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Abstract 

Video games have been examined for their effects on cognition, learning, health, and 

physiological arousal, yet research on social dynamics within video gaming is limited. 

Studies have documented the presence of derogation, racism, and discrimination in this 

anonymous medium. However, gamers‟ firsthand experiences are typically examined 

qualitatively. Thus, this study aimed to establish a quantitative baseline for the frequency 

of derogatory, racist, and discriminatory speech (DRDS) in gaming. DRDS frequency, 

sexual harassment, and hate speech measures were administered to 150 individuals from 

online forums and social media groups. Descriptive and inferential analyses were used to 

gauge which factors affected DRDS rates. Sex, intergroup and fast-paced game types, 

time played with others, and identity portrayal showed positive correlations with DRDS. 

Results indicate an array of complex social and developmental factors contribute to 

experiencing, perceiving, and personally using DRDS. Implications include psychosocial 

health impacts similar to everyday harassment, with women being at a higher risk and 

age as a contributing factor.  

Keywords: video games, speech, social dynamics, hate speech, sexual harassment, 

discrimination, derogation, racism 
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Derogatory, Racist, and Discriminatory Speech (DRDS) in Video Gaming 

Introduction 

Derogatory, racist, and discriminatory speech (DRDS) is a common, overt 

occurrence in video gaming lobbies, yet its representation in the academic literature is 

limited and the general examination of social dynamics between video game players is 

still in its infancy. Over the decades, studies have broadly shown there are cognitive and 

social benefits to video gaming (Bork, 2012; Earl, 2018; Rosser et al., 2017; 

Shliakhovchuk & Muñoz García, 2019), but the presence of DRDS may diminish these 

effects.  

As video game technology has evolved over the years, so has the presence of 

video games in homes across the United States (Entertainment Software Association 

[ESA], 2021). According to the ESA (2021), 227 million individuals in the United States 

play video games and approximately 45.4 million of these individuals are under the age 

of 18 years. As video games have become intertwined with American culture, numerous 

questions have been raised regarding how their content affects both society and the 

individual (Berents & Keogh, 2019; Blackburn & Scharrer, 2019). With such a 

substantial number of youth playing video games, questions regarding the impact of these 

games on the developing mind become more salient. Further contributing to this study‟s 

salience are the recent discord and societal movements that have been occurring within 

the United States. Proximal to the time of this study, the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 

movement, the Stop Asian Hate movement, border policy changes, and political turmoil 

have occurred in the United States. 
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The existing body of literature examining the effects of gaming has grown 

substantially. The effects of video games on aggression were a major focus in academia. 

However, studies suggesting direct causal links to aggression quickly became criticized 

for having methodological deficits (Griffiths, 1999). Discourse on video games morphed 

into illustrating their complex nature, suggesting problem video gaming behaviors were 

attributable to a multitude of factors beyond simply the video games themselves (Shi et 

al., 2019). The field began to uncover the positive impacts of video gaming on the 

individual, such as fostering the development of executive functioning skills that are 

transferrable into non-game contexts (Parong et al., 2017) or providing an environment in 

which an individual may tackle increasingly challenging intellectual obstacles (Bork, 

2012).  

Studies have examined the utilization of video game technologies in therapeutic 

endeavors as well, such as in exposure therapies for trauma survivors (Friedrich, 2016), 

neural reconnection operations with amputees (Hashim, 2021), and even with asthmatic 

children (Gomes et al., 2015). Most clearly applicable to the current study, video games 

have been examined for their role in identity development (Earl, 2018). The field of video 

game study has undoubtedly progressed beyond viewing video games solely as a vessel 

for aggression into viewing them as multifaceted virtual sandboxes that reflect the 

psychological aspects of reality.  

Countless entertainment, social, and clinical possibilities have emerged with the 

development of video game technology. As a result, popular video games have become 

playgrounds in which individuals of all backgrounds and colors can interact, have fun, 

and learn with each other daily. Unfortunately, in today‟s established literature, multiple 
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papers have been published noting the presence of DRDS in online gaming lobbies. As 

the growing body of literature on video gaming suggests, the relationship between 

psychology and video gaming is undeniable. Cognitive, physiological, and neurological 

activity can be affected by video game usage. Thus, the question arises: What are the 

impacts of derogatory, racist, and discriminatory language in video games on an 

individual? 

As derogatory racism and discrimination have been suggested to have similar 

effects as other stressors (Condon et al., 2019; Hunter et al., 2021; Peters, 2006), concepts 

from models of stress (Utsey, 1999) may be used to conceptualize how the target 

phenomenon of this study may affect an individual. Using this rationale, the magnitude of 

the impact of DRDS is multivariable. The extent to which prejudicial occurrences affect 

an individual highly depends on the individual‟s existing cognitive constructs (García et 

al., 2020), their condition at the time of exposure (Almondes et al., 2016; Fostick et al., 

2014), the chronicity of exposure (Peters, 2006), and coping factors after exposure 

(Loayza-Rivas & Fernandez-Castro, 2020).  

Outside of the realm of video gaming, the immediate effects of discriminatory 

experiences on individuals, particularly racism, are profound. Immediate effects after 

exposure include engagement in avoidant coping behaviors such as substance use 

(Wilson & Gentzler, 2021), feeling the need to use social support and religion (Wilson & 

Gentzler, 2021), increased negative affect and alcohol use willingness (Stock et al., 

2017), and reductions in perceived control and feelings of meaningful existence (Stock et 

al., 2017). Other studies have noted immediate feelings of stigmatization as well as 

immediate discomfort, silence, and disengagement (Casanova et al., 2018); the latter 
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effects were noted in college settings. Discourse from Wilson and Gentzler‟s (2021) 

study may be applicable to the current study, as they found individuals of color may not 

retaliate in external settings due to fear of backlash and repercussion. Thus, in a virtual 

setting, people of color may be more likely to retaliate due to the same deidentified nature 

that may have contributed to the presence of virtual DRDS in the first place.  

The health measures of video game players affected by DRDS are a topic of 

interest; however, they were outside the focus of the current study. The primary purpose 

of this study was to establish a quantitative presence of DRDS in online video gaming 

lobbies. As existing studies examining this phenomenon have predominantly been 

qualitative in nature, the current study was designed to establish a baseline that will help 

clinicians and researchers gain a better idea of how likely it is that an individual is being 

exposed to this phenomenon in the virtual world.  

In addition to surveying for the presence of this phenomenon, inferential analyses 

were conducted regarding how game type, amount of time spent playing video games per 

week, and presented identity affected the rate of exposure to this experience. The 

hypothesis was that participants would endorse an overall higher level of experienced 

DRDS in video gaming lobbies than they would in everyday life outside of video gaming. 

A second hypothesis was that a positive correlation would be seen between the rate of 

exposure to DRDS and time spent video gaming. It was also hypothesized that a positive 

correlation would be seen between rates of DRDS and time spent playing in game types 

that are fast-paced or intergroup in nature. Finally, it was hypothesized that higher rates 

of DRDS would be experienced by individuals who expressed aspects of in-game identity 

related to demographic. For example, individuals who portrayed disability, race, 
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ethnicity, or gender in their username were hypothesized to have experienced higher rates 

of DRDS.  

The importance of the examination of this phenomenon cannot be stressed 

enough. The effects of DRDS on an individual‟s psyche have the potential to be 

profound. Not only are there already-established implications of what exposure to DRDS 

might cause, but the stress of this phenomenon may be exponentially worse under certain 

circumstances. Various biopsychosocial factors may leave an individual at risk for 

heightened distress. For instance, individuals who engage in video games to escape from 

a highly stressful living environment may experience an increased level of overall stress 

should their virtual environment begin to contain DRDS. Individuals without stressful 

living environments who use video gaming as a primary source of coping may still 

experience heightened stress or difficulty emotionally regulating if their main coping 

source begins to contain DRDS. Individuals whose primary friend group exists virtually 

may feel ostracized if their social circle begins to discriminate. Issues with self-image 

could compound should an individual begin experiencing racism or derogation in their 

virtual environment, in addition to it already existing in their real life. These hypothetical 

situations hold the possibility of leaving individuals with levels of cognitive dissonance 

as their virtual social circles begin to change in their level of support and comfort as a 

result of this phenomenon.  

Thus, the importance of this study for researchers and mental health clinicians 

becomes apparent. Many clients engage in video gaming, especially clients from youth 

populations. This phenomenon has the potential to be a contributing source to ailments 

that clinicians aim to reduce, such as depression, anxiety, suicidality, self-esteem issues, 
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and emotional dysregulation. A clinician‟s understanding of the presence of DRDS in a 

client‟s life may help that clinician to intervene appropriately. Psychoeducation could be 

provided regarding anonymity and its role in unfiltered behavior. Awareness of this 

phenomenon may lead clinicians toward prompting discussions with their gamer clients 

that address issues of diversity, such as feelings of difference and inclusion. An 

understanding that this phenomenon may be something the client is being exposed to 

could facilitate a clinician‟s understanding of a client‟s presentation; a client‟s proclivity 

to cross boundaries or lack sensitivity to issues of diversity may be examples of 

presentation that parallel the client‟s gaming world. 

The current study was not intended to apply direct intervention to this 

phenomenon in society. Rather, it was designed to illuminate dark and salient areas in the 

research on racial dynamics that still need development. Discourse in the literature on 

racism has yielded the notion that racism can hold two characteristics: covertness and 

overtness. This notion has been suggested since the late 1980s (De Ricco & Sciarra, 

2005), and its implications have been widely applied across settings (Hampton, 2010; 

Marom, 2019; Tankosić & Dovchin, 2021). This dichotomy has even been applied to 

other forms of discrimination, such as sexism (Kochanek et al., 2021). This dichotomy 

that researchers have qualitatively examined has an interesting application to the 

deidentified nature of the video gaming domain, as DRDS is rampant and overt in this 

setting. Players in these online environments are able to engage in these behaviors with 

less accountability by means of digital anonymity. This study was designed to contribute 

to the existing literature on covert and overt racism. 
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Although video game technology has skyrocketed into a realm of universal 

entertainment, concerns have arisen. Violent content, video game addiction, and adverse 

online experiences have been topics of concern. These issues have the potential to lessen 

the possibilities and benefits mentioned earlier with video gaming. However, these issues 

may not be explicitly characteristic of video games themselves, but more representations 

of human nature. Video games are artistic mediums constructed by human imagination. 

As the images and mechanisms portrayed in video games are creations of the inner 

psyche, so too are the virtual interactions within them. As Earl (2018) would allude to, 

identity development is ripe within, and directly connected to, the realm of video games. 

Therefore, the strict examination of anything that may cause shame, guilt, or a negative 

view of self within the virtual realm is of paramount importance to the clinical field, 

much as it is in outside clinical settings.  

The following section contains a review of the academic literature on video game 

technology and the correlates of discrimination-related stress. However, the topic of 

DRDS in video gaming currently has minimal representation in the academic field. Thus, 

broad correlates of DRDS in general are included in the discussion. Already-established 

measures related to DRDS are discussed, as are studies on psychological and social group 

dynamics.  
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Literature Review  

 The literature review portion of this project covers several areas related to DRDS. 

Introductory studies covered here focus on the historical development of video gaming 

into a social platform and include both positive and negative video game studies to date 

in relation to their effect on the human psyche. Next, studies that allude to the possible 

etiology of DRDS are discussed, as well as research on relevant constructs outside of the 

video gaming domain. Established measures relating to derogatory, racist, and 

discriminatory experiences are included in this review, and research conducted thus far 

on this topic explicitly is included. More detail is given regarding the prevalence rates of 

gaming in general, as well as stratification among gamers. This review is provided in an 

attempt to illustrate the development of video gaming into a social platform reflective of 

the outside world in which experiences of derogation, racism, and discrimination have 

become covertly rampant. 

Introductory Studies 

This section outlines the evolution of video game technology into a social 

platform. It also spans constructs such as aggression, attention, cognitive ability, and 

addiction within the contexts of video gaming. Studies here illustrate the extent to which 

video gaming has become ingrained in our culture, the extent to which video gaming 

appears to be damaging, and, on the other hand, the extent to which video gaming has 

become beneficial to individual and group psychology. These topics are covered in an 

attempt to provide the theoretical foundation for the need to examine DRDS.  
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History 

Initial studies on the entanglement of humans with computers began in the 1960s. 

Doctor J. R. Pierce noted the immense level of “mental skill, agility, and insight” 

programmers demonstrated in the creation of computer programs; at the time, computers 

were simply seen as “a device for manipulating numbers” (Pierce, 1961, p. 25). However, 

their breadth of applicability was increasingly seen over the decades. The world of 

research considered their potential in military information processing (Zeidner, 1969), 

replication of Western popular music (Moorer, 1972), and improvement in medical care 

quality (Rosenberg et al., 1976). In the 1980s, the psychological world saw them used for 

research, statistical generation, database management, simulations and tutorials, and test 

generation (Stoloff & Couch, 1987). Their potential was unquestionable, and their 

widespread distribution was quickly considered after their conception (Harder, 1968). 

Despite the undeniable potential of computer technologies, much like video games, 

computers were initially put under a microscope with suspicion and scrutiny. At the time 

of the development of the first commercial video games in 1972, human engagement with 

computer technologies began to undergo scrutiny for their impacts on social issues and 

morality (Kling, 1976).  

Computer technology led to the development of the modern world as we know it. 

Its presence can be seen in the medical (Matarasso et al., 2021), transportation (Abelson, 

1990), and entertainment domains. Clinicians were able to perform scans of brain tissue 

to guide subsequent operations. Automobiles became more sophisticated and efficient in 

their functionality. Graphic chip technology began to develop so rapidly in the name of 

entertainment that current data trends have refuted empirical laws of circuitry (Geer, 
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2005); for example, Moore‟s Law, an empirical and historically-derived law of circuit 

board progression, has been contradicted by the human production of these technologies 

skyrocketing (Peper, 2017). This development has made less powerful computer 

technology more accessible, with less sophisticated components becoming cheaper as 

more sophisticated components become commercialized. This aids in programs such as 

neurofeedback, programs with visual components directly responsible for the 

improvement of human cognition, becoming more accessible. Computer technology was 

even hypothesized to have increased overall population intelligence throughout the late 

20th century, otherwise known as the Flynn effect (Bratsberg & Rogeberg, 2018), 

through its provision of accessibility to vast amounts of information.  

As the history and future of video gaming can sometimes be unclear, drawing a 

parallel between computer and video game technology may be beneficial. These points 

are made due to the synonymy of computer technology and video game technology; the 

same chips that computers consist of are what compose modern-day video game 

consoles. Where there has been scrutiny of computer technology and its enmeshment 

with individuals, there have also been breakthroughs in terms of improvements in the 

human condition. Despite their initial scrutiny, the same has become increasingly 

apparent with video game technologies. Rapid engagement with video games has not 

only raised questions on how they affect cognition and behavior, but how they affect 

social interactions as well.  

Video games in their programming were initially single-player in nature. Bertie 

the Brain, a computer claimed to be the first programmed to play video games publicly 

(Simmons, 1975), pitted a human player against a computer armed with algorithm-based 
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moves in a game of Tic-Tac-Toe in 1950. Games shortly after that began to incorporate 

the input of two humans. The same game, Tic-Tac-Toe, was replicated on computers for 

multiplayer application in 1952 (Guinness World Records, 2021). This marked the first 

time a video game contained virtual engagement between two human players. Thus, the 

gates opened for multiplayer games. Subsequent waves of multiplayer games 

implemented cooperative aspects, where individuals were required to work together to 

reach a common end. A flurry of multiplayer games was created over the decades, the 

most famous of which included Pong, Flight Simulator, Warlords, and even Super Mario 

Brothers. During the era of video game commercialization, families were increasingly 

able to gather around a television and play with each other on systems such as the 

Magnavox Odyssey or Atari 2600 in the same fashion as they would at a table with a 

board game or puzzle. 

In the early years of the video game era, players were primarily able to 

communicate with each other by real-world proximity. Two players in front of a screen 

could comment on facets of the game merely by sitting next to each other. In 1975, video 

games began to integrate the functional use of virtual text chat. Twenty years later, in 

1995, another major breakthrough in communications technology was integrated into 

video games (Nordlander, 2018); voice over IP (VoIP) allowed players to digitize their 

voices over the network to eventually be uncoded and received by players across the 

country. This marked a revolutionary point in the development of communication 

between video game players; however, it was not without consequence.  

Nordlander‟s (2018) publication beautifully illustrated the newfound plight of 

popular video game companies in the decades after these developments. He noted major 
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companies discovering the presence of “harassment” and “toxicity” over these new 

communication channels and their attempts to combat the presence of these forms of 

communication. Toxicity, or bad behavior as Nordlander defined it, was action that 

created a “bad atmosphere” for other players in a game. Studies such as Nordlander‟s 

illustrate the focal issue at the heart of DRDS. With the presence of toxic interaction in 

the form of DRDS, the benefits within the field of video game research have the 

possibility to be diminished, and the negative impacts of video gaming may be 

compounded.  

Positive and Negative Impacts of Video Gaming on Humans 

A wealth of knowledge has been acquired on the impacts of video gaming. The 

breadth of research available has accumulated so largely due to the multivariable nature 

of video gaming itself. Examining how video gaming affects an individual can be equated 

to the question of how play affects a child. Factors such as the number of peers, types of 

peers, type of game played, frequency of engagement in the game, outcome of the game, 

and the internal mechanisms and external experiences of the child come into play. The 

inclusion of literature on sub-constituents of video game technology, such as screens, is 

necessary, as they play a role in the impact of video games on individuals.  

Negative Impacts on Physiology and Neuropsychology. Neophytou et al. 

(2021) conducted a meta-analysis of 44 studies relating to the terms “smart phone,” 

“mental health,” “substance use,” “neurodevelopment,” and “neurodegeneration.” Their 

goal was to review the literature‟s general consensus on the effects of excessive screen 

time on learning, memory, mental health, substance use, and neurodegeneration. 

