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Disruptive behaviors, such as intentional violations and verbal attacks,

frequently happen in multiplayer online games. However, few studies

have been conducted to empirically explore the antecedents to such

disruptive behaviors or the role of moral positioning in relation to such

behaviors. With 343 players of the game League of Legends, we tested

an integrated path model of the relationships among moral positioning

(i.e., preference for evil roles or characters in the game), aggression,

competitive motivation, and disruptive behaviors. The results showed

that moral positioning was affected by both aggression and competitive

motivation. The increase of moral positioning, in turn, enhanced the

degree of disruptive behavior. The theoretical and practical

implications of the study results are discussed.
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In online gaming, disruptive behaviors is a broad term that refers to antisocial behaviors such as malicious

cooperative denials, intentional violations, and verbal attacks, including insults hurled at other game

participants (Johansson, Verhagen, & Kou, 2015; Kou, Gui, Zhang, & Nardi, 2017). These behaviors

undermine voluntary cooperation and fair competition among the players and, thus, have been pointed out

as a major cause of discomfort to them, ruining their fun and immersion in the game, thereby seriously

hurting the game environment (Fragoso, 2015; Ladanyi & Doyle-Portillo, 2017).

As online games that require cooperation with one’s teammates and competition with one’s opponents have

become popular of late, concerns about disruptive behaviors have emerged as an issue on an industrial

scale. Particularly in the game called League of Legends, disruptive behaviors are perceived as a serious

threat to having a positive game experience (Griffiths, 2014; Seo & Kim, 2015). As such, the game managers

are currently strengthening the game's profanity detection algorithm, managing and punishing disruptive

behaviors through a tribunal system, and further operating an honor system in which players are

encouraged to exercise good manners and to follow the game’s rules (Kou & Nardi, 2013; Kwak, Blackburn,

& Han, 2015; League of Legends, 2016).

Disruptive behaviors encompass both flaming and trolling. Flaming is defined as a malicious accusation

and a verbal attack on one’s opponents (Hwang, Lee, Kim, Zo, & Ciganek, 2016; Moor, Heuvelman, &

Verleur, 2010). Flaming is reported to be caused by the motivation to exercise dominance over others or to

pursue success in the competition (Alonzo & Aiken, 2004), and by the propensity to commit verbal violence

(Chu, Choi, & Lee, 2013). Trolling, on the other hand, refers to a behavior that draws negative reactions

from other persons and compromises cooperation by repeating toxic behaviors that cause exhaustive

controversies or disruptions (Griffiths, 2014). Trolling is often done for the purpose of annoying and hurting
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other people (Binns, 2012; Coles & West, 2016), and is affected by a dominant competitive motivation

(Thacker & Griffiths, 2012). These behaviors exacerbate the negative social perception of game use through

the collapse of the gamers’ community; they damage the trust and unity between users and break the social

expectation that gaming is a form of social entertainment (Fragoso, 2015; Ladanyi & Doyle-Portillo, 2017).

In addition, such behaviors are likely to lead to social problems because their prevention can be difficult, as

they can occur more frequently and impulsively in games compared to criminal behaviors like score

manipulation, abuse of illegal programs, or hacking.

There are two major factors that influence disruptive behaviors: (a) aggression as an intrinsic propensity

and (b) competitive motivation as an extrinsic motivational factor. Aggression is an important predictor of

antisocial behavior (Jung, 2011; Olweus, 1979). It is a concept that includes all physical and psychological

attempts to harm others (Larson, 1992). A high level of aggression is associated with a preference for violent

games (Jeong, Biocca, & Bohil, 2012; Przybylski, Ryan, & Rigby, 2009) and can have antisocial

consequences (Eastin, 2007; J. M. Lee, Na, & Doh, 2016).

Competitive motivation is also a major factor affecting antisocial behavior in gaming. According to the uses

and gratifications theory (Blumler & Katz, 1974), users actively utilize media based on their expectations.

