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ABSTRACT

Research in theareaofvideogameplayandsportspsychologyhassuggested that
specificstrategiesareoftenemployedbyplayerstojustifyaggressivebehaviourused
duringgameplay.Thepresentstudyinvestigatestherelationshipbetweengameplayand
moraldisengagementstrategiesinagroupof605adultswhoplayedviolentvideogames
orregularlyplayedcompetitivesports.Theresultssuggestthatsportsplayerswere
morelikelythanviolentgameplayerstoendorsemoraldisengagementstrategies.The
videogamersweremorelikelytouseaspecificsetofmoraldisengagementstrategies
(i.e., cognitive restructuring) than the other groups and this may be related to the
structuralcharacteristicsofvideogames.Thefindingsaddtorecentresearchexploring
themechanismsbywhichindividualsengageinaggressiveactsbothvirtuallyandin
real-lifesituations.Theresultsarediscussedinrelationtosimilarrelevantresearch
inthearea,alongwithrecommendationsforfutureresearch.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Therehasbeenmuchresearchexploringtheimpactofviolentcontentinvideogames
onyoungpeopleintermsofaggressivecognition,behaviour,andaffect(forreviews,
seeAnderson&Bushman,2002;Anderson,Anderson,Shibuyaetal.,2010;Ferguson
&Kilburn,2010;Hollingdale&Greitemeyer,2014).Recentresearchhassuggested
thattheelementofcompetitioninagame,ratherthantheviolentcontent,mayexplain
thenegativeeffectsofexposuretoviolentvideogames(Adachi&Willoughby,2011;
Waddell&Peng,2014).Inbothvirtualandreal-lifecompetitiveenvironments,thereis
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evidenceofaggression,cheating,anddisrespectininrelationtosportingenvironments
(e.g.,Boardley&Kavussani,2007;Corrion,Long,Smith&d’ArripeLougueville,
2009;Caliskan,2013).Inviolentvideogameplay(e.g.,Bastian,Jetten&Radke,2012;
Gabbiadini,Andrighetto&Volpato,2012,Gabbiadini,Riva,Andrighettoetal.,2014),
ithasbeenarguedthatplayersmayjustifyanysuchnegativebehaviour,andwhilethe
levelsofaggressionacrossthesetwosettingsmaynotbesimilarincontent,theycan
representaviolationofpersonalstandardsofacceptablebehaviour,andcancreatea
personaldilemmaforplayers.

Recentresearch(e.g.,Gabbiadini,Andrighetto&Volpato,2012,2014;Hartmann,
Krakowiak&Tsay-Vogel,2014;Richmond&Wilson,2008;Wangetal.,2017)has
explored the role that cognitive distortions (e.g., moral disengagement) may play
in making media violence more acceptable to individuals. The present study is
designedtobuildonthis,andtoexploreifBandura’s(1991,2001)TheoryofMoral
Disengagementprovidesausefulframeworkforunderstandingthewillingnessand
abilitytoengageinvirtualaggression,whilstcomparingthisprocesswithasimilar
process in a competitive real-life environment (i.e., with sports players). Moral
disengagement (MD) may therefore be seen as a cognitive mechanism facilitating
gamerstoactaggressivelyingamesettings,butmayalsobeassociatedwithareduction
inconcernforvictimsofsuchacts.Moraldisengagementandmoralconsiderations
arekeyelementsofBandura’s(1991)SocialCognitiveTheoryofMoralThoughtand
Action.Theconceptofmoraldisengagementreferstoasetofcognitivemechanisms
thatarepartofaself-regulatoryinternalprocess.Thesepsychosocialprocessesare
believedtoinhibitmoralstandardsandpreventonefromengaginginbehaviourthat
iscontrarytoone’smoralbehaviourstandards.