Neophytou et al. concluded that, “Overall increased screen time is associated with 
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negative outcomes such as lowered self-esteem, increased incidence and severity of 

mental health issues and addictions, slowed learning and acquisition, and an increased 

risk of premature cognitive decline” (p. 724). 

 Stiglic and Viner (2019) conducted a similar analysis of the existing literature but 

focused on screen time and general health effects for children and adolescents 

specifically. Their search yielded 13 articles from which they derived views on seven 

topics of health: body composition, diet and energy intake, mental health, cardiovascular 

risk, fitness, sleep pain, and asthma. Their analysis revealed weak correlations between 

screen time and psychological, behavioral, and affective mental health issues, such as 

“behavior problems, anxiety, hyperactivity and inattention, poorer self-esteem, or poorer 

psychosocial health” (p. 1). On the other hand, they found “moderately strong evidence 

for associations between screen time and greater obesity/adiposity, and higher depressive 

symptoms” (p. 1). Overall, their results provided strong evidence for screen time 

affecting physical rather than psychological health factors. With that being said, the 

domains of physical and psychological health are often inseparable and are dependent on 

one another.  

Screen light and content stimulation have been studied regarding their cognitive 

and physiological effects. Horowitz-Kraus et al. (2021) examined the cognitive effects of 

differing times of engagement with screens and reading with school-aged children. Their 

findings showed children of an average age of 10 years old who engaged in a higher ratio 

of screen to reading time experienced higher stimulation of the visual processing system 

and subsequent decreased efficiency in cognitive control. Findings revealed impaired 

executive functioning abilities, particularly in areas related to language and visual 
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processing. Horowitz-Kraus and colleagues indicated high ratios of screen to reading 

time resulted in “absorbing attention abilities” (p. 690) and difficulties with switching 

between activities that require memory. However, they noted the executive functioning 

abilities these tasks require typically develop later in life, around adolescence. 

With video gaming specifically, the effects of screen time on human physiology 

have also been studied. Lin (2013) examined the effects of an hour-long online video 

gaming session on the autonomic nervous system (ANS). Electrocardiogram, heart-rate 

variability (HRV), and blood pressure were measured to gauge ANS functioning during 

this prolonged amount of time playing video games. Results showed higher amounts of 

nervous system activity were seen during violent video games than during non-violent 

video games. Hour-long gaming sessions “resulted in the gradual dominance of the 

parasympathetic nervous system due to physical exhaustion” (p. 820). During the high 

“gaming workload” conditions in this study, males were seen to exhibit “higher 

sympathetic activity” whereas females were seen to exhibit “higher parasympathetic 

activity” (p. 820). However, the conditions in this study included facets beyond merely 

observing a screen.  

Blue light itself may play a role in the effects seen on physiology and cognition. 

Blue light is the part of the light spectrum given off by modern-day electronics. It is 

emitted from cell phones, televisions, and tablets (Dong et al., 2019). Several studies 

have been conducted with results indicating its presence has an impact on sleep and 

arousal (Wu et al., 2021), skin health (Dong et al., 2019), and feeding behavior (Elsabagh 

et al., 2020). Studies on blue light have often occurred in non-human contexts but results 

have frequently been generalized to human populations due to the widespread presence of 
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blue light in everyday life. In humans, it has been seen to play a role in increased visual 

fatigue (Zhang et al., 2020), the activation of prefrontal and thalamic areas for 

engagement of working memory in blind individuals (Vandewalle et al., 2013), and 

increased performance on tasks of verbal memory (Alkozei et al., 2017). However, some 

studies have shown a lack of any relationship between blue light, alertness, and sustained 

attention, such as Łaszewska et al.‟s (2018) study using blue light exposure and the 

Continuous Performance Test II (CPT II).  

Whereas screens themselves have been found to have physiological impacts on 

the body, researchers have also studied how specific screen content can affect humans. 

Using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), Zvyagintsev et al. (2016) 

examined 18 males with an average age of 25 years under two conditions: playing a 

violent racing game and playing a non-violent racing game. They designed their study to 

observe differences in neurological activity under both conditions. Zvyagintsev and 

colleagues found substantial changes in brain networks while engaging in violent video 

games. Results showed a “decrease in connectivity” while playing video games with 

“three sensory-motor networks, the reward network, the default mode network, and the 

right lateralized frontoparietal network” (p. 247). These findings suggest decreased 

synchronized activity between areas of the brain having to do with functions of 

movement and sensation, pleasure and memory, perception of sensations, and 

coordination and alternation of behaviors. Although the notion of “decreased 

connectivity” has a negative connotation, these decreases in connectivity may be due in 

part to the nature of the activity itself––lower sensory-motor activity is innate with video 

games, as often very little limb or trunk movement is required as the wrists and fingers 
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are most commonly used. Furthermore, the decreased activity of the reward network may 

be evidence of higher-order cognitive, social, or moral constructs moderating perceptions 

and possible “rewards” of violent video games.  

Jagadheeswari et al. (2018) conducted a study directly examining the effects of 

M-rated (i.e., mature) and E-rated (i.e., for everyone) video games on the heart rate and 

blood pressure of children and adolescents age 12 to 18 years. Games in the study that 

were available to the participants were Subway Surfers (E-rated) and Counter-Strike (M-

rated). The researchers measured diastolic and systolic blood pressure as well as heart 

rate before and after participants played the game of their choice. Although increases 

were found under both conditions, Jagadheeswari and colleagues found a higher increase 

in all cardiac measures in participants who chose to play the M-rated game than in those 

who chose games rated for everyone (E-rated). Results also showed this variation to be 

“more prominent in males than in females” (p. 2702). Jagadheeswari and colleagues 

listed various factors that could mediate these effects; they noted some players who are 

used to playing action games may be better at ignoring the stimulating distractions in 

violent video games and may have higher attentional abilities because of their experience 

with games over time. Jagadheeswari and colleagues also noted that medication and 

varying states of physical health among the participants may have affected the results.  

Between-gender differences have been studied regarding the perception of texts 

that are read. These differences may affect perceptive reactions to text chat read in video 

games where this communication method is present. Bezrukikh et al. (2018) conducted a 

study examining autonomic and cortical reactions to various forms of text in boys and 

girls age 8–9 years old. Results showed boys read text messages in a more “integrated” 
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fashion, whereas girls‟ reading was more “fragmented.” In other words, boys tended to 

pay more attention to the whole form of a sentence whereas girls tended to pay attention 

to the small details of a sentence. Results also revealed variable decreases in 

parasympathetic functioning with boys at different levels of complexity in text messages. 

However, “reading skills were not fully developed” (p. 361) in some of these children.  

Stamatakis et al. (2013) conducted a multivariate study examining the effects of 

varying types of screen time on cardiovascular markers. The cross-sectional study 

included a sample of children age 2–12 years old and historical data collected in 2009 

and 2010. Blood pressure and resting heart rate were measured under television, 

electronic games, and PC time conditions. Interestingly, the results showed a positive 

correlation between TV viewing and both diastolic and systolic blood pressure, but not 

with PC or electronic game time. Stamatakis et al. concluded after adjusting for 

covariates that there were no positive correlations with the latter.  

The size and format of screens have been examined for their effects on cognition 

as well. Results of Dunaway and Soroka‟s (2021) study on screen size indicated smaller 

screen size plays a role in the complex cognitive processing required for rational 

thinking. Dunaway and Soroka conducted an extensive literature review on studies 

related to how the size of smartphones may impede the processing of news stories. They 

used 113 undergraduate students with an average age of 19.6 years from two universities: 

one southern and one midwestern. By measuring heart rate variability and skin 

conductance as markers of attentiveness and arousal, the study‟s results showed evidence 

of a positive correlation between screen size and the ability to cognitively reason. The 
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generalizability of these results is difficult, but screen size is an applicable technology to 

video gaming.  

Fatigue and subsequent irritability could play a role in DRDS as well. Researchers 

have examined brain wave activity in the visual pathway and relative cortical areas 

during exposure to screens. C.-C. Lee et al. (2021) noted that as technology has 

progressed, humans have increased the amount of time spent looking at electronics. In 

their neurological study, they monitored cortical areas related to vision perception (Fp1, 

Fp2, O1, and O2) during various screen conditions and exposure times. Their analysis 

identified the brainwaves affected during the processing of visual stimuli at the occipital 

and frontal lobes. Their study showed the size of the screen had a positive correlation 

with level of visual fatigue, particularly with virtual reality (VR) images. The researchers 

noted how the prolonged use of screens and subsequent visual fatigue can lead to 

conditions such as myopia, cataracts, and glaucoma.  

A possible explanation for the presence of DRDS is the stimulation of video 

games triggering the physiological responses seen with the proposed theory of “fight or 

flight.” Video games by nature hold sources of opposition and danger in their virtual 

design. Players are pitted against challenges, obstacles, and foes each minute. Walter 

Bradford Cannon‟s “fight or flight” theory postulates that individuals faced with sources 

of arousal show physiological changes in preparedness for a “violent display of energy” 

(Brown & Fee, 2002, p. 1594). Physiological states while playing certain video games 

indicate a level of central nervous system (CNS) stimulation consistent with Cannon‟s 

theory; it is possible that acts of DRDS in video gaming could be interpreted as “fight” 

behaviors. However, CNS stimulation in itself may not be a sufficient explanation for 
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engagement in derogatory or discriminatory speech. It is possible this state of arousal 

goes through a type of social filter, after which individuals of different minority groups 

are targeted.  

Negative Impacts on Psychology, Emotion, and Cognition. As mentioned in 

the introduction of this paper, video games underwent heavy suspicion and scrutiny after 

their inception. The negative psychological aspects of video gaming are not unfounded. 

Over the decades, several constructs have been studied, including aggression, daily 

behaviors, video game addiction, and academic performance. Video game use, it seemed, 

spills into multiple psychological domains of daily life. Constructs with a negative impact 

covered here may be correlates of DRDS, or even involved during the phenomenon.  

As mentioned prior, aggression has been a keystone of studies on video gaming. 

Khalil et al. (2019) analyzed a sample of 400 Indian boys and girls age 10–14 years and 

found boys became aggressive during parents‟ interferences while playing video games. 

Boys in this study were more likely to fight with their siblings after losing the game, 

whereas girls were more likely to congratulate those with whom they played. Results also 

showed 63% of the male sample was willing to apply the actions of violent video games 

in real life. Of this sample, the boys typically spent 3–5 hours per day involved in video 

gaming, whereas the girls spent 2–3 hours unsupervised. The study also noted boys 

typically started playing video games at a younger age and preferred violent video games 

(51%) compared to girls; only 37% of the girls in the sample preferred playing violent 

video games. The majority of the girls in this study preferred playing video games on 

mobile devices, whereas boys used PlayStation. Differences seen in aggression between 

boys and girls in this study could be the result of a variety of factors; video games on 
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mobile platforms often do not have the same breadth of social interaction and 

competition as on video game consoles such as PlayStation. Gender, age of initiation, and 

amount of time spent playing video games per day were also major differences that could 

have influenced the results seen in this study. Furthermore, the lack of parental 

supervision during long periods of engagement with violent video games could be a 

factor in boundary setting and post-loss behavior.  

Yuh (2018) conducted a study examining the presence of aggression in Korean 

adolescents and relevant social factors outside of gaming that could contribute to internet 

gaming addiction and subsequent aggression. The study included 263 Korean, male, high 

school students who completed surveys that measured aggression, family relationships, 

commitment to school, and internet gaming addiction. Results revealed family conflict 

and “lower commitment” to school as significant predictors of internet gaming addiction.  

Studies such as those conducted by Yuh (2018) and Khalil et al. (2019) highlight 

the aggression that occurs in the context of video gaming as well as the possible 

confounding factors that may correlate with the aggression seen. Studies often show 

correlational presences between violent video games and emotional or psychological 

states common of mental health conditions, but fail to adequately answer the “chicken or 

the egg” phenomenon or touch on possible confounding variables. The skew and negative 

public implications that have come from video game studies may be due to the majority 

of these studies focusing on the “violent video game” archetype. Researchers have begun 

to take the confounding approach, noting how factors such as shyness, gender, setting, 

location, adverse environments, ongoing world events, moral beliefs, and political views 

(Addo et al., 2021; Rothmund et al., 2015; Tian et al., 2020) contribute to the role of 
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aggression in video games. Studies of other video game types have shown less sinister 

effects on individual psychology, which will be discussed later.  

Ferguson‟s (2019) study acted as a rebuttal for the notion of aggression being 

caused by video games, specifically long-term aggression. Ferguson conducted a 

longitudinal analysis of aggressive behavior and moral disengagement by acquiring data 

on 1,340 Chinese youth. Aggressive behavior and moral disengagement were measured 

through use of self- and peer rating questionnaires, specifically the Brief Aggression 

Questionnaire and the Chinese version of the Moral Disengagement Scale. Exposure to 

aggressive video games (AVGs) was determined by self-report of the top three games 

played, frequency of play, and violence content of the game. Mean age of participants 

was 14.86 years at Time 1 (T1) and measures were gathered again at Time 2 (T2–a year 

later). Ferguson‟s results showed T1 levels of age, family income, aggression, and moral 

disengagement were significant predictors of T2 aggression, whereas exposure to 

aggressive video games was not. After attempting to adjust for methodological issues, 

removal of the T1 aggression variable was the only alternative methodology that made 

AVG exposure statistically significant.  

 Contradictions in aggression studies were brought to light in academic discourse 

early on in video game studies. Unsworth et al. (2007) cited multiple early researchers 

(e.g., Hagell & Newburn, Egli & Meyers, and many others) who found little to no effect 

of violent media on aggression (p. 383). Since the 1980s, social modeling and catharsis 

have been explored with video games, but with mixed results in academic studies. 

Unsworth and colleagues built upon this early research by conducting a study that 

illustrated the emotional and behavioral response after playing video games was 
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dependent on individual factors. Their study included a sample of 107 adolescents with a 

mean age of 14.6 years, with 94 being male and 13 being female. Participants were 

administered a questionnaire on gaming habits and three separate questionnaires 

regarding personality traits: the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire-Junior, the Trait 

Anger (STAXI), and the Trait Anxiety (STAI). Participants‟ aggressive thoughts were 

assessed during gameplay with the Articulated Thoughts in Simulated Situations (ATSS) 

Paradigm. Self-regulation was calculated along with reasons for engaging in game play. 

Participants were asked to play the video game Quake II. Results showed high trait anger 

(aggressive and labile personalities) led to increases in anger while playing video games, 

whereas non-aggressive and stable personalities tended to have no change in state anger 

post-gameplay.  

Beyond aggression, studies have been conducted with regard to how video games 

affect academic, behavioral, and relational domains. Negative connotations have been 

found in behavioral and relational domains, but with similar questioning on confounding 

variables. Academic domains are often suggested to suffer as a result of phenomena 

referred to as problematic gaming or internet gaming disorder (IGD), but other studies 

showed the possible benefits of video gaming on academics and cognition.  

Zahra et al. (2020) conducted a study examining the relationships among internet 

gaming, emotional intelligence, psychological distress, and academic performance. They 

used three established measures: the Internet Gaming Disorder Test (Pontes et al., 2014), 

the Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (Wong & Law, 2002), and the Depression Anxiety 

Stress Scale (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). A sample of 315 university students (161 

boys and 154 girls) was administered these measures in conjunction with an examination 
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of grades from the two semesters prior to the study. Zahra et al.‟s results showed internet 

gaming was positively correlated to psychological distress, whereas it was negatively 

correlated to emotional intelligence. Individuals who played internet games after 

midnight were more psychologically distressed than were those who played during the 

rest of the day. Those who received the lowest academic grades during the prior two 

semesters (D grades) had higher mean internet gaming disorder scores than those who 

held higher grades (As, Bs, and Cs). Regarding emotional intelligence, Zahra et al. 

discussed their results in relation to prior studies conducted on technological addictions in 

general. They cited the proposal of Kircaburun et al. (2020) that “individuals who want to 

avoid dealing with their true emotions develop internet gaming disorder” (as cited in 

Zahra et al., 2020, p. 263).  

Researchers have identified samples of individuals within the gaming population 

that fall under a set of criteria recognized as IGD. Severo et al. (2020) aimed to gauge the 

prevalence of this disorder by examining a sample of 555 secondary, postsecondary, and 

undergraduate students in the South Brazilian population. Students in this sample were 

administered the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), the Self-Report Questionnaire (SRQ-

20), the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (PSQI-BR), the Mini-Social Phobia Inventory 

(Mini-SPIN), the Game Addiction Scale (GAS), and the Internet Gaming Disorder Scale-

Short-Form (IGD29-SF). In their overall sample, Severo et al. found 38.2% met criteria 

for IGD and 39.6% met criteria for “common mental health disorders” (p. 533). The 

distribution of those meeting criteria for common mental health disorders contained 

symptoms of moderate and severe depression, generalized social phobia, suicidal 

ideation, and sleep disorders. Severo et al.‟s study contributed to the existing body of 
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literature documenting the prevalence of IGD in South America. However, in their 

discussion they claimed that the high prevalence rate in their study was comparable to 

those in other studies examining “high-risk populations.” They noted studies 

investigating prevalence in larger South American samples reported much lower 

prevalence rates of IGD. The sample within this study was also predominantly male, 

possibly contributing to the results seen.  

Positive Impacts on Physiology and Neuropsychology. Despite the available 

evidence for negative cognitive and physiological changes in humans after prolonged 

engagement with video games, a similar availability of evidence has surfaced showing 

positive benefits. Benefits have been seen in the domains of academics, physical health, 

social engagement, coping, therapy, and cognitive ability. These positive benefits all have 

the potential to be reduced the moment the individual disengages from gaming as a result 

of the virtual environment becoming hostile with the presence of DRDS.  

Video games and interactive media have been used in the reduction of obesity. 