The detailed motivation affects the users’ media use and behavior patterns (Yee, 2006; Zhang, Tang, &

Leung, 2011). Billieux et al. (2013) reported that a player with a competitive motivation is highly concerned

with killing another player. Likewise, a player who seeks a competitive victory may become more

discontented and frustrated with the other players who are not skilled at team play than do those with other

types of motivation, and may thus exhibit antisocial behaviors (Eastin, 2007; Seo & Kim, 2015).

In most of the previous relevant studies, researchers have analyzed the effects of the aforementioned factors

on either flaming or trolling. These antisocial behaviors are associated with the player’s aggression as a

sadistic propensity (Buckels, Trapnell, & Paulhus, 2014; J. M. Lee et al., 2016), and are impulsively driven

by the psychological pressure to win the competition (Kou & Gui, 2014; Seo & Kim, 2015).

However, a tendency has developed to emphasize the influence of special environments and social contexts

in the interactions among game users (Aström, 2006; Sammut & Gaskell, 2010; Triberti, Villani, & Riva,

2015). An individual’s behaviors in regard to morality and disruption can be influenced not only by his or

her personal propensities but also by the moral choices that he or she makes in various social contexts.

Research that was recently initiated in this regard was on moral positioning (Kvarnlöf, 2018; Murzyn &

Valgaeren, 2016; Triberti et al., 2015). Moral positioning is the process whereby, in order to understand

the situation, an individual in a social conflict grants a moral identity to a subject based on his or her own

moral experience (Aström, 2006; Kvarnlöf, 2018). Individuals place themselves or others in the moral

position of being good, evil, or the victim, considering various environmental clues and contexts to

coordinate the social conflicts. Through this process, they become aware of their own behavioral objectives

and make decisions accordingly (Aström, 2006).

When applied to online gaming, moral positioning can be interpreted as the arbitrary identity or

moral/immoral preference taken by the player in the virtual competitive environment. In the context of

online games, evil moral positioning refers to an arbitrary moral identity, in which the player prefers an

evil narrative and selects an evil role or character, regardless of the player’s dispositional moral identity

(Gao, Weng, Zhou, & Yu, 2017). This evil moral positioning can be highly related to aggression and can

have a positive impact on disruptive behaviors (Happ, Melzer, & Steffgen, 2013), but its influence on the

player’s aggression varies depending on his or her moral propensity and the narrative context (e.g., killing

others for immoral reasons) in the selection of game characters (Gao et al., 2017). For instance, players who

assume the role of an evil character bully others or show aggressive behaviors, whereas those who assume

the role of a good character show sacrificial and devoted behaviors (Mahood & Hanus, 2017).
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Game moral positioning can be influenced by competitive motivation. Motivational factors leading to the

execution of specific behaviors can serve as important factors in the selection of a moral preference or

stance. Aggressive propensities are associated with the selection of evil characters in games (Murzyn &

Valgaeren, 2016). According to findings reported in a previous study, players with high levels of empathy

exhibit low levels of aggression (Triberti et al., 2015). In addition, players who are not sociable or who have

low levels of empathy prefer killer characters (Hodges & Buckley, 2018).

Competitive motivation can also affect the player’s moral positioning in a game. A player with a competitive

motivation puts more importance on the character’s function and performance than on the interpersonal

aspect when selecting a character (Lo, Lie, & Li, 2016). In particular, the player’s competitive motivation

stimulates his or her desire to accomplish the given task, thereby causing that player to prefer a behavior

that more directly drives victory, or a more aggressive behavior, and to select an aggressive character

(Gitter, Ewell, Guadagno, Stillman, & Baumeister, 2013). In short, players with high levels of aggression or

competitive motivation are highly likely to choose evil moral positioning.

There is still insufficient research on the causes of disruptive behaviors in online games. There have also

been few studies conducted to examine moral positioning in relation to disruptive behaviors in online games

in which both aggression and competitive motivation have been explored. As the damage caused by these

disruptive behaviors increases in relation to the online games that have recently been developed, and social

concern about this damage also increases, there is a growing need for multidisciplinary research to devise

policy measures for the industry to arrest such disruptive behaviors.