Moral Disengagement
Moralstandards,moralemotions,moralidentity,andmoraljustificationsareimportant
in understanding behaviours that involve aggression towards others (Perren &
Gutzwiller-Helfeninger,2012;Teng,Nie,Guo&Yanling,2017).Researchindicates
that individuals report experiencing guilt and unease when encountering virtual
violence(Weaver&Lewis,2012),whichissimilar tothefeelingsindividualsmay
experiencewhentheywitnessreallifeviolence.Bandura’sSocialCognitiveTheoryof
HumanAgency(1991,1996)arguesthatmoralstandardsarepartofaself-regulatory
processthatensuresindividualsevaluateanyintendedbehaviourintermsofpotential
consequencesforindividuals.Moralstandardsarethereforekeyelementsofthetheory
andanyviolationofthesestandardsresultsinfeelings(ofguilt)whichcanprevent
theintendedbehaviourfromoccurring.Thetheoryalsoarguesthatadisinhibitory
socialcognitiveprocesscanbeemployedmakingiteasierfor individuals toact in
negative ways, as individuals are freed from censure and potential guilt (Hymel,
Rocke-Henderson&Bonanno,2005).AccordingtoBandura(1991;2001),cognitive
mechanismscanbeselectivelyactivatedtoescapeself-evaluationsandself-sanctions,
andcanexplainhowindividualswillcommitactsthatviolatetheirinternalstandards
butalsoexplainsthemethodsthatindividualsusetojustifysuchacts.
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ThereareeightmechanismsofmoraldisengagementoutlinedbyBandura(2002)
whichinvolve“cognitiverestructuringofinhumaneconductintoabenignorworthy
behaviour”(p.101).Thesearemoraljustification(justifyingone’sbehaviourasserving
societal worthy and moral purpose), euphemistic language (using language that
sanitizesharmfulbehaviour),advantageouscomparison(comparingone’sownharmful
conductwithmoreharmfulacts),displacementofresponsibility(ascribingblamefor
damagetootheragents),diffusionofresponsibility(minimizingone’sroleinharm),
misrepresentationofharm(distorting,minimizing,ordisbelievinganyharmfuleffects),
ascriptionofblame(blamingvictimforownplight),anddehumanization(stripping
individuals of human qualities). Some researchers suggest that these mechanisms
can be further categorised into four main categories: (i) cognitive restructuring,
(ii) minimizing of one’s own agentive role, (iii) disregarding/distorting negative
impactofharmfulbehaviour,and(iv)blamingordehumanizingofvictims(Hymel,
Rocke-Henderson & Bonanno, 2005). Bandura (2001) suggests these eight social-
cognitivemechanismsworkbydisengagingindividualsfromtheirpersonalagency.
Individualsendorsinghighlevelsofmoraldisengagementaremorelikelytosupport
theuseofviolenceand toengage inaggressivebehaviour themselves (McAllister,
Bandura&Owen,2006;Pacielloetal.,2008).Researchexploringthedevelopment
ofMDinadolescencehasindicatedanassociationbetweenearlyrejectingparenting,
neighbourhoodimpoverishment,andchildempathyandsubsequentMDlevels(Hyde,
Shaw,Moilenan,2010),andapossibleroleofMDasamediatorofmoral identity
(Tengetal.,2017).

Virtual Victims and Moral Disengagement
Asmoraldisengagement(MD)isamechanismthatallowsindividualstoactinways
that violate their personal standards, researchers are interested in the role of such
strategiesinviolentvideogaming.Exposuretoviolentvideogameshasbeenarguedto
leadtohigherlevelsofmoraldisengagementforviolentgameplayersincomparison
tonon-gamers(Gabbiadinietal.,2012)whilelong-termviolentgameplayhasbeen
associatedwithhigherlevelsofreportingmoraldisengagement(Tengetal.,2017).

Researchers argue that moral choices are now used as central plot devices in
videogamesandmoraldecisions invideogameslargelyplayout thesamewaythat
moraljudgementsinreal-worldinteractionsoccur(Sicart,2009;Shafer,2012;Weaver
&Lewis,2012).Toallowfullimmersioninvideogames,itisarguedthatplayersmust
beabletodisengagefromtheviolenceinthegame,andthatgameimmersioncanbe
facilitatedbyin-gamecues(Klimmt,2006;Hartmann&Vorderer,2010).Inparticular,
videogamenarrativesmaybecentraltothisprocessandcanallowgamerstobelieve
theyarefightingforjustice(Hartmannetal.,2014).Gamersoftenrelyonanarrative
withinagamethatlegitimizesthemasmorallycorrectandwillreportlowerlevelsof
guiltiftheybelievetheviolenceisjustified(Cristofari&Guilton,2014;Hartmann
etal.,2010;Smith,Lachlan&Tamborini,2003).

Gameimmersionhasbeenfoundtobeanelementofsignificantvaluetogamers
(Hussain & Griffiths, 2008; Ivory & Magee, 2009; King, et al., 2010; Wood,
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Griffiths,Chappell&Davies,2004).Ithasbeenarguedthattheabilitytoidentify
withacharacterandtodevelopanattachmenttowardscharactersallowsforgreater
immersion in videogame play (Anderson et al., 2010; Fischer, Kastenmuller, &
Greitemeyer,2010;King,Delfabbro&Griffiths,2010;Konijn,Bijvank,&Bushman,
2007).WeaverandLewis(2012)havesuggestedthatplayersrespondtocharacters
ingamesas if theywere real,withplayers reportingguiltwhen theyacted inan
antisocialwaytowardsgamecharacters.Here, itcouldbearguedthatgamersare
identifyingwithcharacters inasimilarway tohowtheyrespond in real life.Lin
(2011)foundthatgamersreporthigherlevelsofguiltaftershootingvirtualhumans
invideogames,thaniftheyshootmonsters.