Several studies have examined the stimulating effects of games and their ability to 

engage individuals in physical activity. Aminuddin et al. (2019) found up to 54 studies on 

this topic specifically and discussed the results of six studies. Aminuddin et al. noted 

obesity has been a growing issue with youth due to the increasing amount of time spent 

engaging with electronics. This increased engagement has left youth more susceptible to 

physical health deterioration, adiposity, unhealthy diet, and reduction in physical activity. 

The studies Aminuddin et al. examined revealed reductions in body mass, body mass 

index, and systolic blood pressure. At the same time, these studies revealed positive 
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increases in self-esteem, daily moderate to vigorous physical activity, motivation, and 

psychosocial health.  

Video game engagement has been used among medical professionals as well. 

Rosser and colleagues (2017) examined whether or not practice with two video games 

improved surgical ability. Super Monkey Ball and Underground, two games with heavily 

shifting visual components that require precise hand control, were practiced in order to 

gauge their impact on 15 attending surgeons‟ laparoscopic (abdominal surgery) skills. 

Rosser and colleagues found both games had significant correlations with improving 

surgical ability with their sample of surgeons, as evidenced by changes in scores on 

validated laparoscopic training tests. Other medical contexts have seen implementation of 

video games as well, such as the use of video games as an intervention for the education 

of asthmatic patients (Ferrante et al., 2021). 

According to Palaus et al. (2017), neuropsychology is a domain that benefits from 

various levels of engagement with video games. Video games vary in their format, but 

each stimulates cognitive ability to some degree. Almost all video games contain visual 

activation and discrimination, and many require the ability to reason, initiate, remember, 

and react. They can be used to foster the learning process and teach specific skills.  

According to Ray et al. (2017), “all games are not created equal” (p. 438). Ray et 

al. understood the great variability among video games, thus leading them to examine the 

neural correlates and learning patterns with two game types in particular. Ray and 

colleagues exposed 62 adults, 31 with a mean age of 25.84 years and 31 with a mean age 

of 65.84 years, to action video game and strategy video game conditions for 90 minutes. 

The games used were Tank Attack 3D and Sushi-Go-Round. Participant learning was 
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measured using a slope equation in conjunction with participants‟ reached level and score 

in the games. Neurological structure and activity were measured by engaging participants 

in cued discrimination, task switching, working memory, and processing speed tasks 

during an MRI scan. Of the 48 white matter regions mapped by the study, five 

significantly contributed to game learning. Results showed working memory and 

perceptual discrimination predicted both action and strategy game learning. White matter 

integrity in the right fornix/stria terminalis region was associated with higher learning in 

the action game, whereas white matter integrity in the left cingulum/hippocampus region 

was correlated with strategy game learning. In light of these results, Ray and colleagues 

suggested engagement in strategy games may act as a beneficial tool against memory 

decline in older adults.  

Coronavirus thrust the world into a crisis, limiting the amount and type of social 

interaction available. Thus, individuals of all backgrounds and ages turned to video 

games as a potential source of entertainment, time consumption, social engagement, and 

coping. Smirni and colleagues (2021) conducted an extensive literature review analyzing 

a total of 112 studies that covered complex issues with video gaming that could guide 

effective video game regulation for children and adolescents. Smirni and colleagues 

concluded that a dichotomous approach cannot be taken with video game engagement 

and that regulation of video games should consider multiple factors. They noted the 

heavy cognitive load demanded by video games, noting the involvement of several 

cortical and subcortical structures, including “frontal and prefrontal regions, posterior and 

superior parietal lobe, anterior and posterior cingulate cortices, limbic areas, the 

amygdala, the entorhinal cortex, and the basal nuclei” (p. 402). One study cited showed 
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that 12 professional internet gaming students who practiced for 10 hours a day exhibited 

increased activity in attention areas of the brain, but even with existing daily structure 

(i.e., regular support system, physical exercise, rest, meals, and team strategy meetings) 

they exhibited multiple behavioral issues, including problematic behaviors, impulsivity, 

aggression, and depression and anxiety (p. 402). Smirni and colleagues went on to cite a 

substantial number of additional studies indicating significant improvements in cognitive 

ability, such as selective attention, speed of processing, executive functions, working 

memory, visuospatial ability, attentional shifting, and inhibition (p. 404).  

Similar trends can be seen even among some of the most “toxic” games known in 

the gaming community. Ding et al. (2018) examined the cognition and neurology of both 

professional and non-professional League of Legends (LOL) players. League of Legends 

has been known in the gaming community as a game with heavy hostility, and has even 

been examined as such in the academic domain (S. J. Lee et al., 2019). Despite the 

“disruptive behaviors” seen in Lee et al.‟s study of this game, Ding et al. found a 

prevalence of improved cognitive abilities in professional players. Ding et al. used 

behavioral tests and questionnaires to separate LOL players into three distinct skill 

groups: professional players, background-matched trainees, and age-matched 

undergraduate students with no systematic LOL training (p. 682). These groupings, in 

conjunction with the use of EEGs recorded during LOL matches, allowed the researchers 

to formulate a model for the discriminant selection of “professional” players. The study 

supports the ability to distinguish “professional” cognition among cognition of other 

groups, on the bases of “critical ANS and CNS bio-signals indicative of mental 

concentration, selective visuospatial attention, and emotional state” (p. 685).  
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Positive Impacts on Psychology, Emotion, and Cognition. As just illustrated, 

there is a high possibility of improved neuropsychology through prolonged engagement 

with video games. There is similar potential for improvement in general psychology, 

emotion, and cognition seen in available research. However, these improvements are 

diminished as DRDS hinders player engagement in the gaming domain. Much as a bully 

would distract and disengage another student from their immersion in schooling, so too 

would a toxic player spewing derogatory and discriminatory speech disengage other 

players in an online gaming lobby. Thus, the following positive impacts of gaming may, 

in turn, become obsolete in the presence of this phenomenon. 

Shliakhovchuk and Muñoz García (2019) examined the effects of video game 

exposure on intercultural perspectives. They conducted a literature review of 62 existing 

studies, remaining cognizant of the fact that video games have become a form of 

“storytelling and representation,” and subsequently a source of intercultural portrayal. 

Shliakhovchuk and Muñoz García searched 700 databases to find 284 studies containing 

keywords related to “interculturality,” then refined the articles according to publication 

date, provided evidence of the impacts of video games on players, coding techniques, and 

pertinence to intercultural skills, stereotypes, and cultural themes. Cultural themes 

covered in the remaining 62 studies included culture, minority groups, stereotypes, 

empathy, and drawn conclusions and generalizations. Games among these studies ranged 

from AAA (“triple-A”) titles, to games published by major game developers, to smaller 

developed titles. The majority of the games were from the entertainment domain (70%), 

whereas 10% were games designed for learning explicitly, and 20% were games designed 

for learning through an immersive virtual medium. Studies encompassed 5,300 
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participants age 10 to 45 years; 36 experiments; and 1,000 game titles. Impacts seen in 

the studies were coded and recognized as positively affecting behavioral change, 

knowledge acquisition, and perception. These studies provided results related to 

increasing “sensitivity toward outgroup members,” “developing intercultural 

understanding, raising intercultural awareness, learning culture and etiquette,” and “the 

changing of explicit and implicit attitudes towards foreign nations” (pp. 47–49).  

M.-C. Lee and Tsai (2010) discussed the foundational aspects of human 

experience that draw individuals to return to video games. Results from their longitudinal 

study led to suggestions for video game developers in the development of future games. 

They integrated existing models on technological acceptance and planned behavior into 

their own theoretical model regarding continued involvement in gaming. M.-C. Lee and 

Tsai devised questionnaires using items from already-validated measures on 

technological acceptance, planned behavior, and flow experience. Questionnaires used 

Likert-style response scales, and the sample included 415 players. The researchers 

worked in conjunction with a Taiwanese online gaming website to solicit reengagement 

with research questionnaires and an online game at two time points (3 months separate). 

M.-C. Lee and Tsai found that “flow experience, attitude, perceived enjoyment, perceived 

behavioral control, and subjective norm are five important concepts with direct effects 

that facilitate the customer‟s continued intention to play online games” (p. 613). M.-C. 

Lee and Tsai stated that when an individual is in flow experience, they “become absorbed 

in their activity, lose their self-consciousness, and are unable to recognize changes in 

their surroundings” (p. 602). Attitude referred to an individual‟s own feelings about 

engaging in a behavior. Subjective norm referred to “a person‟s perception that most 
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people who are important to them think they should or should not perform the behavior in 

question” (p. 603). Perceived behavioral control was defined as “perceptions of internal 

and external constraints on behavior” (p. 603). Although their study was meant to educate 

game development companies on customer retention, their study still illuminated the 

integral human experiences that keep people playing video games.  

Inagaki (2004), of Sophia University in Tokyo, Japan, discussed the lack of credit 

and under-appreciation given to what Inagaki referred to as “TV games” (video games). 

Inagaki discussed how TV games could be a tool for bridging the gap between therapy 

clinician and client, giving Inagaki the ability to see into the “mind” of the client. Inagaki 

wrote about her experiences of viewing clients‟ engagement with video games as a 

“transitional phenomenon” wherein she could understand children‟s inner psychology as 

they projected it into a “pocket monsters” game. In this sense, not only were the children 

able to project themselves into a virtual medium, the clinician was able to reach a place 

of high rapport with the children by understanding the importance of video games to 

them. By being present with the client in this “transitional phenomenon,” “the 

relationship stabilized, verbal communication grew up paradoxically, and deadly silence 

calmed down;” therapy through TV games “bridged cultural experiences” and “enhanced 

verbal communication” (p. S34).  

Video games at times can contain extremely immersive stories, engaging the 

player in deep narratives and moral dilemmas. They provide the player with opportunities 

to explore complex human psychology, contrary to the belief of many that video games 

are merely mindless repetitive engagements. Tavinor (2017) wrote an article in the 

Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism on this very subject. He recalled a moral dilemma 
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encountered in a horror survival video game titled Until Dawn––two loved ones are 

shackled to a deathly contraption and the player is faced with the decision of who to let 

live. He went on to discuss how virtual situations such as these provoke interpretive 

processes by the player and conjoin both player and character into a single entity that is 

required to make virtual decisions. Although morbid in this case, video game designs 

such as this allow the player to explore complex emotions and potentially explore the 

ramifications of decisions without real-life consequences. Although less cinematic, other 

games such as the Sims or The Forest have similar virtual processes––the player has the 

freedom to pursue their own avenues at times with costs.  

Earl (2018) published an article in the Australian & New Zealand Journal of 

Family Therapy that acted as a focal point and important illustrative source for this paper. 

Earl wrote about how understanding modern-day video games is essential due to their 

importance in clinical endeavors. He wrote how engagement with specific game types 

may be analyzed for conceptualization and projective identity development. Earl 

distinguished the various game types, their characteristics, and how they may translate to 

outside world behavioral tendencies beyond merely accumulated aggression. Factors such 

as character creation, role assignment, leadership, team orientation, and gameplay 

approaches all reflect real-life tendencies. Earl noted that despite that lack of existing 

research regarding real-time strategy games, players engaging in these game types are 

required to be “highly intelligent and logical” and have “high capacities to multi-task, 

strategize, and remain calm amidst chaotic or demanding situations” (p. 12). 

 Earl (2018) also discussed massive multiplayer online role-playing games 

(MMORPGs) such as World of Warcraft and their more-than-extensive social interaction. 
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Players in these game types may choose roles such as a healer, team protector, or tank 

and are required to work together toward an infinite number of common goals. To 

“coordinate goals,” Earl noted gamers in this category “inevitably interact anonymously 

with strangers, with whom they may or may not form deeper relationships” (p. 11). Earl 

went on to discuss how engagement with specific game types, roles, and online 

relationships may foster the identity formation of the player in real life. Earl noted how 

“video games can heavily contribute to the development and reflection of identity” and 

referred to identity concepts such as “similarity identification” and “wishful 

identification” (p. 13). Players in their projected behavior and in-game identity may show 

how they want to be “good or evil,” “an organizer/leader or a follower,” or how they 

want to approach problem solving (p. 14). Earl discussed case studies and how a 

therapist‟s immersion into this gaming projection process can allow for therapeutic 

progression.  

Beyond the rich developmental atmosphere described above, Earl (2018) made a 

pivotal point regarding the value players place on their online social relationships. He 

cited profound statistics from Cole and Griffiths (2007) and Yee (2006): 

 76.2% and 74.4% of male and female MMORPG players, respectively, 

indicated they had made good friends within the game, often in addition to 

already-established friends (Cole & Griffiths, 2007). 

 39.4% and 53.3% of male and female MMORPG players, respectively, felt 

their online gaming friends were comparable or even better than friends in the 

real world (Yee, 2006).  
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 39.9% of the participants said there were sensitive emotional issues they 

would discuss with online friends in the game, but not with real friends or 

family (Cole & Griffiths, 2007).  

Earl also discussed some of the same detrimental situations listed at the beginning of this 

paper, noting individuals with less-than-ideal family environments may turn to these 

virtual online domains to compensate. With statistics such as these illustrating the 

importance players place on their online relationships, it is feasible that instances of 

virtual DRDS may become just as salient as real-life encounters with DRDS.  

Possible Psychological Etiological Sources for DRDS 

A large number of socio-psychological constructs may play a role in the presence 

and dynamics of DRDS in video gaming. Factors such as group dynamics and group 

identity could undoubtedly contribute. Studies described in this section cover general 

psychological constructs that may contribute to DRDS, including emotional intelligence, 

social modeling, psychosocial development, deidentification, and bystander 

rationalization. 

Emotional intelligence is a construct that may play a role in the perception of 

others and the display of appropriate interpersonal boundaries in online domains. 

Emotional intelligence is a concept theorized by Salovey and Mayer in 1990 (Jones & 

Hutchins, 2004) that is defined as an ability to “adaptively perceive, understand, manage, 

and harness emotions in the self and others” (Bhullar et al., 2012, p. 19). Its presence has 

been examined in relationship to many variables seen with video games, including 

psychological distress (Bhullar et al., 2012), obesity (Shabani & Moradi, 2021), and 

school academics and relationships (Jones & Hutchins, 2004).  
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Kircaburun and colleagues (2020) sought to specifically examine this concept in 

the gaming domain and to gauge how variables such as loneliness, depression, online 

gaming motives, and age governed and moderated the level of emotional intelligence and 

presence of IGD. Findings from their study indicated the external environment could be a 

major cause for problematic behaviors in gaming; they found a direct and inverse 

relationship between emotional intelligence and the presence of IGD. Data showed those 

who rated themselves as low in emotional intelligence scored higher in measures of 

disordered gaming, poor psychological control and behavior, internalization, and 

externalization of problem behaviors. Externalization in this study took the form of 

aggression and rule-breaking. Furthermore, data showed gamers with higher trait 

emotional intelligence tended to engage in gaming for skill development and recreation, 

rather than coping or escape. Kircaburun and colleagues related this finding to other 

studies, suggesting escape-type engagement may be indicative of “maladaptive mood 

modifying” and “real-life lackness” (p. 1454). Data and discourse from this study indicate 

real-life factors foster aggressive and problem behaviors in virtual domains.  

Worthy of mentioning is the topic of chronic stress. Endocrinology has developed 

substantially over the last 50 years (Lupien et al., 2018) and studies within the discipline 

have been conducted into the effects of chronic stress on aggression. However, the direct 

relationship between chronic stress and DRDS in video games has apparently not been 

examined in the academic literature. Nonetheless, there are obvious correlates that the 

two phenomena have in common; the need for relief, external environmental stressors, 

social dynamics, and physical conditions are examples. As discussed, frequent gaming 

has been associated with physiological changes. Social dynamics in gaming are ripe, and 
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external environmental stressors have been shown to correlate with video game 

engagement.  

Some studies on chronic stress have focused on the relationship between chronic 

stress and communication. For example, Kind et al. (2018) conducted a longitudinal 

study of professional caregivers in Sweden who experienced physical and verbal 

aggression with their clients and found caregivers who had experienced it more had 

higher levels of hair cortisol concentration. Converse to this, Frye and Karney (2006) 

established a relationship between chronic stress and the projection of aggression through 

a longitudinal study of newlyweds. After controlling for marital satisfaction, their 

findings showed spouses were more likely to engage in physical aggression when under 

higher conditions of psychological distress and chronic stress. Thus, one may wonder 

whether video game lobbies act as a channel for both the projection of aggression as a 

result of chronic external stress and a source of chronic stress as a result of some 

individuals using video games as a source of cathartic coping.  

However, the level of stress received from DRDS in video games may be 

mediated by individual factors, as mentioned in the introduction of this paper. Stress 

models provide theories surrounding the different levels of cognitive intervention that 

govern how one perceives a given event. Lazarus and Folkman have been major 

influential theorists in the field of stress. In 2013, Folkman referred to Lazarus defining 

part of stress as “a relationship between the person and environment that is appraised” 

(Folkman, 2013, p. 1913). This appraisal process has been described as an analysis of to 

what extent the environmental stimulus threatens various aspects of self and identity 

(Berjot & Gillet, 2011). One could also apply schema theory to DRDS in video gaming, 
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noting how the experience could be both perpetuated by existing schemas as well as a 

source of creation for future schemas. Kan et al. (2020) incorporated years of academic 

discourse on schemas into one review covering their development across the lifespan, 

referring to them as an “active organization of past reactions, or of past experiences” and 

acting as “building blocks as scaffolding for future encounters” (p. 1).  

The minority groups that are frequently targets of DRDS in video gaming often 

have already-existing sources of chronic stress outside of gaming as a result of their 

demographics. Parents of children with intellectual or developmental disabilities have 

been found to experience greater levels of psychological and physical stress (Miodrag & 

Hodapp, 2010). Minority women have been found to experience higher risks for poor 

mental and physical health as a result of discrimination (Perry et al., 2013). Members of 

the LGBTQ community face adverse mental and physical health consequences due to the 

complex navigation of multiple cultures as a sexual minority (Parra & Hastings, 2018). 