In this regard, in our study we explored the factors affecting disruptive behaviors in online games. We

examined the effects of aggression and competitive game motivation, and empirically verified the influence

of game moral positioning on disruptive behaviors. In particular, we investigated the influence of aggression

and competitive motivation on game moral positioning, and analyzed the influence of the three variables of

aggression, competitive motivation, and moral positioning on disruptive behaviors through a structural

equation model.

We formed the following hypotheses and raised the following research questions:

Hypothesis 1: As a player’s level of aggression increases, his or her disruptive behaviors will also

increase.

Hypothesis 2: As a player’s level of competitive motivation increases, his or her disruptive behaviors will

also increase.

Research question 1: How does a player’s moral positioning in a game affect his or her disruptive

behaviors when aggression and competitive motivation are controlled?

Research question 2: How do a player’s aggression and competitive motivation affect his or her moral

positioning in a game?

Method
League of Legends is a computer-based, multiuser online game that has been distributed globally and is a

top game in South Korea. A survey was conducted with 401 players recruited from League of Legends Inven

(lol.inven.co.kr) and League of Legends Hungryapp (leagueoflegends.hungryapp.co.kr), which are

the top two League of Legends communities in South Korea. Participants each received mobile culture

vouchers (valued at around US$3) as compensation for taking part in the study. The research procedures

and survey were approved by the Institutional Review Board of Konkuk University.

After excluding participants whose survey forms had values missing, we selected the data obtained from 343

study participants for analysis. They included 299 men (87.1%) and 44 women (12.9%), whose average age

was around 26 years (SD = 5.32). The average daily gaming time was 1.54 ho urs (SD = 54 minutes).
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Based on previous studies (C. S. Lee, 2003), we adopted six questions to assess disruptive behaviors (α =

.901). The items included the behaviors of curses and mockery (e.g., “I curse when I don’t like the playing

style of the other game users”) as well as intentional negligence and behavior that intentionally puts one’s

ally in danger (e.g., “I do not participate in the game or let my competitor kill my character to make the

other game users feel bad”).

In terms of competitive motivation, we used three items on advancement of competitive game skills (e.g., “I

play games to check my game skills and show off to others,” α = .887; Park & Song, 2010). To measure

aggression, we used the Short-Form Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire (Diamond, Wang, & Buffington-

Vollum, 2005). The scale has eight items designed to assess hostility, anger, and verbal and physical

aggression (e.g., “If somebody hits me, I hit back,” α = .913).

Finally, in terms of game moral positioning, we modified the scale used by Triberti et al. (2015). The five

items to indicate the degree of evil moral positioning included preference for evil roles and characters (e.g.,

“I tend to choose evil game roles” and “I prefer to make evil choices,” α = .908).

Results
Reliability and validity tests were performed for the multi-item measures. The reliability test results,

including Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE), are

summarized with the mean and standard deviation values in Table 1. Likewise, the correlation and

discriminant validity results for the constructs are shown in Table 2. All the scores were shown to be valid

for the model test (0.8 for CR and 0.5 for AVE; Chin, 1998).

To test the hypotheses and answer the research questions, we performed structural equation analysis, using

Amos 22.0. The model (see Figure 1) yielded valid indices for normed fit (NFI), comparative fit (CFI),

Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) as follows: NFI = .937,

CFI = .964, TLI = .956, and RMSEA = .059. The results show that both aggression and competitive

motivation significantly increased the degree of disruptive behavior (β = .490 and .174, respectively),

supporting Hypotheses 1 and 2. Moral positioning increased the players’ disruptive behaviors (β =

.225, p < .001). Both aggression (β = .310, p < .001) and competitive motivation (β = .150, p < .01)

substantively influenced moral positioning of players.

Table 1. Reliability and Discriminant Validity of Constructs

Note. CR = composite reliability, AVE = average variance extracted.
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Table 2. Correlations and Discriminant Validity Analysis

Note. The square root of average variance extracted is presented in bold in the diagonal cells for the

corresponding construct. ** p < .001.

Figure 1. Structural equation model. The coefficients are standardized. * p < .01, ** p < .001.