Enemieswithinvideogamesareoftenportrayedinspecificwaysthatmakethem
appear less human (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010) or portrayed as holding morally
inacceptablepositions(Klimmtetal.,2006).Bastianetal.(2012)suggestviolencein
videogamescanbemorepowerfulthaninotherformsofmediaduetotheinteractive
naturewhichleadstoindividualsidentifyingwiththeviolenceandtakingresponsibility
for virtual aggression. Research also indicates players’ report guilty feelings and
negative affect after making antisocial choices within videogames (Cristofari &
Guilton, 2012; Hartmann, Toz & Brandon, 2010; Lin, 2011). This is particularly
relevantinthelightofresearchindicatingthatgamersoftentreatvideogameviolence
inasimilarwaytoreal-worldviolence(Weaver&Lewis,2012),orusereal-world
strategiesingamingandfeelpersonallyresponsiblefortheactionstakenwithingaming
(Hartmann&Vorderer,2010;Jetten&Radke,2012).WeaverandLewis(2012)coded
moralchoices(social,antisocial,orneutral)madebyadultgamersduringvideogame
playandsuggestedthatmostplayersavoidedantisocialchoiceswhileplaying,which
they suggestedwasdue toengagement inmoralconsiderations.Players that chose
antisocial play reported more guilt than those who behaved morally. Interestingly,
researchhasindicatedthatreporteddistressafteraggressivevideogameplayismore
significantfornoviceplayersthanforlong-termplayers(Gollwitzer&Mezler,2012).

Incontrast,someresearchersarguegamerswillmakeamakeconsciousdecision
toseparatevirtualviolencefromreal-lifeviolence.Bosche(2009)arguesthatviolent
videogameplay isperceivedbygamersasharmlessactingoutofplayful fighting,
and not as serious as real aggression. In the research, 50 male gamers’ reaction
times were measured while playing videogames, where they were required to act
aggressivelyorprosociallytowardsgamecharacters.Findingsindicatednoinhibition
of aggressive behaviour in reaction times, and if players had been upset and/or
disturbedbytheaggression,theirreactiontimesshouldbelower.However,thereare
somemethodologicalproblemsinthestudyrelatedtotheuseofavideogamewhich
maynotbeclassifiedasaviolentgameandthefactthatparticipantswerenotregular
videogameplayers.

Moral Disengagement and Sports
Researchbysportspsychologistshasindicatedthatmoraldisengagementstrategiesmay
beakeyconsiderationintheuseofaggressiveorantisocialbehaviourinthesporting
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arena(Boardley&Kavussanu,2007;Corrion,Long,Smith&d’ArripeLougueville,
2009;Long,Pantaleon,Bruant&d’Arripe-Longueville,2006).Researcherssuggest
thatsuchjustificationstakingplaceinsportsmayhaveimplicationsforthefrequency
ofathletes’antisocialbehaviour(Boardley&Kavussanu,2007).SportMDhasbeen
foundtobepositivelyassociatedwithantisocialbehaviourssuchastryingtoinjure
opponentsandbreakingtherulesofthegame,andnegativelyassociatedwithprosocial
behaviourssuchashelpinginjuredopponentsandcongratulatingopponentsforgood
play (Corrionetal.,2009). Ina studyof803youth-sportparticipants,nearly10%
admitted cheating,13%admitted trying to injureopponents, 31%hadarguedwith
officials, and 13% had made fun of less-skilled teammates (Shields et al., 2005).
Lucidi,Zelli,Malliaetal(2006)alsoexaminedtheassociationbetweenoverallmoral
disengagementandtheuseofdopingsubstancesinphysicalactivity.Findingsshow
sportsplayersusingstrategiessuchasdiffusionofresponsibility(Longetal.,2006),
minimizingtransgressions(Corrion,2009),anddisplacementoffault(Corrion,2009).
Thesestrategieshavebeenfoundtobemorecommoninmalesportsplayersandfor
ratestoincreasewiththeageofthesportsplayer(Boardley&Kavussanu,2007).

According to Game Reasoning Theory (Bredemeier & Sheilds, 1986), a sport
contextdiffersfromeverydaylifecontextsintermsofconstraintsofspace,rules,time,
andvalues.Thesedifferencesareassumedtomodifyusualmoralreasoningstructures
towardbeingmoreself-centredbecauseofthestakesofsport(Corrion,etal.,2009).
Withinviolentgaming,itcanbearguedthatMDcanaffectgamers’attitudestowards
victimsas theprimaryaim is to scorepoints andwin,oftenat the expenseof the
othercharactersoropponents.Here, theuseofaggressionandstrategies thathelp
toactaggressively,appeartobeanobviouschoiceforgamers.Inrelationtosports
play, therearesimilarmotivationsforengaging inbehaviour that iscontrary toan
individual’sownstandardsforappropriatebehaviour.