Gamers associated with minority demographics may be forced to relive chronic 

discrimination or memories every time they hear derogatory comments as a result of in-

the-moment frustration and the impulsivity of other players.  

Little academic literature was found on the topic of verbal self-defense as a 

response to discrimination or derogation, even in the internet setting. However, a large 

amount was seen indirectly in the workplace, regulatory, and employment law literature. 

For instance, Volpone and Avery (2013) framed workplace disengagement (lateness, 

absenteeism, quitting) as a form of self-defense resulting from perceived discrimination. 

Another example is the Federal Bureau of Investigation‟s own posting of individual 

workplace rights and protection against retaliation from discrimination accusation (Baker, 



38 

 

2010). There is a clear lack of literature directly related to verbal self-defense or 

retaliation against DRDS. However, DRDS is not a one-way street from majority 

demographic members toward minority members. Aggression and DRDS from minorities 

toward initial instigators may just as likely be present in online video game settings. 

Group dynamics may play a role in the presence and perpetuation of DRDS in 

online gaming lobbies. Several social phenomena may be at play, leading individuals to 

either engage in DRDS themselves or not challenge it. Mulvey et al. (2016) examined the 

cognitive processes that undergo challenging one‟s own group beliefs regarding gender 

stereotypes. They addressed the concept of Theory of Mind (ToM), wherein an individual 

has the cognitive capacity to understand that their own perspective differs from that of 

others. False Belief (FB) ToM, as Mulvey and colleagues described it, is the recognition 

that one‟s own beliefs regarding a situation are incorrect. They examined how the 

presence of FB ToM may affect children‟s challenging of their own group‟s beliefs and 

behaviors. Mulvey and colleagues administered Likert-type questionnaires to 61 children 

age 3–6 years from the mid-Atlantic region of the United States from middle-income 

backgrounds. Approximately 30% of their sample was from ethnic minority populations 

and 70% were from the majority. Questionnaires gauged each participant‟s ToM ability 

as well as their perspective on individuals who engaged with particular gender-associated 

toys. Their results showed children with FB ToM were more likely to expect members of 

their group to challenge group-stereotypic toy norms. Discourse in their study suggested 

gender stereotypes become “entrenched” by adulthood. Thus, the question arises, what 

would be the prevalence of FB ToM in individuals in gaming lobbies, and how would it 

affect challenging demographic stereotyping or derogation?  
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Further speaking on group dynamics, the popular “bystander effect” comes to 

mind when thinking of how one would react in the face of witnessed derogation or 

discriminatory behavior. Moisuc and Brauer (2019) examined the strength of the 

bystander effect depending on level of closeness with the victim. In their study, the 

hypothetical victim experienced “uncivil, immoral, and discriminatory behavior” (p. 824) 

and participants self-reported how likely they were to exert “social control” or confront 

the perpetrator under several of hypothetical scenarios. Moisuc and Brauer provided two 

foundational hypotheses for their study, which also conceptually benefit the study of 

DRDS: that social control decreases with relationship closeness, and that social control 

increases with relationship closeness. Moisuc and Brauer provided a number of plausible 

reasons for each hypothesis. Possible factors for moderating engagement in social control 

included fear of association with the perpetrator, fear of verbal or physical retaliation, 

consideration of relational stability, and cost of confrontation. Results from their study 

led to the conclusion that as relationship closeness increases, the likelihood of 

confrontation, termed “social control,” increases.  

Worthy of exploration is the notion of “bro culture” in relation to cultural 

upbringing and how it plays into male derogation of females. Bro culture is an informal 

term for the fostering of dominant male cisgender ideologies that is often seen among 

male adolescents, young adults, and university students. Chrisler et al. (2012) wrote an 

article addressing a film by philosophy professor Thomas Keith of California State 

University that illustrated cultural influence and modern culture for males. Chrisler et al. 

discussed how popular media teaches men to objectify women, raising them to engage in 

“power, privilege, and entitlement” (p. 810). They described this process as occurring 
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through the influence of television, ubiquitous pornography, and male commercial 

products. Chrisler et al. discussed how bro culture has been accused of playing into “rape 

legitimization,” influencing women‟s beliefs regarding available partners, and leading 

women to “become raunchy” (p. 810). Furthermore, Chrisler et al. discussed how parts of 

this culture help to rationalize “assault and harassment,” referring to stand-up comedy 

jokes and the show Family Guy as having made light of abusive behaviors. Included in 

this culture, according to Chrisler et al., is the endorsement of homophobia.  

Although not referred to explicitly by Chrisler et al. (2012), “bro culture” is 

undoubtedly intertwined with gaming culture. Male and female depictions in video games 

are often one-sided, glorifying particular body types and sexual behaviors. Aspects of the 

aforementioned “bro culture” have been seen in video game studies and ongoing legal 

cases involving video game companies. Slater et al. (2017) observed how exposing 8- to 

9-year-old girls to a video game focusing on “a male character‟s dream date” caused 

dissatisfaction with participants‟ own bodies and affected their career choice. Basabas 

and Sibley (2020) observed a mild relationship between the amount of time spent playing 

games with “idealized” male and female bodies and participants‟ bodily satisfaction and 

self-esteem. Numerous researchers have investigated and observed similar relationships 

(Barlett & Harris, 2008; Matthews et al., 2016; Sylvia et al., 2014).  

Blizzard Entertainment, an extremely popular video game developer, recently 

underwent a lawsuit due to this culture being present among its workplace and 

employees, and ultimately was required to pay a compensatory $18 million settlement; 

several employees accused the company of engaging in “frat boy” culture and 

behaviorally and financially discriminating against women (Diaz, 2021). The company 
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publishes such popular games as World of Warcraft, Overwatch, Hearthstone, Call of 

Duty, and Diablo. Thus, this type of culture remains present in the video gaming 

community and within the work environments of premium game development 

companies.  

Social modeling and group distinction are innate characteristics of human 

cognition and neuropsychology. At a functional level, the human brain has been 

suggested to engage in sensory discrimination and evaluation (Proklova et al., 2016) 

while simultaneously holding integrations with brain areas related to processing meaning 

(Clarke et al., 2011). Thus, the notion that the process of in- and out-group distinction in 

some senses is inherent to human neurology is not unrealistic. Stepping into the realm of 

cognition, studies support this notion by illustrating the presence of “us and them” 

tendencies from childhood. Over and McCall (2018) conducted an extensive review of 

social literature and outlined major trends seen regarding social group processes and 

interpretation. They noted that from a very young age, children appear to begin to 

observe, engage with, and transmit cultural contexts that maintain group distinctions, 

stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination within themselves and the society around them 

(p. 3). Over and McCall provided two examples from different studies: the first was that 

“a child may learn that skin colour marks meaningful divisions between social groups in 

many Western cultures whereas eye colour typically does not” (p. 3). They went on to 

state, “Second, children may learn to associate particular traits, activities, roles, and 

occupations with particular social groups” (p. 3). These processes are often magnified in 

gaming settings where inter-group settings are often created and teams are made to fight 
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against each other; in these settings, the “norm enforcement” Over and McCall discussed 

may be more vicious due to the deidentification that comes with virtual domains.  

Deidentification and anonymity come into play within virtual domains in that 

individuals are often able to portray identities that are not true to their own. This often 

allows individuals to behave and interact in ways that leave them unaccountable and 

without ramification. This has been examined for both its benefits and its downsides. 

Deidentification and anonymity provide the user with freedom of communication and 

interpersonal exploration, but also leave the door open for phenomena such as derogation 

and unfiltered aggression. Véliz (2019) addressed this dichotomy specifically concerning 

how to address “trolls.” Trolls, as Véliz put it, are the “wrongdoers” of the online 

anonymity privilege who often are seen “posting disruptive or inflammatory comments 

and harassing people online” (p. 647). Véliz noted a lack of current research on this 

phenomenon‟s relation to personality traits, suggesting the lack of physical proximity and 

feedback through eye contact may contribute to a lack of inhibition. Anonymity, as Véliz 

put it, encourages “irresponsible writing – impulsive, offensive or even violent language, 

as well as inaccurate, deceptive or false information” (pp. 646–647).  

Possible Correlates and Mediators of DRDS 

Studies in this section illustrate external contributors to and moderators of DRDS 

in video gaming. Studies include topics such as geographic locale, ongoing sociopolitical 

events, administration moderation, and cultural and historical norms. These topics all 

have some level of contribution to the phenomenon of DRDS in video gaming, and their 

examination helps to put together a picture of how DRDS has and does manifest.  
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 The geographic locale of gamers may influence their in-game behavior and 

communication. As discussed above, cultural and experiential backdrops provide a 

foundation for situational perception and responses. Researchers have long examined 

how geography and local culture affect individual and group psychology. Peter Jackson, 

of University College London, in the late 20th century noted how UK sociologists 

historically examined where areas of residence were divided by demographic, rather than 

the “meaning and significance” of their demographic division (Jackson, 1985). 

Demographic stratification by location is often not by accident, and is often a result of 

historical trends. Writers such as Park (2005) described the history of philosophical and 

religious beliefs and how those played into migration. In his article, he also demonstrated 

how church membership surveys could help to paint geographically concentrated 

religious areas on a map. Similar to how religious belief can be mapped, so too can 

ethnicities, sexual orientation, and gender, suggesting there may be possible correlations 

between geographic location and openness to different demographics. 

 The rights and citizenship of women (Oxford University Press, 2019), ethnic 

minorities (Library of Congress, n.d.), the disabled (Kelly, 2014), and LGBTQ members 

(Public Broadcasting Service, n.d.) have all been fought over within the past two 

generations. Beyond mere geographical stratification possibly affecting beliefs about 

particular demographics, ongoing sociopolitical movements may also sway popular 

belief. For example, Halkitis (2012) wrote about the stigmatization and discrimination of 

homosexuals as a result of the high HIV prevalence rate among this population. Halkitis 

mentioned the struggles and rejection homosexual individuals have experienced due to 

this disease among their own residential neighborhoods. Complex historical social 
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dynamics such as this fuel the hate-filled comments and derogation seen among many 

mediums.  

 These historical sociopolitical world events are intertwined with individual 

psychology according to the psychological processes illustrated in the previous section. 

The popular beliefs of the external environment become internalized. One major 

component of the external environment is family; upbringing within the family social 

circle is one of the most salient sources of learning humans experience. Bronfenbrenner‟s 

ecological systems theory would support that this microsystem holds serious implications 

in terms of individual psychology (Zhu et al., 2020). Salazar (2016) deeply discussed 

how familial and cultural upbringing lead to introjected beliefs and morality that become 

the individual‟s norm. Salazar provided the example of a middle-aged Irish man being 

outraged at the notion of homosexual marriage being legal due to this being outside the 

typical family and marriage norms of Ireland. Introjected family beliefs cover a variety of 

topics, including sexual orientation, disability, and intellect, thus governing behaviors 

toward individuals of different demographics. Salazar‟s example showed how targeted 

aggression could be correlated and influenced by family upbringing, and thus is 

suggestive of how family upbringing may be a possible correlate of DRDS in video 

gaming.  

 This familial cycle of belief possibly turned derogatory may serve as part of the 

foundation for acts such as hate crimes. Fortunately, acts such as hate crimes have 

become recognized by legislative bodies and incorporated into law. Each year, law 

enforcement agencies report hate crime statistics to the Federal Bureau of Investigation 

regarding the target and nature of the crime (Federal Bureau of Investigation, n.d.; U.S. 
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Department of Justice, 2020). This reporting of statistics, beginning in 1989, led to the 

establishment of multiple hate crime judicial acts over the decades (Human Rights 

Campaign, n.d.). Thus, hate crimes in some states now warrant felony-level convictions 

(Illinois General Assembly, 2019). However, hate speech remains a debated issue. Dr. 

Ying Chen, a lecturer of law at the University of New England, analyzed the presence of 

hate speech online (Chen, 2021). Chen (2021) illustrated the difficult task of discerning 

where hate speech turns criminal while still respecting the often hazy application of free 

speech laws. This freedom over speech that Chen addressed, although necessary for our 

free democracy, at times protects the ability to derogate and verbally harass others.  

Studies Directly Related to the Construct in Question  

Studies in this section illuminate to what extent DRDS among players in video 

games has been examined. Studies in this section are primarily qualitative due to the 

trend of research thus far, but occasionally quantitative where possible. Studies are listed 

in a manner that attempts to show which populations have been examined and what 

results have been found. The author also attempts to show the strengths, shortcomings, 

and implications of the existing research on this phenomenon. Sources were pulled using 

major keywords in multiple EBSCO Academic Search Complete inquiries. Inquiries 

included keyword combinations of “video games,” “online,” “racism,” “sexism,” “sexual 

harassment,” “discrimination,” “disability,” “communication,” “interaction,” and 

“speech.” 

Very few studies were found that included a direct examination of DRDS among 

video game players. Trends seen when attempting to refine sources for this topic looked 

similar to the trend seen throughout the literature review of this paper. Studies close to 
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the topic of DRDS still broadly examined female pastime, aggression in general, group 

dynamics, and general communication. Of these topics, sexism was the most prevalent. 

However, these studies tended to focus on how the game itself affected males or females 

rather than the interaction between gamers. The handful of directly-related studies tended 

to broach the topic of ethnic experience or harassment in video games in general, rather 

than derogation, racism, or discrimination between players. 

Burnay et al. (2019) examined the relationship between exposure to sexualized 

video game content and engagement in sexual harassment of the opposite sex. This study, 

as well as others referenced in this paper, referenced and built on a major name in 

existing literature on video gaming interactions––Wai Yen Tang (2016). Burnay and 

colleagues‟ sample included 211 university students between the ages of 18 and 37 years, 

approximately half of which were male, and half identified themselves as video game 

players playing between 0 and 60 hours per week (average 11.35). Burnay and colleagues 

proposed two video gaming conditions: one where participants interacted with a sexually 

revealed character and one where participants‟ character was non-sexualized. Participants 

were then exposed to a joke administration trial during which they were able to choose 

between a non-gender critical joke or a gender-critical joke. Participants then completed 

forms of the Aggression Questionnaire (AQ) and the Online Disinhibition Scale. 

Questionnaires were used to control for individual differences. Results from Burnay et 

al.‟s study showed that even after controlling for trait sexism, aggression, and online 

disinhibition, both male and female participants engaged in higher rates of sexual 

harassing jokes directed toward females, but not toward males.  
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Breuer and colleagues (2015) examined the imprinting of sexist beliefs onto 

players by the process of cultivation theory. They used the games Dead or Alive, Ninja 

Gaiden, and Super Mario as examples of video games that cultivated oversexualization 

and “damsel in distress” mentalities. Their design consisted of a 3-year longitudinal study 

examining video game players age 14 years and older by means of telephone interviews 

and survey administration at two time periods. Of their sample of 50,012 participants 

acquired from a professional marketing program, 12,587 were active video game players 

and 4,500 were used for the first wave of the study. Surveys acquired participant 

demographics such as sex, age, and level of education. Participants were asked the 

frequency of computer or video game play using the following choices: every day, 

several times a week, several times a month, or less often. They were also asked about 

their level of preference for various video game types, including first-person shooters, 

role-playing games, and action games; game types were rated on a Likert-type scale 

ranging from 1 (I do not like it all) to 5 (I like it very much). Participants were also 

administered a variation of the Sex-Role Orientation Scale by Brogan and Kutner (1976) 

with options from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (agree completely) to rate sexist attitudes. 

Results showed education and age held negative correlations to sexist attitudes; however, 

the effect seen with age was specific to males. Further statistical analyses yielded no 

significant relationship between the amount of video game engagement or game type 

preference on sexist attitudes over time.  

Walkerdine published an article in 2006 regarding her observations of 24 boys 

and 24 girls age 8 to 11 years in Australia who were engaged in an after-school video 

game club. She discussed the feminine navigation of a masculine pastime and how this 
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incongruence “produces difficulties for girls in competing to win while at the same time 

displaying sensitivity, caring and co-operation” (p. 519). Walkerdine extensively 

examined girls‟ interactions while they played Nintendo 64 games and conducted 

interviews with those observed and their parents. Walkerdine noted similar pleasure 

derived from video games between boys and girls and illustrated an example of how girls 

may compete for dominance as a result of game mechanisms but maintain social 

cohesion in communication with each other. The interviews discussed in Walkerdine‟s 

article supported the possibility that parents may play a role in socializing and mediating 

female engagement in video game play, and subsequently their level of aggression and 

competition. She also provided the example of Tomb Raider – Lara Croft as a mirror 

opposite example of male heroicism, wherein in this example “men are rendered mainly 

as incompetent buffoons” (p. 536).  

Beyond the cisgender male and female demographics, coverage of the topic of 

sexuality and gender intersection in online video game interactions is lacking. Ruberg 

(2018) published an article discussing the integration of LGBTQ forms of sexuality into 

the video gaming domain, citing sources that questioned the typical portrayal of sexuality 

in modern-day video game media. Ruberg referred to a documentary by Philip Jones 

titled “Gaming in Color,” in which Jones noted the catering-to and dominance-of 

heterosexual cisgender White males in video gaming culture. Ruberg referenced Jones 

further, saying that “homophobic language is commonplace in online gaming, and 

LGBTQ players often report feeling uncomfortable in game-related spaces, both online 

and off” (p. 545). Ruberg went on to discuss how this norm has caused tension in the 
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video gaming community. Despite this lack of representation, members of the LGBTQ 

community have long used video games as a form of play and expression.  

Continuing the theme of gender-targeted language in video gaming communities, 

Ruberg once again discussed this topic, particularly focusing on one representation. 