Discussion
The results show that moral positioning had a positive effect on players’ disruptive behavior. This implies

that the propensity to select a character designed to kill or harass others can stimulate antisocial behaviors

against the other game participants. This result is an empirical clue that the player’s moral position in the

specific circumstances of a virtual gaming world can affect his or her behavior.

Our results also demonstrate that players’ moral positioning was positively affected by aggression and

competitive motivation. This shows that the personal moral choices made in the specific context of a virtual

gaming world are closely related to the factors of the individual player’s temperament or media use

motivations. In competitive online games, in order to win the competition players are forced to engage

actively in the acquisition of kill scores or in the destruction of a base. In this process, aggressive reactions to

the other players are inevitable, and the players who are highly aggressive, and who devote themselves to

winning the competition, show a strong tendency to select an aggressive character who can contribute more

directly than other characters can to achieving a victory.

These study results provide important clues in predicting the relationship between players’ moral

positioning and disruptive behaviors in games. The evil moral positioning that occurs in a virtual

5© 2019 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved.



Lee, Jeong, Jeon

environment can sometimes be tolerated because of the play rules or gaming types. However, high levels of

aggression and excessive obsession with victory in competition can instigate disruptive behaviors against

the other game participants as the player becomes immersed in the evil identity of the characters in the

game.

Our results show that aggression had a positive effect on disruptive behaviors. This is consistent with the

results of previous research, which showed that user aggression may affect antisocial behaviors like trolling

or flaming (Eastin, 2007; J. M. Lee et al., 2016). Our result in the current study supports the fact that the

factors of a player’s temperament in the real world can influence greatly his or her actions in the online

environment and, especially, that the player’s disruptive behaviors increase as the level of aggression toward

others becomes higher.

We also found that the players’ competitive motivation had a positive effect on disruptive behaviors. This

result is in line with those of previous studies, in which it has been reported that the motivation of pursuing

success in a competition may induce verbal attacks (Chu et al., 2013), and that the excessive pursuit of

success in a competition can lead to aggressive behaviors (Seo & Kim, 2015). These results suggest that the

propensity to be excessively immersed in winning a competition can lead directly to the player hurling

accusations at the other players. Likewise, a player obsessed with victory can react more aggressively than

other players would to those on his or her own team who are adversely affecting the competition, such as a

fellow player who is poor at team play.

This study has some research implications. First, our findings confirm the influence of moral positioning on

disruptive behaviors in a game, which had not been examined much in the previous studies on online

games. The proposition that moral positioning in a game is affected by both aggression and competitive

motivation was also empirically tested in our study. Our results imply that studies in greater depth are

needed on the effects of players’ moral choices in the gaming context. Likewise, in the current study we

employed an integrated approach to an examination of in-game antisocial behaviors by using the concept of

disruptive behaviors. In most of the previous gaming studies the focus was on either flaming or trolling, but

these two behaviors go together frequently and are difficult to separate (Suh, 2012; Griffiths, 2014).

In addition, our results can provide game designers with practical ideas on how to prevent disruptive

behaviors. When designing malicious characters, for instance, game designers can devise various options to

prevent overreliance on evil roles. Specifically, they can try diverse mechanisms for issuing requests to

players to cooperate with friendly forces or respond to other objects. In the same vein, to meet players'

desire for victory in a competition, designers may consider providing a variety of modes to offer pleasure, or

they could design customized games with increased options and could mitigate the penalty for defeat in the

competition. These strategies may relieve the players of the psychological burden to defeat their enemies for

the victory of a single game, thereby helping reduce disruptive behaviors by calming the players’ frustration

and anxiety during the competition process.

This study has some limitations. First, we could not examine the causal relationship among the variables in

a cross-sectional study. In addition, more diverse variables could have been included. For example, when a

game is fun and interesting, this can reduce the burden of competition and, thus, there could have been

different effects of player aggression on disruptive behaviors. Likewise, moral disengagement could

moderate the effects of player motivations on disruptive behaviors. In future studies researchers may

consider these factors in a longitudinal setting to establish causality.
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