BoardleyandKavassanu(2007)arguethatamongteamsportsplayers,thepressure
toengage inantisocialbehaviour relates toextensivecompetition for teamplaces.
The message given is to succeed at all costs, and that incapacitating players from
other teamsoften leads to anadvantage toplayers’own teams.Thismessagemay
thenbefurtherreinforcedbecauseplayersareusuallyevaluatedontheoutcomeof
theirperformance rather than theperformance theyused toget to theoutcome. In
relation to teamplay invideogames,Klimmtetal. (2006) reportedviolentgamers
donotreportguiltwhenengaginginvirtualviolencewhichiscompletedaspartofa
team.Theyarguedthatinteam/cooperativegameplay,moralreasoningdoesnottake
placetothesameextentaswhenplayingalone.Inasingle-playersituation,narrative
issuesandtheprocessofidentificationwithmorallyacceptablerolesisofparamount
importancetogamers.Inthemultiplayer/teamenvironment,thisislessimportantto
gamersthaniftheteamisgoodorevil.

Research has suggested cooperative game play reduces aggressive cognitions
(Schmierbach,2010)andincreasesprosocialbehaviour(Sheese&Graziano,2005;
CrouseWaddell&Peng,2014;Peng&Hsieh,2012).Bastian,JettenandRadke(2012)
furtherexploredtheimpactofcooperativeplayongamers’attitudestowardsothers
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gamers.Intheirstudy,undergraduatestudents(n=38)playedaviolent(first-person
shooter)gameoranon-violentvideogamewithanotherpersonandagainstcomputer-
generatedprogrammedavatarsforashortperiodoftime(20minutes).Inrelationto
Self-PerceptionTheory(Bem,1972),theauthors’considerediftheaggressiveplayled
tooneviewingoneselfaslesshuman,asself-perceptionisguidedbyovertbehaviour.
Theresultssuggestedthatplayersreducedtheirperceptionofothers’humannessif
theywerethetargetsofourviolence,butnotiftheywereplayingcooperatively.In
thissense,individualsdonotappeartodehumaniseotherindividualswhenplaying
cooperatively,orthosewhoarepartofourteam.Bastianetal.(2012)furtherargued
that dehumanization may not occur for others if they perceived that they were
supportingtheirowngoals.

Dehumanization refers to the process of denying humanness to a person, and
Bastian et al. (2012) argue “dehumanization oils the wheels of aggression and
violence against others” (p. 486), while Haslam, Loughnan, Reynolds and Wilson
(2007)suggestthatdehumanizationcanenableanddisinhibitviolentacts(andmay
be of relevance within the study of violent videogames). Research indicates that
individualsthatprovokeothersinreallifemaybeviewedaslesshuman(Greitemyer
& McLatchie, 2011). However, it may be of real interest to consider those that
provokeothersonlineorinvideogames.Playingviolentvideogameshasbeenfound
toleadtoincreaseddehumanizationofothers,butnotofoneself.Inanexperiment
byGretimeyerandMcLatchie(2011),participants(n=40)playedviolent,neutral,
orprosocialvideogamesand thenmadeattributionsofpositivehumanqualitiesof
others.Playingviolentvideogameswasassociatedwithfewerattributesofpositive
humanuniquequalities inothers.Theresearchersarguedthatbydenyinguniquely
human qualities to others, it made it possible to perceive the other individuals as
havinglesshumanlikequalities.

In terms of moral disengagement strategies, it may be that group decision-
making in cooperative play can facilitate aggressive behaviour by virtue of the
responsibilitybeingshiftedto thecollectiveasopposedto individuals.Ithasbeen
demonstratedthatindividualshaveanincreasedlikelihoodtobehavemorecruellyin
agroupasopposedtowhentheyarealone(Haslam,2006),possiblyduetovarious
psychologicalprocessessuchasdiffusionofresponsibility(Darley&Latane,1969)or
deindividuation(Zimbardo,1969).Inrelationtoviolentgaming,Klimmtetal.(2006)
arguedthatgamersreportedlessguiltornegativeaffectiftheyplayedwithinateam
situation,comparedtoplayingalone.Thesefindingsmayberelatedtothediffusion
ofresponsibilityattributedtothegroupratherthantoindividualsthemselves.

Playing violent videogames has been argued to be associated with negative
viewsofselfandothers,withplayerswithinagameplaysituationmorelikelytobe
dehumanised(Greitemyer&McLatchie,2011;Hartmann&Vorderer,2010),while
Bastianetal.(2012)foundthatviolentgamingledtoareducedviewofoneselfas
possessingpositivehumanqualities.Althoughthesamplepredominantlycomprised
femaleundergraduateparticipants,theresearcherscontrolledforgender.Thissuggests
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thatdehumanization,asaformofmoraldisengagement,ofotherindividuals,groups,
andofvirtualcharacters,isassociatedwithgaming,althoughtheroleofcooperation
and team play may impact on any effect. Videogames and many sports contain a
significantof competitionandvarying levelsofgamecooperationand thepresent
studywasdesigned toexploremoraldisengagement strategiesusedby individuals
whoregularlyengageincompetitivegames.