Ruberg et al. (2019) examined the rapidly-developing video game streaming community 

known as Twitch and used the frequently-seen term “titty streamer” to encompass the 

derogatory and dismissive views pointed at female streamers. Ruberg et al. discussed 

how terms such as “cam girl,” “boobie streamer,” and “thot” have begun to surround 

female streamers “for placing too little emphasis on playing video games and too much 

emphasis on their physical appearance, and in particular their breasts” (p. 467). Ruberg et 

al. conducted their own qualitative analysis using forum posts on the popular website 

Reddit, pulling from a streaming subcommunity‟s threads containing terms such as “titty 

streamers,” “cam girls,” “cleavage,” and “boobs.” Ruberg et al. concluded that such 

terms encompass existing “misogynist” views and “toxicity,” further contributing to the 

evidence of sexism and derogation toward women in gaming culture. However, Ruberg et 

al. also noted “they place women‟s bodies in opposition to video games, defining player 

authenticity through the absence of attraction drawn to women‟s embodied presence” (p. 

478), which may go against studies that supported an existing gravitation to video games 

based on objective representations of women.  

Tang et al. (2020) analyzed the “toxic” environment women experience in online 

video game social settings by attempting to establish what preexisting factors may 

contribute to this phenomenon. This study built on prior studies of Tang‟s, such as Tang‟s 

(2016) study in which personality factors were found to contribute to online sexual 
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harassment. Tang and colleagues‟ 2020 study included a sample of 856 respondents 

whittled down from 2,000 with the exclusion of individuals who reported little video 

game use, individuals who reported never playing online with others, and invalid 

response data sets. Participants in the remaining pool ranged between the ages of 14 to 39 

years, whose most endorsed video games engaged with were FIFA, Grand Theft Auto, 

Call of Duty, Counter-Strike, Battlefield, LOL, Sims, and World of Warcraft. The gender 

and ethnicity of their sample were not reported. Participants were administered a tailored 

survey containing 28 items addressing the following constructs: hostile sexism, social 

dominance orientation, the “dark triad of personality” (Jonason & Webster, 2010), and 

gamer identity. Data from Tang et al.‟s (2020) study showed women engaged in sexual 

harassment significantly less than did men, and the following variables were seen to have 

positive correlations with sexual harassment perpetration: “increasing levels of gamer 

identification, hostile sexism, SDO (social dominance orientation), Machiavellianism, 

and psychopathy” (p. 131). Data also showed “narcissism, time spent playing, and gender 

were not significant predictors of sexual harassment perpetration” (p. 131).  

Little light has been shed on the experiences of gamers with disabilities in the 

gaming community regarding DRDS. The presence of gamers with disabilities is 

undeniable. A frequent Call of Duty streamer under the self-identified title of “Disabled 

Gamer” is one example. In the academic literature, little was found regarding the DRDS 

phenomenon and this population. Yet, similar to the trend seen with observing female 

integration into this pastime, researchers have examined the difficulties those with 

disabilities face when entering video game culture. For instance, Wästerfors and Hansson 

(2017) examined how 14 Swedish males and one female between the ages of 16 and 27 
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years with muscle diseases and cerebral palsy interfaced with video games. They 

examined how the interviewees practiced engagement with video games and what 

engagement meant for the gamers. Much like Earl‟s (2018) article on identity referenced 

above, Wästerfors and Hansson found that their sample used video games as a projection 

tool by which they could “define and interpret his or her life” and find a “safe haven” 

from life situations (p. 1148). Little is discussed in light of interaction with others in 

online platforms, but the emotional emphasis placed on video games by Wästerfors and 

Hansson‟s participants supports that exposure to DRDS may be distressing to a 

considerable extent.  

Anderson and Johnson (2021) conducted a similar examination, observing how 

eight disabled video game streamers, in particular, established their identity and inspired 

others among this population. Anderson and Johnson identified four major themes 

regarding identity development in video gaming: establishing gaming capital, 

acknowledging disability, gaming to overcome challenges, and feeling empowered to 

inspire. These gamers reveled in their gaming equipment and gaming history of 

accomplishments and used video games as a way of overcoming major challenges despite 

their conditions.  

Gray (2012) noted the lack of research regarding the experiences of ethnic 

minority individuals in the gaming environment. Thus, Gray conducted her own 

qualitative analysis of four heterosexual African American men and their collective 

experiences playing together as part of an online gaming clan. Gray described taking a 

virtual ethnographic approach by both observation of these men at play and analysis of 

conducted interviews. Based on observations of these participants in their Xbox Live 
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environment, she noted a frequent process of racism––an initial interaction may suggest 

the player is a minority, which then leads to “questioning, provoking, instigating, racist 

speech, and either diffusion or a virtual race war” (p. 268) by other players. Gray 

illustrated the following interchange of dialogue occurring immediately after one of her 

participants was killed by an opposing player: “Whateva man. Shut the fuck up… Wait. 

Are you black?... Why? Are you white?... (another participant speaks up)… Is that 

another fucking nigger? I‟m gonna kill your black nigger asses” (p. 268).  

In a manner similar to the possible psychological etiological sources section of 

this paper, Adachi et al. (2015) conducted a review of the literature regarding intergroup 

psychology and behavior, followed by an application to video game contexts. They made 

similar arguments, noting how video games‟ increasingly social environments may 

potentially reflect real-life dynamics. They noted how demographics such as race, 

ethnicity, and sex are often known to other players due to in-game mechanisms such as 

voice chat, and referenced several studies that involved intergroup bias in video game-

type settings. For instance, Adachi and colleagues referenced studies on computer shooter 

simulation training programs, noting how trainees tended to skew toward shooting 

unarmed Black men over White men, allegedly due to the preconception that “Black” is 

“threatening.” Another study was referenced in which participants either played a violent 

game or nonviolent game where the opposing group was Arab. Results showed 

participants engaging in the violent game exhibited more prejudice toward the out-group 

(i.e., Arabs) after playing. Contrasting with this, Adachi and colleagues noted studies 

showing that intergroup interaction in non-violent video game settings significantly 

reduces bias toward outgroup members.  



53 

 

Nordlander (2018) conducted a study of the emotional effects of the “toxicity” 

seen in online video gaming lobbies. Nordlander cited a popular developer, Riot Games, 

conducting its own research on this phenomenon, finding that games including a mix of 

text chat and voice chat contained 126% more toxicity within the text channel. He also 

noted an independent university finding a 300% increase in harassment toward females 

who said the same phrase out loud as males, leading to some players not using vocal 

communication while playing. Nordlander‟s own contribution to understanding the 

phenomenon of toxicity consisted of examining how enjoyable of an experience 

participants had based on the form of communication used over the duration of a game. 

Nordlander‟s sample consisted of 10 participants between the ages of 19 and 26 years; 

the source of participants was not reported, nor were ethnicity or gender. Participants 

were split into two even teams of five players and directed to compete against each other 

under text-only or voice-only communication conditions. After the game, participants 

were administered questionnaires with both binary and open-ended style questions 

regarding particular experiences of the game. Overall, Nordlander concluded that the 

participants in his sample tended to experience more positive affect while communicating 

in the voice chat condition and more negative affect while communicating in the text chat 

condition. More information on Nordlander‟s questions may have been beneficial. 

Nordlander‟s participants also reportedly knew each other beforehand, possibly affecting 

the results.  

Tang and Fox (2016) examined what personality traits and game variables 

predicted general and sexual online harassment between players. Their study contained a 

sample of 425 men between the ages of 18 and 55 years who completed an online survey 
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that measured social dominance orientation, ambivalent sexism, game involvement, and 

video game harassment behavior. Participants in this sample reported playing Defense of 

the Ancients, Team Fortress 2, LOL, World of Warcraft, Counter-Strike, Call of Duty, 

and Halo most. Results from Tang and Fox‟s study showed that sexual harassment such 

as “making sexist comments or joking about rape” (p. 517) had a positive correlation 

with social dominance perspectives and hostile sexism ratings. In addition to social 

dominance orientation and hostile sexism, general harassing behaviors were seen to be 

positively affected by game involvement and weekly game play.  

Validated and Used Measures Related to DRDS  

This section contains a brief discussion of measurement tools that have been used 

relating to the phenomenon in question. Tools close to the measurement of derogatory, 

racist, and discriminatory language with video games in particular are discussed, as well 

as their original sources, validation, and applications. Measurements of outside constructs 

that have been used successfully to establish correlations with this phenomenon are listed 

as well. Permissions for the use or alteration of these measurements for this study were 

sought where applicable.  

Zahra et al. (2020), in their study on IGD, used multiple measures that may relate 

to the DRDS phenomenon. One was the Internet Gaming Disorder Test (IGD-20 Test), 

first put under validation and standardization procedures in 2014 by Pontes et al. (2014). 

The IGD-20 was devised as a tool to aid in the diagnosis of IGD and provide empirically-

validated cutoff points for respondent scores. It consists of 20 questions relating to six 

domains: salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse. It was 

devised from 1,003 primarily male English-speaking gamers from 57 countries.  
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Zahra et al. (2020) also used the Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale 

(WLEIS; Wong & Law, 2002). According to Zahra et al., this scale contains 16 Likert-

type questions evenly distributed across four subscales: “Self-emotion appraisal (SEA), 

Others‟ Emotional Appraisal (OEA), Use of Emotion (UOE), and Regulation of Emotion 

(ROE)” (p. 258). This scale has been applied across multiple settings according to the 

existing academic literature. An example question from the Others‟ Emotional Appraisal 

subscale is: “I am able to control my temper so that I can handle difficulties rationally.” 

An example question from the Regulation of Emotion scale is: “I am sensitive to the 

feelings and emotions of others.” This scale was validated using a sample of 418 Hong 

Kong undergraduate students. 

Although not representative of an explicit validated measure, Bilewicz and Soral 

(2020) discussed the existing literature on derogatory language and intergroup relations 

and subsequently devised a model illustrating the progression of derogatory language into 

intergroup hate. This model may serve as a foundational source for item questions. Their 

model indicated exposure to hate speech leads to hate speech sensitivity, which either 

leads to social distance or support for anti-immigrant policies. Bilewicz and Soral began 

their article by introducing this concept with a recollection of President Donald J. 

Trump‟s comments on Mexican immigration into the United States:  

They are causing crime and big problems in Mexico. Go home!; Allowing the 

immigration to take place in Europe is a shame . . . I think it changed the fabric of 

Europe and, unless you act very quickly, it‟s never going to be what it was and I 

don‟t mean that in a positive way. (p. 3) 
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Hughes et al. (2017) conducted focus groups and two pilot studies to establish the 

validity of a scale that measured team-based social multiplayer online gaming behavior 

(SMOG). Their scale measured behaviors according to two domains: anti-social behavior 

(SMOG-D) and pro-social behavior (SMOG-C). Hughes and colleagues noted the lack of 

existing research in the domain of social video game dynamics, thus establishing their 

rationale for the use of focus groups for item development. Hughes and colleagues 

synthesized dimensions for their scale based on focus group participants‟ agreed-upon 

behaviors that occur in team-based games, particularly LOL. Study participants were a 

combination of university students, social media outreach participants, and online forum 

(Reddit) participants age 18 years and older. Results of their first study showed those 

scoring high on the pro-social measure were still able to score highly on the anti-social 

measure. In their second study they incorporated Kiesler‟s (1983) propositions regarding 

dominance (surgency/extraversion) and affiliation (agreeableness/nurturance) to 

determine whether these personality traits influenced SMOG-D or SMOG-C scores. 

Results showed high dominance had a positive correlation with both scales and affiliation 

had a negative relationship with destructive social behaviors.  

Major behavioral dimensions identified by Hughes et al.‟s (2017) focus group 

included trolling, role choice, leadership, autonomy/cooperation, teaching, raging, enemy 

support, and building positive rapport. The SMOG-6 scale included questions of 

frequency, including the number of times per week and the number of hours per week 

were spent playing “all different types of multiplayer online games.” Under each 

behavioral dimension, specific behaviors are proposed, to which respondents may give a 

7-point Likert scale response. An example of destructive behavior (SMOG-D) is: “I get 
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verbally aggressive with other players.” An example of constructive behavior (SMOG-C) 

is: “I take up the responsibility to help other players improve.”  

Utsey (1999) eloquently illustrated the experience of racism and its physical and 

mental health consequences for minority individuals. Utsey examined the existing 

literature as well as a sample of African American participants and measured how race-

related experiences may affect constructs such as self-esteem, happiness, and life 

satisfaction. Utsey discussed the need for an assessment tool to measure these 

experiences so counseling interventions may be appropriately developed. Thus, Utsey 

devised the 22-item Index of Race-Related Stress – Brief Version (IRRS-B). Respondents 

are required to declare their reaction to an experience according to a Likert scale with 

options of 0 (this has never happened to me), 1 (event happened but did not bother me), 2 

(event happened and I was slightly upset), 3 (event happened and I was upset), and 4 

(event happened and I was extremely upset). A global score is subsequently derived from 

participants‟ responses and converted for an indication of the level of exposure to adverse 

health-related experiences of racism. Utsey reported good statistical validity of the IRRS-

B as an assessment instrument for measurement, but suggested the need for further 

correlational studies regarding the IRRS-B measurement and various physical and mental 

health conditions. Examples of items from the IRRS-B include: “White people or other 

non-Blacks have treated you as if you were unintelligent and needed things explained to 

you slowly or numerous times,” and “You have observed situations where other Blacks 

were treated harshly or unfairly by Whites/non-Blacks due to their race.”  
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Demographic Stratification of Gamers 

 In an attempt to further illustrate the prevalence of DRDS, a continued discussion 

regarding the demographics of video gamers may be beneficial. This phenomenon may 

be stratified among certain ethnicities, genders, and ages according to the trends seen in 

different game type engagement among demographics. Some demographics may be seen 

engaging more with mobile games on cell phones or tablets, whereas others may be seen 

playing video games more on consoles or computers. Individuals who play mobile games 

are often lumped into the “video gamer” category. However, mobile games often do not 

have the same socially interactive components as large as console or computer gaming 

mediums. Therefore, those engaging in mobile games may likely experience this 

phenomenon less.  

The ESA, a national video game demographics company working in accordance 

with game developers and federal regulations, was used as a primary source for this paper 

and this section particularly (ESA, 2021). The ESA (2021) claims to be a major advocate 

for the video game industry by illustrating the “positive impacts of video games on 

people, culture, and the economy” (p. 18). They reported their demographics being 

retrieved through IPSOS, a research marketing company, by means of online surveys 

administered to 4,000 Americans over the age of 18 years old. Surveys included “video 

game playing habits and attitudes.” This section includes a discussion of demographic 

distributions in the video gaming population; several reported demographics overlap, as 

individuals may spill into multiple categories.  

 Of the video gaming community, the ESA (2021) reported 73% are White, 9% are 

Hispanic, 8% are Black/African American, 6% are Asian/Pacific Islander, and 2% are 
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other. In terms of gender, 55% of players are reportedly male and 45% are reportedly 

female. The ESA reported that “74% of Americans have at least one video game player in 

their household” (p. 3). Device preference responses yielded that 57% played video 

games on their smartphone, 46% played on a game console, and 42% played using a 

personal computer. In terms of time spent playing, 29% of respondents reported playing 

1–3 hours a week, 77% reported playing 3+ hours a week, and 51% reported playing 7+ 

hours a week.  

 The ESA (2021) reported the following distributions regarding intentions for 

playing video games: 66% reported wanting to unwind, relax, and decompress; 52% 

reported wanting to fill time while taking a break, waiting, or commuting; 51% reported 

wanting to escape and be highly entertained; 48% reported playing to spend time by 

themselves; 37% reported playing to solve a problem, use their brain, and think logically; 

and 32% reported playing games to be comforted by something familiar.  

 With regard to what game types individuals are playing, the ESA (2021) reported 

the following percentages: 63% reported playing casual games such as Tetris or Solitaire, 

39% reported playing action games such as Grand Theft Auto or Super Mario Odyssey, 

39% reported playing shooter games such as Call of Duty or Fortnite, 37% reported 

playing racing games such as Need for Speed or Forza, and 33% reported playing family 

games such as Super Mario Party or Just Dance. Shooter game preferences were high 

among console (57%) and PC players (42%), and 60% of console players reported a 

preference for action games. On the other hand, less aggressive game types were seen as 

being preferred among smartphone players (racing and casual games). Among age 

demographics, a notable trend in the ESA‟s reported statistics was a consistent upward 
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trend in preference for casual games and a notable decrease in preference for action 

games as age increases. 

 The ESA provides annual reports on the national economic impact of the video 

game industry as well. At the time of this paper, only the 2020 economic report was 

available. In the interest of this paper, little information is referenced from their report. 

According to Tripp et al. (2020), the video game industry was an approximate $25.25 

billion industry in 2020. Keeping the sheer amount of money involved in the video game 

industry as well as the ESA‟s declaration of portraying the “positives” of the gaming 

industry in mind, the demographics and responses provided in the ESA reports for recent 

years should be interpreted with caution. In their “2021 Essential Facts” report, no further 

distributions with regard to ethnic or gender group engagement with specific game type 

were given other than those listed above (ESA, 2021).  

Summary 

The statistics presented in this chapter illustrate the extent to which video game 

lobbies have become a diverse digital playground. The breadth of social interactivity 

within this medium will continue to grow as the technology of video games develops 

further. The social dynamics seen in everyday life have already been noticed in the 

realms of academia and alternative media as actively occurring within video games. If 

individuals experience the physical and cognitive effects noted in prior sections as a 

result of playing video games, then social and psychological effects being caused by 

interactions within video games are just as plausible. Of the handful of existing studies, 

few focused on the aspects of racial dynamics or provide frequencies of experience 
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quantitatively. Thus, this study was designed to add to the existing body of literature by 

examining DRDS frequency and what factors might influence these frequencies.  
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Methods 

Study Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Higher rates of DRDS will be reported among individuals 

who play video games more throughout the week.  

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Higher rates of DRDS will be reported among individuals 

who show aspects of their identity online.  

