., & Meriläinen, M. (2023). Young video game 

players’ self-identified toxic gaming behaviour: An interview 
study. Eludamos: Journal for Computer Game Culture, 14(1), 
Article 1. https://doi.org/10.7557/23.7270

Salter, A., & Blodgett, B. (2012). Hypermasculinity & dickwolves: 
The contentious role of women in the new gaming public. 
Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 56(3), 401–
416. https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2012.705199

Snodgrass, J. G., Lacy, M. G., Dengah, F., Eisenhauer, S., 
Batchelder, G., & Cookson, R. J. (2014). A vacation from 
your mind: Problematic online gaming is a stress response. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 38, 248–260. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.06.004

Soares, F. B., Gruzd, A., Jacobson, J., & Hodson, J. (2023). To 
troll or not to troll: Young adults’ anti-social behaviour on 
social media. PLOS ONE, 18(5), Article e0284374. https://doi.
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0284374

Sourander, A., Klomek, A. B., Ikonen, M., Lindroos, J., Luntamo, 
T., Koskelainen, M., Ristkari, T., & Helenius, H. (2010). 
Psychosocial risk factors associated with cyberbullying among 
adolescents: A population-based study. Archives of General 
Psychiatry, 67(7), 720–728. https://doi:10.1001/archgenpsy­
chiatry.2010.79

Sparrow, L., Gibbs, M., & Arnold, M. (2021, May 8–13). The 
ethics of multiplayer game design and community manage-
ment: Industry perspectives and challenges [Conference ses­
sion]. Proceedings of the 2021 CHI Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems, Yokohama, Japan. https://doi.
org/10.1145/3411764.3445363

Steinkuehler, C. A., & Williams, D. (2006). Where everybody 
knows your (screen) name: Online games as “third places.” 
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 11(4), 885–
909. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2006.00300.x

Stenros, J. (2014). In defence of a magic circle: The social, men­
tal and cultural boundaries of play. Transactions of the Digital 
Games Research Association, 1(2). https://doi.org/10.26503/
todigra.v1i2.10

Suler, J. (2004). The online disinhibition effect. CyberPsychology 
& Behavior, 7(3), 321–326. https://doi.org/10.1089/10949310 
41291295

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.598947
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.598947
https://doi.org/10.24251/hicss.2022.390
https://doi.org/10.24251/hicss.2022.390
https://doi.org/10.1145/2702123.2702529
https://doi.org/10.1145/2702123.2702529
https://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/id/eprint/992856/
https://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/id/eprint/992856/
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2015-2-3
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2015-2-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305120942888
https://doi.org/10.1177/15554120221115397
https://doi.org/10.1177/15554120221115397
https://doi.org/10.1287/isre.2016.0671
https://doi.org/10.1287/isre.2016.0671
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691619850104
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v28i9.12508
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v28i9.12508
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444361506.wbiems159
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781444361506.wbiems159
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115580337
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115580337
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818814252
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549407088335
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549407088335
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trf.2018.04.013
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/3304.003.0006
https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/3304.003.0006
https://doi.org/10.7557/23.7270
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2012.705199
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0284374
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0284374
https://doi:10.1001/archgenpsychiatry.2010.79
https://doi:10.1001/archgenpsychiatry.2010.79
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445363
https://doi.org/10.1145/3411764.3445363
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2006.00300.x
https://doi.org/10.26503/todigra.v1i2.10
https://doi.org/10.26503/todigra.v1i2.10
https://doi.org/10.1089/1094931041291295
https://doi.org/10.1089/1094931041291295


12	 Social Media + Society

Taylor, T. L. (2009). Play between worlds: Exploring online game 
culture. MIT Press.

TENK. (2019). The ethical principles of research with human 
participants and ethical review in the human sciences in 
Finland. Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK 
Guidelines 2019. https://tenk.fi/sites/default/files/2021-01/
Ethical_review_in_human_sciences_2020.pdf

Türkay, S., Formosa, J., Adinolf, S., Cuthbert, R., & Altizer, R. 
(2020, April 25–30). See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil: 
How collegiate players define, experience and cope with tox-
icity [Conference session]. Conference on Human Factors in 
Computing Systems—Proceedings, Honolulu, HI. https://doi.
org/10.1145/3313831.3376191

Valve Corporation & Hidden Path Entertainment. (2012). Counter-
strike: Global offensive.

Vergel, P., La parra-Casado, D., & Vives-Cases, C. (2024). 
Examining cybersexism in online gaming communities: A 
scoping review. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 25(2), 1201–
1218. https://doi.org/10.1177/15248380231176059

Wang, L., Jiang, S., Zhou, Z., Fei, W., & Wang, W. (2023). Online 
disinhibition and adolescent cyberbullying: A systematic 

review. Children and Youth Services Review, 156, 107352. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107352

Watkins, R., & Molesworth, M. (2012). Attachment to digital vir­
tual possessions in videogames. In R. W. Belk, S. Askegaard, 
& L. Scott (Eds.), Research in consumer behavior (Vol. 14, 
pp. 153–170). Emerald Group Publishing Limited. https://doi.
org/10.1108/S0885-2111(2012)0000014012

Zhu, F. (2023). The intelligence of player habits and reflexivity in 
Magic: The Gathering Arena limited draft. Angelaki, 28(3), 
38–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/0969725X.2023.2216545

Author Biographies

Mikko Meriläinen (PhD, University of Helsinki) is a postdoctoral 
research fellow at Tampere University. His research interests 
include gaming as part of everyday life, the intersections of mascu­
linities and game cultures, and miniaturing.

Maria Ruotsalainen (PhD, University of Jyväskylä) is a postdoctoral 
research fellow at the University of Jyväskylä. Her research inter­
ests include players, gender in game cultures and esports, and the 
sportification of esports.

https://tenk.fi/sites/default/files/2021-01/Ethical_review_in_human_sciences_2020.pdf
https://tenk.fi/sites/default/files/2021-01/Ethical_review_in_human_sciences_2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376191
https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376191
https://doi.org/10.1177/15248380231176059
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107352
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0885-2111(2012)0000014012
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0885-2111(2012)0000014012
https://doi.org/10.1080/0969725X.2023.2216545