Moderators of Moral Disengagement
Instudyingtheimpactofvariablesonbehaviour,researchersareofteninterestedin
theimpactofbothsituationalandindividualfactorsinthisrelationshipandtheextent
towhichthesefactorsmayactasmoderatorsofanyeffectobserved.Whilethereisa
growingbodyofresearchexploringtheeffectsofmoraldisengagementonbehaviour,
thereisinaddition,researchontherelationshipbetweenindividualfactors(traitssuch
asempathy,moralidentity,gender,cultureandage),andsituationalfactorssuchas
videogameexposure.

Researchhassuggestedthatatdifferentstagesofdevelopmentmoraldisengagement
andmoralsaliencecandiffer(Hymel,Rocke-Henderson&Bonanno,2005;Weaver
& Lewis, 2012). Cultural differences have been argued to play a role in moral
disengagement levelsatapublicandprivate level (Brewer&Chen,2007;Tenget
al,2017).Intermsofindividualfactors,individualswithstrongerempathetictraits
havereportedfeelinghigherlevelsofguiltaboutharmingcharactersinvideogames
(Hartman,TozandBrandon,20120;Hartmann&Vorderer,2010;Lin2010,2011)
whilehighermoral identitymaydecreasemoraldisengagement, evenafterviolent
videogameexposure(Tangetal,2017).

Bandura (2002) argued that personality characteristics in relation to moral
disengagementmaydifferaccordingtoindividualpersonalitycharacteristics.Here,
highmoraldisengagersarelesslikelytoengageinprosocialbehaviourandreportless
guiltyfeelingsoveranydetrimentalconductengagedin.Banduraarguesthatbothof
theseindividualtendenciesmaylessentherestraintsindividualsfeeloveractingin
anaggressivemanner.However,Schafer(2012)arguesmoraldisengagementdoesnot
makeviolentgamingmoreenjoyableandindividualswithhighMDarethosethatare
simplymorelikelytochooseeviloptionswithintheirgameplay.

The Present Study
Thepresentstudyextendstheresearchonmoraldisengagementstrategiesandcompares
gamers’ strategies with those who play competitive sports. Festinger’s theory of
cognitivedissonance(1951)canexplainthedifficultiesindividualsexperiencewhen
theyareinvolvedinbehaviourthatiscontrarytotheirinternalmoralsandattitudes.
Thetheoryarguesthatindividualsexperienceanxietyiftheirbehaviourdoesnotmatch
theirattitudes,andthiscanberelatedtothebehaviourofactingaggressively(even
invirtualenvironments).Theoptionfortheindividualistoexperiencetheanxiety
ordissonanceortoaltertheirbehaviourorcognitiontoalleviatesuchanxiety.The
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theoryofMDallowsforaconsiderationofmoralmanagementmethodsthatgamers
mayuse to reducedissonancebetween their understandingsofmorally acceptable
behaviourandtofacilitatethemtousebehaviourthatiscontrarytotheirunderstanding
ofacceptablebehaviour.

There have been significant gender differences reported in relation to moral
disengagement (Gabbiadini, 2012; Teng et al., 2017) with males at various
developmentalstagesreportinghigherlevelsofmoraldisengagement,thanfemales.
Intermsofgaming,previousresearchhashighlightedtheroleofgaminginfemale
gamer’s lives and the possible growth in interest in gaming for females (Lewis &
Griffiths2011;McLean&Griffiths2013).More recent researchhas explored the
experienceoffemalegamersplayingonlinevideogames(McLean&Griffiths,2018)
andthepresentstudywasinterestedinexploringdifferencesthatmayexistbetween
maleandfemalegamersintermsofstrategiesusedinthisarea.Usingtheliterature
outlined,thepresentstudyteststhreehypotheses:

H1: It was hypothesised that there would be significant differences between
three groups of participants (violent videogame gamers, sports people, and
controlsthatneitherplayviolentvideogamesorcompetitivesports)onmoral
disengagement (MD) scores, with gamers and sports people scoring higher
thancontrols.Itwasalsohypothesisedthatnodifferencewouldbeobserved
betweenthesportspeopleandtheviolentgamersintermsofMDscores,based
onresearchindicatingtheuseofthesemoralmanagementstrategiesinboth
oftheparticipantgroups.

H2: It was hypothesised that violent gamers would be more likely to use the
dehumanizationandminimizingofone’sownactionstrategies,basedonprevious
researchinthefieldofviolentvideogaming.King,etal.(2010)notethatoneof
thedifficultieswithdoingresearchintheareaofvideogames,isthatgamerscan
bequitedefensiveabouttheirgameplayhabits,duetoamistrustandathreatened
feelingaboutpsychologicalresearch.Thiscanoftenleadtogamersconsciously
orunconsciouslyunderestimatingtheimpactofgamingonothers.