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Higher rates of DRDS will be reported among individuals 

who play games with intergroup mechanics. 

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Higher rates of DRDS will be reported among individuals 

who play fast-paced, competitive game types. 

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Higher rates of DRDS will be reported while playing video 

games as opposed to in everyday life outside of video gaming. 

Participants and Procedures 

This study‟s initial sample was 186 participants recruited from social media and 

forum websites. Participants were solicited from Facebook groups and Reddit forums that 

specifically pertained to video gaming or research. Groups were found through simple 

search terms such as “video games,” “video gaming,” and “research.” The top search 

results were solicited for participants. A total of 26 sources were solicited; eight were 

from Facebook and 18 from Reddit. Of the 26 sources, 12 approved posting of the study; 

five of these sources were from Facebook and seven were from Reddit. The survey was 

left up for a total of 2 weekdays and 2 weekend days. Of the 186 individuals who 

responded, 13 opted out at the end of the study and 23 contained irregular or incomplete 

responses and were removed from the dataset. Irregular or incomplete submissions 
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contained ethnicities that were clearly made up or uniform answer patterns across the 

entirety of the survey. Thus, the final sample consisted of 150 participants. The majority 

of these participants were Caucasian (63.3%), male (86%), and under the age of 35 years 

(79.3%). Participants were offered no compensation for participation in this study. After 

acquiring approval from group moderators, a flyer (see Appendix A), survey URL, and 

brief description of the study were posted within each source. Participants could 

voluntarily click the link, whereby they would be redirected to a consent form (see 

Appendix B) and the survey (see Appendix C). Response sets were automatically 

recorded through Google Forms upon submission without recording IP address or any 

other identifying information. Responses from the sample were then extracted and 

analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS v.27).  

Measures 

Demographic targets of DRDS were lumped together by providing a set of 

example items, where each example targeted a different demographic (e.g., sexual 

orientation, race, ethnicity, ability, age, sex, and gender). The given DRDS examples 

were as follows: 

 “Nice play, fa**ot” 

 “Oh you‟re black? I‟m going to shoot your n****r ass” 

 “Quit using hacks, you dumb “n****r!” 

 “Why would you do that, you f***ing retard?” 

 “Go kill yourself, you f***ing squeaker!” 

 “Women can‟t coordinate for s**t” 

 “Go back to Israel, you f***ing terrorist!” 
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Participants gave ratings on frequency and similarity to personal experience based on 

these examples. Frequency and similarity ratings were compared across game types, 

gaming tendencies, and participant demographics.  

Participants were also given two additional scales: a revised form of the Online 

Sexual Harassment Scale (OSHS; Buchanan & Mahoney, 2021) and the Rasch Interval 

Measurement of Hate Speech (Kennedy et al., 2020). Two items from the OSHS were 

removed due to their focus on social media interactions; the remaining 10 items were 

included in this survey and tailored to be relative to video gaming. For instance, each 

item was prefaced with, “During the past 12 months whilst gaming . . .” The Rasch 

Interval Measurement of Hate Speech was administered to gauge whether or not 

participants perceived the given examples as derogatory. One item from this scale was 

excluded due to the initial researchers finding that it was an inadequate item for 

measuring the magnitude of hate speech. Despite their slight changes, each of these 

scales continued to hold high reliability.  

The OSHS was initially created by analyzing an online database containing over 

100,000 sexist experiences posted by anonymous users (Everyday Sexism Project, n.d.). 

The database was searched for posts including “Tinder,” “social media,” “sexting,” 

“WhatsApp,” and “video games” for initial scale items (Buchanan & Mahoney, 2021). 

Their initial scale was piloted, tested for reliability, and refined from 22 to 12 items. 

Exploratory factor analysis was conducted to determine the strongest items for the scale. 

OSHS responses were scored according to thematic subscales as well as an overarching 

mean scale score. Participants are asked to rate frequencies of unwanted experiences 

while using the internet or a mobile device within a 12-month time frame; for instance, 
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“Someone sent you a message with a negative comment about your gender or sexual 

orientation (e.g., “get back to the kitchen,” or, “you are so gay”).” McDonald‟s omega for 

the final OSHS scale is (ω) = .95, and items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale. The 

tailored version of the OSHS used in this study consisted of 10 questions. Cronbach‟s 

alpha for this revised scale was α = .892.  

Kennedy et al.‟s (2020) Rasch Interval Measurement of Hate Speech was devised 

through an analysis of U.S. legislature on hate crime. Supervised deep learning and a 

many-facet Rasch measurement were then used to develop a scale that would reduce 

human labeling bias. The analysis identified a framework of concepts that served as 

foundation for the scale: genocide, violence, dehumanization, hostility, bias, neutrality, 

support, and counterspeech. The continuous scale is scored by means of a 5-point Likert 

scale and contains questions such as, “Do you agree or disagree with the following 

statement: This comment is humiliating toward the group(s) you previously identified.” 

Despite concerns with differences among raters, the model achieved a rater separation 

reliability of 0.94. All items within the scale have been found to be positively correlated 

with one another, varying between 0.31 and 0.93. In this study on DRDS, Kennedy et 

al.‟s binary scale item was removed as suggested, and the subsequent scale was tested for 

inter-item reliability. Cronbach‟s alpha for this revised scale was α = .925. 

Analysis 

To test the study hypotheses, a series of descriptive and inferential analyses were 

conducted. A dummy coding process was conducted for nominal variable analysis where 

necessary. Due to the use of tailored questions, Cronbach‟s alpha was conducted to gauge 

internal consistency with sexual harassment and hate speech scales. Descriptive analyses 
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were conducted to gauge demographics, gaming tendencies, and the DRDS experiences 

of the sample. Frequency ratings were tallied on variables such as hours spent playing per 

week, time spent playing with others, and example set similarity to personal experience. 

Independent samples t tests were run to compare scale score differences between groups. 

For instance, males and females were compared with regard to reported frequency of 

sexual harassment. Other groupings included gender identity, game type, and age. One-

tailed bivariate correlations and stepwise regressions were conducted to test the study 

hypotheses and determine which factors influenced scale scores. In an effort to gather 

additional information on the underlying constructs, responses to an open-ended question 

at the end of the survey were gathered, qualitatively coded, and analyzed as well.  
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Results 

Descriptive Analytics (Frequencies and t tests) 

Frequencies 

In a binary condition, approximately 75% of the participants declared that they 

had experienced DRDS similar to the example set while playing video games. 

Additionally, 49% reported experiencing it in their outside life, supporting H5. Of the 

female and intersex participants, 67% reported they had experienced it while playing 

video games, compared to 77% of the male participants. Of the Black, Indigenous, and 

People of Color (BIPOC) participants, 67% reported they had experienced it while 

playing video games, compared to 79% of the Caucasian participants. Half of the sample 

agreed or strongly agreed that the examples were similar to their own experience while 

playing video games. The overall sample‟s frequency of experienced DRDS is illustrated 

in Figures 1 and 2. 

Figure 1 

Overall Sample’s Frequency Ratings for DRDS Experienced While Playing Video Games 
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Figure 2 

Overall Sample’s Frequency Ratings for DRDS Experienced in Everyday Life 

 

To visualize the nature of this sample, it should be noted that a large percentage of the 

participant pool declared they had regularly played video games for at least 10 years 

(85%). Furthermore, the majority of the sample declared they played video games for 10 

or more hours per week (53%) and spent some measure of this time playing video games 

with others (92%). This distribution is illustrated in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 

Percentage of Weekly Gaming Hours That Participants Spent Playing With Others 
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Independent Samples t Tests 

 Primary Differences.  Regarding the study hypotheses, t tests revealed 

statistically significant differences between groups (Table 1). Individuals who reported 

playing fast-paced game types reported slightly higher rates of DRDS (M = 1.88, SD = 

1.28) than those who played slower-paced game types (M = 1.48, SD = 1.09), p = .037. 

This finding supports the trend proposed by H4. A similar difference in DRDS frequency 

was seen between non-intergroup (M = 1.44, SD = 1.10) and intergroup game types (M = 

1.82, SD = 1.23). This would support H3, though this finding was just outside the 

threshold of statistical significance (p = .06). This could in part be due to the frequently 

overlapping nature of intergroup and fast-paced game types.  

Table 1 

Game Type Differences in DRDS Frequency/Perception  

 Intergroup Non-intergroup  

 M SD M SD p 

DRDS frequency while gaming 1.82 1.23 1.44 1.10 .06 

OSHS score 5.03 6.73 5.51 7.03 .68 

Hate speech score given to example set 33.08 8.97 31.65 9.57 .36 

Example set similarity to personal 

experience 

3.19 1.36 2.96 1.34 .32 

 Fast paced Non-fast paced  

 M SD M SD p 

DRDS frequency while gaming 1.88 1.28 1.48 1.09 .04 

OSHS score 5.35 7.16 5.04 6.59 .78 

Hate speech score given to example set 32.41 9.28 32.64 9.24 .88 

Example set similarity to personal 

experience 

3.25 1.35 3.00 1.35 .27 
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Secondary Differences. Results of the t tests revealed statistically significant 

differences between groups in areas not directly related to the hypotheses as well. 

Sexual/General Harassment. Regarding sexual harassment, an expected 

difference was seen between sexes: males reported experiencing sexual harassment at 

half the frequency (M = 4.60, SD = 6.23) as did female and intersex individuals (M = 

9.00, SD = 9.03), p = .006. However, age showed no significant effect on frequency of 

experienced sexual harassment. Beyond sexual harassment, results showed individuals of 

varying groups experienced similar frequencies of general derogatory speech. When 

asked how often a participant experienced speech similar to the example set, no 

statistically significant difference was seen between males (M = 1.74, SD = 1.18) and 

female/intersex participants (M = 1.29, SD = 1.23), p = .109 (Table 2). Similarly, no 

significant difference was seen between Caucasian (M = 1.78, SD = 1.20) and BIPOC 

participants (M = 1.45, SD = 1.17), p = 1.10 (Table 3). This finding could be due to the 

widespread nature of derogatory speech in gaming culture.  
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Table 2  

Sex/Orientation Differences in DRDS Frequency/Perception  

 Male Female & intersex  

 M SD M SD p 

DRDS frequency while gaming 1.74 1.18 1.29 1.23 .11 

OSHS score 4.60 6.23 9.00 9.03 .01 

Hate speech score given to example 

set 

32.54 9.00 32.48 10.56 .98 

Example set similarity to personal 

experience 

3.05 1.33 3.43 1.47 .24 

 Heterosexual LGBTQ  

 M SD M SD p 

DRDS frequency while gaming 1.76 1.16 1.54 1.25 .28 

OSHS score 4.81 6.71 5.89 7.02 .35 

Hate speech score given to example 

set 

31.23 9.23 34.71 8.79 .02 

Example set similarity to personal 

experience 

3.10 1.31 3.13 1.43 .90 

 

Table 3 

Ethnicity Differences in DRDS Frequency/Perception  

 White/Caucasian BIPOC  

 M SD M SD p 

DRDS frequency while gaming 1.78 1.20 1.45 1.17 .11 

OSHS score 5.67 7.12 4.27 6.13 .24 

Hate speech score given to example 

set 

33.86 8.29 29.80 10.39 .01 

Example set similarity to personal 

experience 

3.25 1.31 2.82 1.41 .07 
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Hate Speech. With regard to hate speech, BIPOC individuals gave slightly lower 

hate speech ratings to the example set (M = 29.80, SD = 10.39) than did Caucasian 

individuals (M = 33.90, SD = 8.33), p = .010 (Table 3). Cultural norms regarding the use 

of derogatory labels may explain this difference (Benfield, 2009; McWhorter, 2015). 

Those of LGBTQ orientation gave higher hate speech scores than did heterosexual 

individuals (M = 34.71, SD = 8.80, M = 31.23, SD = 9.23, p = .024; Table 2). Regardless, 

each of the groups just mentioned gave relatively high hate speech ratings to the example 

set. Age appeared to play a role in hate speech perception as well; younger adults 

between the ages of 18 and 24 years tended to give the example set a lower hate speech 

rating (M = 29.02, SD = 10.06) than did adults above the age of 25 years (M = 34.30, SD 

= 8.24), p ≤ .001 (Table 4). Furthermore, older adults reported personally engaging in 

derogatory speech, both while video gaming and in everyday life, at nearly half the rate 

as adults age 18–24 years. Older adults tended to view the example set as more similar to 

personal experience. These results align with some participants‟ open-ended responses, 

which suggested DRDS is a youth phenomenon.  

Results showed actually experiencing this type of speech as opposed to reading it 

may have an impact on how it is perceived. Those who had not experienced comments 

such as those in the example set gave it a lower hate speech score (M = 27.86, SD = 

10.18) than did those who had experienced them (M = 34.06, SD = 8.35), p ≤ .001. This 

may support that some factor innate to true human interaction amplifies the perception of 

hate. Form of communication appeared to have significant effects as well. As shown in 

Table 5, individuals who primarily used text communication in games reported higher 

personal use of DRDS as well as gave a higher hate speech rating to the example set.  
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Table 4  

Age Differences in DRDS Usage, Frequency, and Perception 

 Young adults 

(Age 18–24) 

Older adults 

(Age 25 and up) 

 

 M SD M SD p 

Personally said or written while 

gaming 

1.30 1.62 0.67 1.20 .01 

Personally said or written in 

everyday life 

1.14 1.58 0.50 0.98 .00 

DRDS frequency while gaming 1.52 1.31 1.75 1.13 .27 

OSHS score 5.86 7.47 4.89 6.49 .41 

Hate speech score given to example 

set 

29.02 10.06 34.30 8.24 <.001 

Example set similarity to personal 

experience 

2.68 1.43 3.32 1.26 .01 

 

Table 5  

Form of Communication Differences in DRDS Usage, Frequency, and Perception 

 Text chat only Voice only/Voice & 

text 

 

 M SD M SD p 

Personally said or written while 

gaming 

.333 .859 1.14 1.49 <.001 

Personally said or written in 

everyday life 

.271 .844 .918 1.33 .00 

DRDS frequency while gaming 1.46 1.07 1.77 1.23 .14 

OSHS score 4.68 7.40 5.53 6.62 .49 

Hate speech score given to example 

set 

35.23 7.68 31.28 9.35 .01 

Example set similarity to personal 

experience 

3.10 1.31 3.11 1.38 .97 
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Inferential Analyses (Correlations and Regressions) 

One-Tailed Bivariate Correlations 

 Primary Correlations. One-tailed bivariate correlations showed several 

statistically significant results to support the study hypotheses. Analyses for H1 showed 

mixed results: although the number of raw hours spent playing video games per week 

showed no statistically significant correlation with DRDS frequency, the percentage of 

those hours spent playing with others did, r(148) = .16, p = .028. This indicates the 

DRDS phenomenon is primarily inherent in the gaming community as opposed to the 

video game content itself. In terms of H2, the degree to which an individual portrayed 

aspects of their identity online was seen to have a weak positive correlation with example 

set similarity to personal experience, r(148) = .15, p = .031. This suggests a personal 

vulnerability factor when one portrays their personal identity online; one may be making 

themselves more susceptible to racial or sexual derogation as they reveal more of their 

true identity. In terms of H3 and H4, certain game types were seen to have positive 

correlations with DRDS frequency. Intergroup game types showed a weak positive 

correlation, r(148) = .15, p = .030, as did fast-paced game types, r(148) = .17, p = .018. 

Categorizing game types was difficult due to frequently overlapping characteristics. 

Games excluded from the fast-paced and intergroup categories included mobile games, 

horror games, role-playing games (as opposed to MMORPGs), and simulation games. 

Correlation details are listed in Table 6. 

Secondary Correlations. Secondary correlations not directly examining the 

study hypotheses showed statistical significance as well. Personal DRDS use in everyday 

life showed a strong positive correlation with personal DRDS use while playing video 
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games, r(148) = .816, p ≤ .001. Those who experienced derogatory speech in everyday 

life tended to experience it more while playing video games as well, r(148) = .324, p ≤ 

.001. This could be due to a salience identification factor, or even the integration of an 

outside friend group and its norms into the video game setting. Intuitively, those who 

declared that they personally used DRDS while gaming showed a weak positive 

correlation with frequency of experienced DRDS while gaming, r(148) = .253, p ≤ .001. 

This correlation could be due to other players retaliating to the participant‟s comments, 

causing a moment of interpersonal conflict. A weak positive correlation was also seen 

between BIPOC participants and personal DRDS use in everyday life, r(148) = .150, p = 

.034. This could also be in line with the theory that different cultural backgrounds hold 

differing views on the use of derogatory labels. Age showed a positive correlation with 

measures of DRDS frequency; older individuals found the example set to be more similar 

to personal experience while video gaming, r(148) = .237, p = .002, and in everyday life, 

r(148) = .183, p = .013. This could merely be due to the likelihood of exposure over time. 

In line with t-test results on hate speech perception, age showed a negative correlation 

with personal DRDS use; however, this result was above the threshold of statistical 

significance in the context of correlations, r(148) = -.089, p = .140.  
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Table 6  

Correlations of Significance 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Age              

2. Hours 

played per 

week 

.01             

3. 

Percentage 
of hours 

played with 

friends 

.05 -            

4. Ethnicity -.03 -.16* .04           

5. Game 

type– 

intergroup 

.05 .02 .36** -.04          

6. Game 

type– fast 

paced 

-.08 -.01 .11 .04 .68**         

7. Portrayal 

of identity 

.04 .09 .09 -.09 - -.09        

8. Personal 

use–gaming 

-.09 -.05 .09 .11 - .04 .03       

9. Personal 
use–

everyday 

life 

-.09 -.1 .1 .15* -.04 - .03 .82**      

10. 