H3: It was hypothesised that male gamers would report more MD than female
gamers, due to decreased empathy and higher levels of identification with
game characters. Coulomb-Cabango and Rascale (2006) argued that there is
greaterreinforcementofharmfulbehaviourinmalescomparedtofemalesdue
toestablishedviewsofmasculinitythatexplainwhyinsportsmalestransgress
more often females (Boardley & Kavassau, 2011). A similar argument has
been proposed by researchers asserting that the gender differences reported
invideogameresearchmayberelatedto(i)socializationfactors(i.e.,females
notbeingsociallyrewardedforplayingvideogamesinthesamewayasmales)
(Griffiths,1993),and(ii)thefactthatvideogameshavetypicallybeendesigned
bymalesforothermalegamers(Griffiths,1993;Krahe&Moller,2004;Olson,
Kutner,Baer,Beresinetal.,2009).
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MeTHoD

Participants
The sample comprised 605 undergraduate students from a third-level college in
Dublin, Ireland (305 females and 300 males). The survey was advertised online
withinthecollege,wherearequestwasmadeformalesandfemalestoparticipatein
ananonymoussurvey.Thestudentswerealsoapproachedduringclassanddirected
totheonlinesurvey.Theparticipantswereagedbetween17yearsand60years(mean
=23.6years;SD=8.1years).

Materials
All materials were in the form of self-report questions and scales. The following
measureswereused to exploremoraldisengagement andvideogameand/or sports
playinghabits.

Moral Disengagement Scale

TheMoralDisengagementScale(Bandura,1999)wasdesignedtoassesslevelsof
MD.TheMDScale isa32-itemscale thatasksparticipants to rate theiropinion
of32statementsona5-pointLikert scale.The items in thescalecanbeseen to
be related to eight main subscales, the mechanisms of MD. Table 1 outlines the
mechanismsofmoral justification and the items in the scale related to the eight
mechanisms.Theinitial32-itemMoralDisengagementScale(Bandura,1999)was
designedforusewithchildrenandyoungpeopleandthequestionnairewasadapted
forusewithdifferentadult(Smith&Wood,2006)andchild/adolescentpopulations
(Ponari&Wood,2010;Richmond&Wilson,2008).Forthecurrentstudy,thescale
wasadapted forusewithayoungadultandadultpopulation,with somecultural
differencesnotedfollowingapilotadministrationoftheoriginalquestionnairetoa
smallsampleofadults(n=30).Followingthepilot,thequestionnairewasadapted
slightlyforthepresentstudy.

Revision of the Moral Disengagement Scale for the Present Study

The revisions in the questionnaire were designed to ensure that items were
developmentallyappropriate.Thewords“kid”and“child”werechanged in the
current study to ensure the questions were applicable to the adult population.
Eight very slight revisions were made to these words on Items 4, 5, 8, 12, 13,
14,20,21,24.Four itemswhich referreddirectly tochildrenwere retained for
thecurrentstudy(Items21,29,30,32)astheitemsreferreddirectlytochildlike
behaviours.Changeswerealsomadetothreeitemstoensuretheirrelevancetothe
participants,“obnoxiousclassmates”wasalteredto“someonewhoisobnoxious”
(Item10),“worm”waschangedto“fool”(Item15)and“classmate”waschanged
to“someone”(Item19).The32itemstatementswerescoredona1to5scale(1
=stronglydisagree;5=stronglyagree).Higherscoresindicatedahigher level
ofMD.Cronbach’salphawas.87forthepresentscale.
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Demographic Questionnaire

Atthestartofthesurvey,participantswereaskedtoindicatetheirageandgender.
After completing theMDscale, theywereasked if theyplayedcompetitive sports
formore thanonehour-per-week,or if theyplayedvideogames formore than two
hours-per-week.Thiscriterionwasrelevantasindividualswhowereplayingsportsfor
morethanonehourperweekwouldbelikelytobeplayingregularlywithinleagues
andcompetitions,particularlywithinteamsports.Thetwo-hourcriterionforplaying
videogameswasusedtoensurethatparticipantswereplayingcompetitivevideogames
onaregularbasis.Ifparticipantsplayedvideogames,theywerethenaskedtoindicate
the types of game they played (i.e., sports, war/fighting, shooting, puzzle, other,
exercise,role-play,adventure,racing).Whenparticipantsindicatedthattheyplayed
war/fightingorshootinggames,theywereclassifiedascompetitivevideogameplayers.
Participantswhoclaimed that theymetbothcriteriaofplayingcompetitive sports
andvideogameswereexcludedfromthedata.Thefinalgamersamplecomprised192
participants,thesportssamplecomprised185participants,andthecomparisongroup
comprised228participants.

Procedure
Participants were approached within class time and asked to complete the online
questionnaireandinformedthiswouldtakeapproximately8-10minutes.Thestudents
wereenrolledinHumanities,BusinessInformationTechnology,SportsManagement
andComputerSciencecourses,andsixteendifferentclasseswereapproached.Students
were informed that their participation was voluntary and that all information was
confidential.Allparticipantswerethankedattheendandgivenauniqueidentification
numberthattheywereinformedtheycouldusethisnumbertowithdrawtheirresults
fromthestudywithinthenextsixmonths.

Research Design and Statistical Analysis
The present study comprised a cross-sectional survey study using a convenience
sample. The statistical analyses comprised a one-way between-groups ANOVA to
exploretheimpactofviolentvideogameplayonMoralDisengagement(MD)scores
(forH1).Post-hocmrancomparisonsusingtheTukeyHSDtestwerealsoconducted
(forH2).Aone-waybetween-groupsANOVAwasconductedtoexploretheimpact
ofgamer/sports/controlsonlevelsofMD,asmeasuredbytheMoralDisengagement
Scale(forH3).Thefemaleandmaleparticipantswerecomparedseparatelyasanalysis
(two-wayANOVA)revealedasignificantinteractioneffectforgenderandMDscores.

ReSULTS

Moral Disengagement Scores (H1)
TherewasastatisticallysignificantdifferenceinMDscoresforthethreegroupson
totalMoralDisengagementScale[F(2,602)=7.86,p <0.001],cognitiverestructuring
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[F(2,602)=12.12,p<0.001],minimizingone’srole[F(2,602)=4.82,p=.008],
anddisregardingnegativeimpactofone’sbehavioursubscale[F(2,602)=3.05,p=
.022](seeTable1).

Violent Video Game Players (H2)
Post-hoccomparisonsusingtheTukeyHSDtestindicatedthatmeanscoresforviolent
videogameplayersandsportsplayersweresignificantlydifferentfromthecontrolson
totalMDscores(p=0.32),andcognitiverestructuringscales(p<0.0001).Inrelation
tominimizingone’srolesubscale,themeanscoreforviolentvideogameplayers(M
=18.05,SD=4.55)wassignificantlydifferentfromthesportsplayers(M=19.57,
SD=5.0),(p=0.008).Meanscoresforsportsplayers(M=8.54,SD=2.93)was
significantlydifferentfromthecontrols(M=7.89,SD=2.32)onthedisregarding
negativeimpactofone’sbehavioursubscale(p=0.26).

Gender Differences (H3)
Thesportsplayersinboththemaleandfemalegroupswerefoundtohavethehighest
levelsofMD,intermsof totalMDandinthefourcategoriesofMDmechanisms.
Table2outlines themean scores for all participants in totalmoral disengagement

Table 1. Mean moral disengagement scores for violent video game players, sports people, and controls

Violent Video Game 
(n = 192)

Sports Players 
(n = 185)

Control 
(n = 228)

TotalMoral
Disengagement 69.9(SD=15.43) 72.14(SD=16.34) 66.2(SD=14.62)

Cognitiverestructuring 27.42(SD=6.88) 27.35(SD=7.65) 24.5(SD=6.51)

Minimizeone’srole 18.05(SD=4.55) 19.57(SD=5.0) 18.47(SD=5.09)

Disregardnegativeimpact 8.42(SD=2.49) 8.54(SD=2.93) 7.89(SD=2.32)

Blamedehumanisevictim 16.02(SD=4.76) 16.67(SD=4.78) 15.35(SD=4.2)

Table 2. Mean and standard deviation of moral disengagement scores for males and females

Female 
Gamers 
(n = 72)

Female 
Sports 

(n = 84)

Female 
Controls 
(n = 149)

Male 
Gamers 
(n = 120)

Male 
Sports 

(n = 101)

Male 
Controls 
(n = 79)

Totalmoral
disengagement

64.15
SD(14.96)

67.10
SD(13.53)

65.81
SD(14.02)

73.36
SD(14.7)

76.32
SD(17.34)

66.92
SD(15.76)

Cognitive
restructuring

24.47
SD(6.24)

24.64
SD(5.5)

23.95
SD(5.86)

29.19
SD(6.66) 29.6SD(8.43) 25.53

SD(7.51)

Minimizeone’s
agentiverole

17.68
SD(4.87)

19.25
SD(4.96)

19.02
SD(5.22)

18.27
SD(4.36)

19.83
SD(5.04)

17.42
SD(4.71)

Disregard/distort
negativeimpactof
harmfulbehavior

7.86SD(2.38) 7.87
SD(2.22)

7.79
SD(2.18)

8.75
SD(2.51) 9.09SD(3.32) 8.06SD(2.56)

Blame/dehumanize
victims

14.14
SD(4.27)

15.34
SD(4.34)

15.04
SD(4.14)

17.14
SD(4.7)

17.78
SD(4.86)

15.91
SD(4.27)
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andthefourcategoriesofmoraldisengagementmechanisms.Therewasastatistically
significantdifferenceintotalMDscoresforthethreegroupsofmaleparticipants[F
(2,297)=7.9,p=.001],forcognitiverestructuringsubscale[F(2,297)=7.7,p=
.001],minimizingonesagentiverolesubscale[F(2,297)=6.27,p=.002],disregard
negative impact of behaviour subscale [F(2,297) = 3.02, p = .05], and in blame/
dehumanizing victims subscale. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test
indicatedthatthemeanscoreforcontrolswassignificantlydifferentfromthesports
playersontotalMDscores(p<0.0001),minimizingone’sagentiverolescores(p=
0.06),disregardnegativeimpact(p=0.02),anddehumanizingvictim’ssubscales(p
=0.02).On thecognitiverestructuringsubscale, themeanscoreformalecontrols
(M=25.53,SD=7.51)wassignificantlydifferentfromthemalegamer(M=29.19,
SD=6.66)scores(p=0.003).Theanalysisoffemalescoresrevealedthattherewas
notastatisticallysignificantdifferenceintotalMDscoresingamer/sportsorcontrol
groups,orintheanalysisofscoresonthefourcategoriesofMDmechanisms.