Example set 

similarity 

.24** -.01 .09 -.15* .08 .09 .15* 1 -.02     

11. DRDS 
frequency 

while 

gaming 

.06 .1 .16* -.13 .15* .17* .07 .25** .09 .60**    

12. DRDS 

frequency 

in everyday 

life 

.18* .06 .15* .04 .08 .02 .11 .29** .36** .27** .32**   

13. OSHS 
score 

.06 -.02 .1 -.1 -.03 .02 .07 .31** .35** .36** .33** .25**  

14. Hate 

speech 

score 

.25* .02 - 15* -.21** .08 -.01 .06 -.48** -.48** .31** .22** -.01 -.02 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1-tailed). 

Stepwise Linear Regressions 

 Stepwise linear regressions were run to gauge what factors predicted DRDS, 

sexual harassment, and hate speech scores. Demographic variables, gaming 

history/tendencies, OSHS scores, and hate speech scores were used as predictors. 
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General DRDS. For the sample as a whole, example set similarity had high 

predictive value over DRDS frequency (β = .53), which was to be expected as the 

example set was a focal point for frequency ratings. With example set similarity being 

removed as a possible predictive factor, personal use of DRDS, both while playing video 

games and in everyday life, held the highest predictive values (β = .63, β = -.47). This 

was expected, as a personal contribution of this type of speech is often met with 

retaliation from others. However, results showed a negative correlation between everyday 

use of DRDS and experiencing it while gaming. Interestingly, intersex and female held a 

negative correlation with DRDS frequency within this analysis. More in line with what 

would be expected, percentage of time spent playing with others, sexual harassment in 

the last 12 months, and hate speech ratings showed positive correlations with DRDS 

frequency in video games. These seven predictors held an R
2 

of .43, meaning they 

accounted for 43% of the variance in DRDS frequency ratings while video gaming. 

Regression results for frequency of experienced derogatory speech while video gaming 

are shown in Table 7.  
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Table 7  

Predictors of DRDS Frequency While Gaming 

Variable Standardized β t Sig. 

Personally said or written while gaming .64 5.70 <.001 

Personally said or written in everyday life -.48 -4.05 <.001 

Hate speech rating .33 4.34 <.001 

OSHS sum .29 4.00 <.001 

DRDS frequency in everyday life .26 3.72 <.001 

Birth sex -.25 -3.68 <.001 

% of time playing with others .18  2.67 .01 

 

Sexual Harassment. A similar regression was run to gauge what factors 

predicted sexual harassment frequency while playing video games. Initially, the model R
2
 

was .33 with example set similarity included as a predictive factor (β = .21). With 

example set similarity removed, personal use of derogatory speech in everyday life (β = 

.34) had the largest effect on experienced sexual harassment. Again, this could be due to 

a personal instigation factor, wherein the participant might prompt this type of speech 

dynamic online. As expected, general DRDS frequency held a positive correlation over 

sexual harassment scores. This was expected as there is some level of overlap between 

general derogatory speech and sexual harassment. Also as expected, intersex and female 

had a positive correlational effect on sexual harassment frequency. These three predictors 

held an R
2
 of .30, meaning they accounted for 30% of the variance in sexual harassment 

while playing video games. Regression results for sexual harassment frequency while 

video gaming are shown in Table 8. 
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Table 8  

Predictors of Sexual Harassment in the Last 12 Months While Gaming (OSHS)  

Variable Standardized β t Sig. 

Personally said or written in everyday life .34 4.80 <.001 

DRDS frequency while gaming .33 4.59 <.001 

Birth sex .28 3.92 <.001 

 

Hate Speech. In a final model including all possible variables as predictors for 

hate speech score, five variables remained. Personal engagement, DRDS frequency, 

percentage of time spent playing with others, sexual orientation, and age remained as 

predictive factors. Personal use of derogatory speech while gaming held the strongest 

predictive value (β = -.53). This would be expected, as those who perceive this type of 

speech as damaging might be less apt to personally use it. Frequency of experienced 

derogatory speech while gaming held the next strongest predictive value over hate speech 

score (β = .38). This indicates increased exposure to this type of speech makes an 

individual perceive it more negatively. Furthermore, LGBTQ sexual orientation and age 

showed positive relationships over hate speech score. These five predictors held an R
2
 of 

.42, meaning they accounted for 42% of the variance in hate speech ratings given to the 

example set by participants. Regression results for hate speech scores given to the 

example set are shown in Table 9. 
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Table 9  

Predictors of Hate Speech Score 

Variable Standardized β t Sig. 

Personally said or written in while gaming -.53 -7.82 <.001 

DRDS frequency while gaming .38 5.47 <.001 

% of time playing with others -.18 -2.74 .01 

Sexual orientation .17 2.57 .01 

Age .16 2.45 .02 

 

Open-Ended Responses 

Participants were given an open-ended question at the end of the survey to elicit 

further information on the nature of derogatory speech among video game players. 

Responses to the following question were then narrowed into thematic categories:  

Thank you for participating in this study. As you were responding to the 

questions, what were some of the issues that kept coming to mind? Were there 

any ways that these questions might not be capturing the full reality of the issue? 

Any form of input is helpful.  

Participant responses fit into six major categories: underlying psychological and social 

constructs, personal stance, study design/intent/suggestions, nature of comments, effects 

of comments, and gaming factors. Several participants made no comment or left racial or 

sexual slurs within this space.  

Underlying Psychological and Social Constructs 

Participants alluded to several underlying constructs that were suspected to be 

fueling DRDS within a video game setting. Some of these suggestions were supported by 

the quantitative data for the overall sample; for instance, participants suggested DRDS 
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engagement was a young teen male phenomenon and that people who are “truly racist” 

likely also say these things in their everyday life. Participants theorized that these 

comments could be due to childhood ignorance and underdevelopment, or even a result 

of engaging in the normal routine communication patterns of one‟s friend group. Some 

participants described DRDS as “lighthearted” or “banter.” Others reported they had even 

learned slurs within the gaming environment, suggesting a social learning factor is 

present within gaming lobbies. Beyond one‟s friend group, participants reported that 

engagement in DRDS could be fueled by historical events, ongoing social contexts, 

nationalistic pride, or merely the belief that DRDS is a solidified part of “gaming 

culture.” Several responses indicated competition and team dynamics play a role in 

derogatory comments as well; if someone is not performing well or is affecting the team 

negatively, this person and their characteristics become targeted.  

Perception of DRDS among video gamers was suggested to be moderated by 

group-belonging; for instance, one male participant reported finding the comment, 

“women can‟t coordinate for s**t” funny, but noted that if he himself were a woman, he 

would likely perceive it as “cruel.” Some suggested engagement in DRDS was a form of 

exercising “free speech” and that “being perpetually offended by everything is not a 

positive for society.” Two responses noted the anonymous nature of the online domain, 

describing it as a rationalizing and disconnecting factor in being as “polite, rude, or 

neutral” as one wants within the online space. Substance intoxication was also cited as 

being a possible contributing factor for DRDS while video gaming.  
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Personal Stance 

Many participants mentioned their own demographics and stances in relation to 

DRDS. One participant reported having a fluid sexual preference but male assignment at 

birth, and attributed this as their reason for not experiencing much sexual harassment. 

Others made comments such as “I dunno, I‟m not an expert” or “I will never be a 

woman.” One participant reported he would be targeted because of his skill level, and 

subsequently be made fun of for his British accent. He also described his observation that 

women were harassed at different rates depending on game type, and noted DRDS was 

perpetrated by individuals of several ethnicities, including “Americans, Eastern 

Europeans, Russians, and Arabs.” This participant also stated, “I got called a gay f** 

after complimenting my opponents, just a couple minutes before clicking into this 

survey.” A female participant recalled being told “Dude you f*****g suck,” and after 

speaking up and saying she was not a “dude,” being told “well that explains it.” Some 

participants even reported a desire to engage in more DRDS: “There isn‟t enough racism 

or sexism in gaming and I hope to solve that.” Personal dislike for other demographics 

and countries was reported as well; one participant repeated the phrase “I HATE 

N******” for several paragraphs, and another wrote, “f*** Israel.”  

Study Design, Intent, and Suggestions 

Several comments were left ranging between support and disapproval for the 

topic being studied. Participants provided critiques and suggestions for how to 

methodologically approach the topic. Comments ranged from “Very cool study, I wish 

you luck Mr. Researcher Guy,” to “You clearly don‟t understand gaming culture. You 

might as well study sports culture, you f*gs.” Two participants felt the questions were 
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“wordy” or “redundant,” and one participant expressed skepticism that the sample would 

be honest about their personal DRDS engagement. Other participants suggested targeting 

or avoiding certain Reddit forums for responses. For instance, one participant suggested 

studying a female-specific Reddit forum––r/GirlGamers; unfortunately, the moderators of 

this forum rejected posting due to their forum rules not allowing research studies.  

Participants suggested questions that may have been beneficial to the study. One 

individual suggested deviating from the confines of the existing OSHS time frame of 12 

months because her experienced frequency of sexual harassment while video gaming was 

higher before the past year. One suggested adding questions on how DRDS frequencies 

inside and outside of video games have changed over the past 10 years. Another 

participant suggested adding a question about how long conflicts typically were when 

DRDS was present. Several comments suggested adding questions that would allow 

participants to note how experiencing DRDS affected their subsequent gaming choices 

(e.g., cutting back, switching games, stopping video games completely). One participant 

suggested asking whether “disparaging remarks” about demographics were truly 

“racist/sexist/homophobic” or due to another reason, such as “trying to provoke anger.”  

Nature of Comments 

Beyond macro constructs, participants alluded to their thoughts regarding the 

nature or cause for DRDS. Suspected underlying nature ranged from prosocial to 

malicious in intent. Three participants suggested DRDS was joking in nature, meant to be 

in “jest” or a form of “banter” between players. Some suggested this type of speech was 

meant to cause opponents to lose focus on performance and retaliate; others suspected the 

true presence of derogatory beliefs regarding different groups. Aggression resulting from 
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poor team performance was suggested as an underlying cause for DRDS, and another 

theorized that DRDS was a form of catharsis for this aggression. One participant admitted 

to a pattern of drinking bottles of alcohol while playing and subsequently shouting “slurs 

at Europeans.” DRDS was even suggested by a participant to be a source of 

entertainment: “Sometimes it‟s just fun to make people mad.” It was also suggested that 

these types of comments may be reflective of an “outside problem” rather than a gaming-

specific issue.  

Effects of Comments 

Several participants noted how DRDS among video game players, whether 

observed or directly experienced, affected them. Responses in this category tended to 

describe the negative social or emotional effects of DRDS. They also suggested 

participants would initiate actions in the hope of reducing exposure to what participants 

and other research studies have termed “toxicity.” Participants described that they 

consciously chose to cut back the time they spent playing certain game types, and video 

games in general. Another reported developing a tendency to “block” players or leave the 

game entirely when DRDS occurred. For instance, one participant wrote, “I used to play 

MMO‟s A LOT. I stopped partying up with people and was careful about it because of 

this behavior. I stopped playing FPS‟ online because of the harassment.” One participant 

suggested DRDS was a form of “griefing” other players, intending to evoke negative 

affect; they suggested this subsequently hurt performance or resulted in a verbal fight. 

One response suggested this type of speech in a group setting causes discomfort among 

virtual bystanders who are observing the interaction.  
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Gaming Factors 

Gaming-specific factors were considered to play a role in DRDS frequency. 

Communities of specific games, game mode, game league, game moderation, platform, 

and avatar choice were all listed as suspected factors. Call of Duty, arguably one of the 

most famous franchises in the gaming industry, was described as being more 

“inflammatory” than other first-person shooter communities. One participant observed 

that game modes that contain “player vs player competition” tend to attract “more 

verbally hostile players in general” as opposed to cooperative or solo game modes. 

Playing ranked as opposed to unranked league matches was suggested as a factor; this 

corresponded with other participants‟ responses in which team performance expectation 

was suggested as being different between leagues. Another participant suggested the 

presence of server moderation as a factor in DRDS. Game lobbies have varying degrees 

of rule enforcement, whether by automated systems or by actual players that act as 

authority figures for the server. Servers absent of moderation were observed to have 

“more issues with trolls.” Another participant suggested the overexaggerated nature of 

characters in video games as a factor; pre-created or player-created avatars often have 

exaggerated physical features that have been discussed in other studies as leading to 

hyper-sexualization or objectification (Burnay et al., 2019; Dickerman et al., 2008; Ortiz, 

2019; Ruberg et al., 2019). 
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Discussion 

 This study adds to the growing body of academic literature on social dynamics in 

video gaming. At the time of this study, the majority of the existing literature appeared to 

be qualitative in nature, well documenting experiences similar to the example set. 

However, little to no research was found that quantitatively documented their frequency. 

In this study, factors influencing the frequency of DRDS among video game players were 

examined. Video game engagement patterns were used as primary independent variables. 

Secondary analyses showed interesting results as well. A series of descriptive and 

inferential analyses were conducted using data gathered from online forums and social 

media groups specific to gaming or research. The sample pool was found to be similar to 

the ethnic distribution portrayed by the ESA. However, female participants accounted for 

14% of this study‟s sample as compared to the 48% reported by the ESA in the United 

States (ESA, 2021). This variance could be due to the inclusion of other countries in the 

current sample. Tables showing the self-reported backgrounds of the participants are 

included in Appendix D and Appendix E.  

Primary Findings 

 With the exception of the mixed findings for H1, all hypotheses were supported 

by the sample data. The majority of the sample reported experiencing derogatory speech 

while video gaming at higher frequencies than in their outside lives (Figures 1 & 2). 

Although the raw number of hours spent playing showed no impact on DRDS frequency, 

the percentage of time spent playing with others did. Individuals exhibiting more of their 

personal identity online showed a positive correlation with frequency of experienced 

derogatory speech. Furthermore, the game type an individual most frequently immersed 
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themselves in showed effects on DRDS frequency; individuals who played fast-paced 

and intergroup game types tended to report experiencing higher rates of derogatory 

speech.  

 It is not surprising that the raw number of hours spent engaging with video games 

showed no significant correlation with derogatory speech. Video game developers have 

become quite cognizant and careful of what they place in their games. Pop culture and 

academia have often criticized developers for their content (Burnay et al., 2019). Content 

can be viewed as tied to a developer‟s brand name, and outside of historical contexts, this 

type of speech in dialogue or cutscenes has the potential to harm brand image and sales. 

On the other hand, where social interaction is introduced in the gaming environment, 

rates of derogatory speech increase. The virtual medium of gaming appears to have an 

amplifying effect on frequency, as evidenced by the differing rates of DRDS between 

environments (Figures 1 & 2).  

Beyond mere anonymity, it was initially suspected that game modes would play a 

role in DRDS. Intergroup dynamics hold inherent comparative psychology, which lends 

to an “us versus them” mentality. This dynamic is quite prevalent in competitive video 

games. Although they are extremes, racism and sexism can often manifest in this 

mindset, occurring especially when individuals place out-group members into an 

evaluative hierarchy. In a real-world application, this process can lead to subjugation, 

oppression, and major health risks (Harvard Global Health Institute, 2023; Perry et al., 

2013). Within the gaming environment, it has led to the belittling of women especially 

(Diaz, 2021; Ruberg et al., 2019; Slater et al., 2017). Beyond the category of sex, 
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participants recounted or even called the researcher derogatory terms relative to sexual 

orientation, race, ethnicity, and cognitive ability. 

Fast-paced game types were initially suspected to contribute to DRDS due to the 

documented physiological changes that occur while playing violent video games 

(Jagadheeswari et al., 2018). These changes are iconically similar to the changes seen 

with the fight or flight response (Brown & Fee, 2002). During this stress process, reduced 

activity is seen in brain areas related to inhibition (Arnsten, 2009). The increased 

sympathetic activity induced by fast-paced video games could lead to lower activity in 

the prefrontal cortex. This has been supported by neurological video games studies 

(Hummer et al., 2010; Palaus et al., 2017). This reduced activity in the prefrontal cortex 

may subsequently lead to uninhibited speech. Individuals who primarily played 

intergroup or fast-paced game types reported experiencing higher frequencies of 

derogatory speech. 

Secondary Findings 

DRDS appeared to be a phenomenon that was more common and perceived more 

benignly among younger participants. Younger adults between the ages of 18 and 24 

years personally engaged in derogatory, racist, or sexist speech at double the rate of older 

adults above the age of 25 years. Younger adults also gave the example set a 15% lower 

hate speech score on average than did older adults (Table 1). These results were in line 

with some participants‟ theory that the use of derogatory, racist, or sexist speech was 

largely a youth phenomenon. One participant suspected males as being the primary users 

of this type of speech, but this was not supported by the quantitative data with this 

sample. Another participant cited the cause of DRDS being a mere lack of maturity 
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among younger individuals. It is possible that the use and perception of derogatory 

speech are moderated by factors that develop over the lifespan, such as morality, 

awareness, or accumulated knowledge regarding group differences. 

Regarding sexual harassment specifically, the average OSHS score of female and 

intersex individuals was nearly double that of male participants. However, no significant 

difference in general DRDS frequency was seen between sexes or ethnic groups. This 

could be due to the methodological structure of this study; the conglomerate nature of the 

example set could have affected frequency ratings and relatability. On the other hand, this 

could be due to a group experiential factor, wherein the entire team can hear these types 

of comments, even if they are not the direct instigators or recipients. That being said, 

scores from this study clearly show female and intersex individuals experience sexual 

harassment at a higher rate than males in the video gaming environment. 

Approximately 9% of the sample that consented to be in the study wrote 

derogatory, racist, or sexist speech in their open-ended responses. Examples of this 

included, “You clearly don‟t play video games you retard,” “This survey is mega-

f**gotry, kill yourself,” “f*** Israel,” “SEND BOOBS AND VEGANA UNLESS 

YOU‟RE A N*****,” and an individual repeating “I HATE N******” for several 

paragraphs. Two responses even referenced terminology from an online racist cartoon 

from 2015 (Anti-Defamation League, n.d.). Other participants left responses that fell into 

the following categories: underlying psychological and social constructs; personal stance; 

study design, intent, and suggestions; nature of comments; effects of comments; and 

gaming factors. Slurs toward individuals of African descent were used the most. 
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Individual performance in the contexts of gaming league and game type was a 

commonly cited factor that instigates DRDS. In other words, those who are performing 

worse or affecting the team negatively were noted as being targets for this type of speech. 

The potential for derogatory speech was suspected to be higher in more competitive 

settings, such as a ranked league, where each individual‟s rank is at risk and dependent 

on team performance. However, other participants described it as seemingly unprovoked 

and incongruent to the situation, as in the case of the participant who reportedly was 

called a “gay f**” after complimenting his opponents. This may represent the reported 

“banter” inherent among the gaming community; several participants ascribed this type 

of speech to being joking in nature, wherein players are either trying to be funny or 

garner attention. It was also suggested that derogatory speech was a means of gaining a 

competitive edge over others by throwing them off, or “tilting” them. Virtual anonymity 

was cited as an empowering tool for unrestricted speech, by which participants could 

exercise these processes freely.  

Other participants described pertinent social, cultural, and historical contexts that 

may validate or affect the frequency of this speech. One middle-Eastern participant wrote 

about how middle-Eastern individuals “should” be called “terrorists” due to the historical 

existence of radical and genocidal regimes surrounding Israel. Furthermore, some games 

are designed around historical contexts, which may spur this type of speech among 

players with some level of historical accuracy. For instance, individuals playing as 

members of the Nazi party in a WWII game may jokingly spout anti-Semitic remarks 

during the game.  
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Responses indicate this type of speech was more likely to be perceived negatively 

if from a stranger or if the comment was about a group to which the recipient belonged. 

Despite its solidified presence in gaming culture, several participants described negative 

impacts of this type of speech. Responses suggested individuals experienced subsequent 

discomfort and interpersonal conflict. They also reported taking action to avoid this type 

of speech. Individuals reportedly reduced or ceased engagement in this pastime entirely. 

They also reported switching games, ceasing their use of social features, and using 

external communication programs to mitigate exposure. 

These results shed light on the social dynamics of a demographically-diverse 

pastime. This study is particularly salient given the ongoing social events in the United 

States, and given that video games are a largely unregulated setting. Proximal to the time 

of this study, the BLM movement, the Stop Asian Hate movement, changing U.S. border 

policies, and a tumultuous political climate in the United States need to be considered 

when interpreting the results. The legislative concept of free speech mentioned by the 

participants undoubtedly protects the publicized dislike of demographic groups. On the 

other hand, it could be argued that the integrated and chronic use of this speech in video 

game culture leads to a high risk of negative health outcomes among individuals. It is the 

hope of this researcher that this study promotes greater insight and awareness, rather than 

further social divide.  

Study Limitations 

Study results may be difficult to generalize in the United States due to the 

representation of select demographics in the sample. Female representation was notably 

lower than what is reported in the U.S. gaming community. Their U.S. representation in 
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recent years has consistently been near 50% of sampled gamers according to the ESA 

(ESA, 2021, 2022). In the current study, women represented 14% of the overall sample. 

Ethnic representation was similar to the U.S. distributions portrayed by the ESA, with a 

higher representation of diverse ethnic groups in this sample (Appendix D). As 

mentioned before, this may be due to the inclusion of international participants. 

Nationality was not asked in the study‟s survey, but could have provided useful insight 

into international gaming representation and experiences.  

The discrepancy with female participants may in part be due to restricted forum 

and social media group availability. Groups often restrict the posting of research studies. 

Female and LGBTQ-specific Reddit forums were among the groups that declined 

participation because of this rule. Despite their lower representation in this sample, study 

results are consistent with qualitative studies that examined women‟s experiences in the 

gaming community. Other studies explicitly discussed women‟s experiences in this 

medium, with harassment and sexual objectification being common descriptors 

(Dickerman et al., 2008; Ortiz, 2019).  

Some participants felt the questions were “repetitive” or “wordy,” likely due to 

the repeat terminology among OSHS and hate speech scale items. The survey‟s 

integration of these scales included a refining process while attempting to maintain 

original scale validity. Despite this, participants still appeared to experience survey 

fatigue. This may account for one of the study‟s validity concerns––participant response 

patterns. Some participants engaged in a repetitive response pattern, answering with the 

same choice across the entirety of the survey. The researcher attempted to control for this 

according to the criteria discussed in the methods section. It is possible these response 
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patterns could have been due to “trolling” rather than survey fatigue, as evidenced by the 

accompanying open-ended responses for these particular submissions.  

General DRDS frequency measures relied on a single-question format rather than 

a mix of questions that contributed to an overarching DRDS scale. General DRDS 

frequency questions were also proposed without a time frame, leaving participants to 

speculate frequency based on long-term memory. It is possible that the accuracy of self-

reported frequency might have been influenced by memory reconsolidation over time. 

Although, the arousal surrounding this phenomenon may have a facilitating impact on 

aspects of the memory process (Osugi & Ohira, 2018). Video games in themselves have 

been seen as an arousal activity; furthermore, DRDS incidences may turn into conflicts, 

causing additional arousal for individuals.  

Study comments indicated a need for methodological changes, but also reinforced 

the ambiguous and variable nature of this phenomenon. Although the study title is not 

inaccurate, different terminology may have helped to minimize any presence of a priming 

effect. The terminology used aimed to provide clarity and prepare participants for the 

study‟s potentially distressing content. Some participants appeared to believe the study 

would impose on the notion of free speech, which may have emotionally prepared these 

participants to antagonistically respond to the survey. This was apparent by responses 

that indicated political leaning, such as “f*** off lefty.”  

Areas for Future Research 

Response patterns may change with in-person survey administration. This may 

reduce the amount of derogatory comments received by future researchers. It may leave 

room for an increased validity risk as well; the creation of physical records documenting 



94 

 

derogatory speech may have a negative effect on participant honesty. With regard to 

survey structure, quantifying DRDS for each demographic group specifically as opposed 

to a conglomerate group might garner more insight into varying DRDS rates. Despite 

some participants feeling the questions were “repetitive” or “wordy,” others suggested 

adding questions that would undoubtedly benefit future studies. These questions were 

described in the Study Design, Intent, and Suggestions section. Participants also noted 

that including a wider array of game type options might help in their selection process. 

Researchers should consider refining the operational definition of “intergroup” and “fast-

paced” categories, as modern games often cross into several different genres. 

Future researchers should attempt to find more neutral terminology in the 

introduction of their study, such as “Speech Dynamics Among Video Gamers.” This 

might help to mitigate priming; however, future researchers should be mindful of 

facilitating adequate informed consent despite neutrality. Future studies that include 

legislative concepts should be mindful of the surrounding cultural and political events 

that might influence the responses at the time they are conducted. Proximal to the time of 

this study, the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, the Stop Asian Hate movement, 

changing U.S. border policies, and a tumultuous political climate in the United States 

need be considered when interpreting results.  

The majority of the sample experienced moderate to high frequencies of 

derogatory speech while gaming, compared to in their everyday lives outside of gaming. 

Given that pastimes are often used for stress relief, these DRDS rates hold higher health 

risk. Future studies should focus on including validated health screeners in a manner that 

can target derogatory speech dynamics as a primary contributor to participant health. This 
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might prove difficult, as the gaming pastime itself has been seen to correlate with a large 

cluster of negative health conditions, including obesity, high blood pressure, addiction, 

impulsivity, depression, and anxiety (Aminuddin et al., 2019; Jagadheeswari et al., 2018; 

Smirni et al., 2021; Yuh, 2018).  

This study provides a quantitative foundation for the general public‟s exposure 

rates to derogatory speech in a growing and anonymous pastime. Sex, intergroup and 

fast-paced game types, time played with others, and identity portrayal showed positive 

correlations with DRDS. Results indicate a complex array of social and developmental 

factors contributes to experiencing, perceiving, and personally using DRDS. Implications 

include psychosocial health impacts similar to everyday harassment, with women being 

at a higher risk and age being a moderating factor.  
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Appendix A: Study Flyer 
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Appendix B: Study Consent Form 

Informed Consent Online Survey 

 

You are being asked to participate in an online survey for a research project being carried 

out by Sean Woodford, B.A., CADC, at National Louis University. The study is called 

“Derogatory, Racist, and Discriminatory Speech (DRDS) in Video Gaming,” and is 

occurring from 01-2022 to 12-2022. The purpose of this study is to gauge the prevalence 

of harassing speech targeted toward different demographics in online video game lobbies. 

This study will add to the growing body of academic literature on this topic and help 

professionals working with gamers of different ages and demographics to develop a 

deeper understanding of video game social dynamics. This information outlines the 

purpose of the study and provides a description of your involvement and rights as a 

participant.  

Please understand that the purpose of the study is to explore the prevalence rates of 

derogatory, racist, and discriminatory speech in video gaming lobbies and not to evaluate 

or judge participants‟ engagement with it within these online settings. The given 

examples of DRDS are in no way endorsed by the researcher. This research is meant to 

shed light on this type of speech in online settings. Respect for human rights, dignity, and 

diversity is of utmost importance to the researcher and a motivating factor in the 

development of this study.  Participation in this study will include:  

The following online survey is expected to take approximately 30 minutes to complete.  

Your participation is voluntary and can be discontinued at any time without penalty or 

bias. The results of this study may be published or otherwise reported at conferences, and 

employed to inform treatment practices or video game development companies, but 

participants‟ identities will in no way be revealed (data will be reported anonymously and 

bear no identifiers that could connect data to individual participants). To ensure 

confidentiality, the researcher‟s data file of compiled results will be kept in a password 

protected hard drive, and IP addresses will not be kept. Data will only be accessible by 

the researcher and his research supervisor, Kristen Newberry, PsyD. After the study, data 

will not be kept. There are no anticipated risks or benefits greater than those potentially 

encountered in daily life. Participants will view potentially distressing racist or 

derogatory comments that may occur in regular gaming experiences. Information gained 

from this study may serve to aid game development companies in regulative and 

educational practices, and the creation of more welcoming environments in their gaming 

communities. 

Upon request you may receive summary results from this study and copies of any 

publications that may occur. Please email the researcher, Sean Woodford, B.A., CADC at 

, to request results from this study. In the event that you have 

questions or require additional information, please contact the researcher at the email 

address listed above. 

If you have any concerns or questions before or during participation that have not been 

addressed by the researcher, you may contact the researcher‟s research supervisor [Dr. 

Kristen Newberry, PsyD; email: kcarneynewberry@nl.edu], the co-chairs of NLU‟s 

Institutional Research Board: Dr. Shaunti Knauth, Ph.D.; email: shaunti.knauth@nl.edu; 

phone: (312) 261-3526; or Dr. Christopher Rector; email: crector@nl.edu; phone: (312) 
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621-9650. Co-chairs are located at National Louis University, 122 South Michigan 

Avenue, Chicago, IL 60603.  

Thank you for your consideration.  

Consent: I understand that by checking „Yes” below, I am agreeing to participate in the 

study “Derogatory, Racist, and Discriminatory Speech (DRDS) in Video Gaming.” My 

participation will consist of the following activities:  

 Completion of an online survey taking approximately 30 minutes to complete.  

ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below. You may print a copy of 

this consent form for your records. Clicking on the “Agree” button indicates that: 

• You have read the above information 

• You voluntarily agree to participate  

•You are 18 years of age or older  

 

□ Agree 

 

□ Disagree 
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Appendix C: Study Survey 

Participant Survey 

The following questions are designed to gauge what your interactive experiences 

have been, particularly in video game lobbies. Please answer questions as openly 

and honestly as possible. Remember, responses are confidential and deidentified. 

 

Demographic/Preliminary Survey 

1. What is your age? 

 

o 18-24 years old 

o 25-34 years old 

o 35-44 years old 

o 45-54 years old 

o 55+ years old 

 

2. What is your Sex/Gender?  

o Male 

o Female 

o LGBTQ 

o  Other        

 

3. What is your ethnicity? 

 

o American Indian/Alaska Native 

o Asian 

o Black or African American 

o White/Caucasian 

o Hispanic/Latino 

o Multiracial 

o Other        

 

4. What is the highest level of education you have attained? 

 

o Some High School 

o High School GED 

o Certificate or Vocational Program 

o Some College 

o Associates Degree 

o Bachelor‟s Degree 

o Graduate Degree 

 

5. For how many years have you regularly played video games? 
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o 1 year or less 

o 2 to 4 years 

o 3 to 5 years 

o 6 to 9 years 

o 10 years or more 

 

6. Do you spend time playing with others online?  

 

o Yes 

o No 

 

7. How many hours per week do you spend playing video games?  

 

o Less than 1 hour 

o 1 - 3 hours 

o 4 – 6 hours 

o 7 to 9 hours 

o 10 hours or more 

 

 

8. What percentage of those hours are spent playing video games with others? 

 

o 0% 

o 25% 

o 50% 

o 75% 

o 100% 

 

9. Which game type do you play most frequently? (Check all that apply) 

 

□ First Person Shooters 

□ Role Playing Games 

□ MMORPGs 

□ Action Video Games 

□ Sport Games 

□ Racing Games 

□ Horror Games 

□ Simulation Games 

□ Mobile Games 

 

10. I portray some aspect(s) of my identity while playing online. (e.g. my accent, 

my gaming name, my profile picture) 

 

o Strongly Disagree 
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o Disagree 

o Neither Disagree nor Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

11.  Which type of communication do you primarily use while playing video 

games? 

 

o Voice Chat 

o Text Chat 

o Both Voice and Text Chat 

o Other      

 

DRDS Survey 

Video game players may interact with each other through voice and text. Please consider 

the following comments: 

*** 

“Nice play, fa**ot” 

“Oh you‟re black? I‟m going to shoot your n****r ass” 

“Quit using hacks, you dumb “n****r!” 

“Why would you do that, you f***ing retard?” 

“”Go kill yourself, you f***ing squeaker!” 

“Women can‟t coordinate for s**t” 

“Go back to Israel, you f***ing terrorist!” 

 

*Examples provided by video game players 

  

12. Have you experienced comments such as the ones above while playing video 

games online with others? 

 

o Yes 

o No 

 

 

13. How often have you experienced comments such as the ones above while 

playing video games online with others? 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 
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14. Have you experienced comments such as the ones above during your 

everyday life, outside of gaming? 

  

o Yes 

o No 

 

 

15. How often have you experienced comments such as the ones above during 

your everyday life, outside of gaming? 

  

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

 

16. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “these comments are 

similar to the ones I have experienced while playing video games online 

with others.” 
 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Neither Disagree nor Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

 

17. Do you witness comments between online gamers directed at any of the 

following? (Check all that apply)  

 

□ Race or Ethnicity 

□ National Origin or Citizenship Status 

□ Gender 

□ Sexual Orientation 

□ Age 

□ Disability Status 

□ None of the Above 

 

18. How often have you yourself said or written comments such as the ones 

above while playing video games? 

  

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 
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o Most of the Time 

 

19. How often have you yourself said or written comments such as the ones above 

during your everyday life outside of video games? 

  

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

20. How would you describe the sentiment of these types of comments? 

 

o Strongly Negative 

o Somewhat Negative 

o Neutral 

o Somewhat Positive 

o Strongly Positive 

 

 

21. Are comments such as these respectful towards the group(s) you previously 

identified?  

 

o Strongly Disrespectful 

o Disrespectful 

o Neutral 

o Respectful 

o Strongly Respectful 

 

22. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: These comments are 

insulting towards the group(s) you previously identified.  

 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Neither Disagree nor Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

23. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: These comments are 

humiliating towards the group(s) you previously identified.  

 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Neither Disagree nor Agree 

o Agree 
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o Strongly Agree 

 

24. Comments such as these state that the group(s) identified is (are):  

 

o Strongly Inferior 

o Inferior 

o Neither Superior nor Inferior 

o Superior 

o Strongly Superior 

 

25. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: These comments 

dehumanize the group(s) identified (e.g. by comparing them to an animal).  

 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Neither Disagree nor Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

26. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: These comments call 

for using violence against the group(s) identified.  

 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Neither Disagree nor Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

27. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: These comments call 

for the deliberate killing of a large group of people from the group (s) 

identified.  

 

o Strongly Disagree 

o Disagree 

o Neither Disagree nor Agree 

o Agree 

o Strongly Agree 

 

28. Are the comments you experience attacking or defending the group(s) you 

previously identified?  

 

o Strongly Defending 

o Defending 
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o Neither Defending nor Attacking 

o Attacking 

o Strongly Attacking 

 

During the past 12 months whilst gaming: 

 

 

29. How often has someone sent you an unwanted message propositioning you 

for sex? 

  

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

30. How often have you received an unwanted explicit sexual message or text? 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

31. How often have you received an unwanted message with a sexual comment? 

(e.g., “you make me aroused,” or “are you horny?”) 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

32. How often have you been sent an offensive sexist message? 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 
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33. How often have you felt pressured to share a naked picture of yourself with 

someone? 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

34. How often have you been sent an unwanted sext from someone? 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

35. How often has someone sent you an unwanted explicit photo of an intimate 

part of their body? (e.g., penis, breasts, etc.) 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

36. How often has someone communicated a negative comment about your 

gender or sexual orientation? (e.g., “get back to the kitchen,” or “you are so 

gay”) 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

37. How often have you been asked for any sexual favors? 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 
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38. How often have you received a private message from someone commenting 

on the way you look which made you feel uncomfortable? 

 

o Never 

o Once or Twice 

o Sometimes 

o Often 

o Most of the Time 

 

39. Thank you for participating in this study. As you were responding to the 

questions, what were some of the issues that kept coming to mind? Were there 

any ways that these questions might not be capturing the full reality of the 

issue? Any form of input is helpful.  
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Appendix D: Sample Demographics: Sex and Ethnicity 
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Appendix E: Sample Demographics: Age 
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