DISCUSSIoN

Thepresentstudyexploredthemoraldisengagementstrategiesadoptedbyindividuals
who play violent videogames, and compared these strategies to those adapted by
playersofother competitivegames, in the formof competitive sportingactivities.
Aspredicted,thevideogameplayersandsportsplayersbothexpressedhigherMD
scores than individuals who did not play competitive games, although the sports
playersoverallwerefoundtobemorelikelytoendorseMDstrategiesthantheviolent
videogameplayersinexplainingaggressiveacts.Theresearchwasalsodesignedto
exploregenderdifferencesandspecificallytoidentifyanygenderdifferencesinthe
MDstrategiesusedandisthefirsttoexplorealargesampleoffemaleviolentgamers
andrelatedmoraldisengagement. Internationalevidence indicates that thenumber
of females involved in video gaming is increasing, with Entertainment Software 
Association(2018)reportingthatfemalesnowrepresent45%ofUSgamers.Within
thiscontext,thereisaneedtoexploretheexperiencesofthisgroupofgamersindetail.
Researchonfemalegamerswhopredominantlyplayviolentvideogamessuggeststhat
theyvaluetheirgamingandthecompetitiveandsocialelementsofgaming(McLean
&Griffiths,2013c).

In the present study, it was hypothesised that female gamers would use moral
disengagementstrategiestoalesserextentthanthemalegamersandthiswassupported
(withfemalegamerslesslikelytousethesestrategiesthanmalegamers).Whilethere
waslittledifferenceinmeanscoresforthefemalesamplesacrossthethreegroups,
similar to the male scores, the female sports players were more likely to endorse
allofthestrategiesthanthefemalegamersorcontrolgroup.Previousresearchhas
suggested that femalegamersmaydevelop less identificationwith characters than
malegamersinvideogamesduetosocializationandthedevelopmentofcharacters
in-game(Krahe&Moller,2004;Olsonetal.,2009),andthisinturncouldbesaidto
explainareducedneedformoralmanagementstrategies.However,therewasakey
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genderdifferencewhenmale and female scoreswere considered separately across
thethreegroupsofparticipantsinthisstudy.Malesportsplayerswerefoundtobe
significantlydifferentfromthecontrolgroupacrossallmoraldisengagementstrategies
andontotalmoraldisengagementscores,whiletheviolentvideogamegamerswere
significantlydifferentfromthenon-gamersintermsoftotalscoresandintheiruse
ofcognitiverestructuringstrategiesonly.

In terms of exploring the specific MD mechanisms, the violent video game
playersweremorelikelythantheothergroupstoendorsethecognitiverestructuring
mechanism and were found to be least likely to endorse strategy that related to
minimizingone’sroleinviolence.Bandura(2002)arguesindividualsthatusehigh
MD strategies are less prosocial and feel less guilty over detrimental effects and
conduct,andthatcognitiverestructuringofnegativeactionsisthemosteffectiveset
ofpsychologicalmechanismsthatallowindividualstodisengagefrommoralcontrol
(Pozzoli,Gini&Vieno, 2012).The results from thepresent studymaybe further
evidenceforthisargumentbecauseviolentgamerswerefoundtobemostlikelyto
usethecognitiverestructuringmechanism,incomparisontothesportsplayers,witha
significantdifferencebetweenthetwogroups.Violentvideogameplayersusedmoral
justification,euphemisticcomparison,andadvantageouscomparisontoarguethatthe
violencewasmorallyjustifiedandsanitizeanyharmcausedbytheirconduct.This
mayrelatetotheargumentthatvideogameplayersfeellessguiltywhentheviolence
theyexperienceintheirgameisframedasjustified(Hartmann&Vorderer,2010),
andtheresearchindicatingthatvideogameplayersoftenseethemselvesengagedin
justifiedviolence(Smith,Lachlan&Tamborini,2003).Schafer(2012)alsofoundthat
playerspredominantlyusecognitiverestructuringmechanismstoexplainbehaviour
thatiscontrarytotheirmoralbeliefs,becausethemostcommonmechanismusedin
hisexperimentalstudybyviolentgamingwastheargumentthat“itisjustagame.”A
similarfindingwasreportedbyGabbiandinietal.(2012)indicatingthatrecencyof
exposuretoviolentvideogameswassignificantlyrelatedtouseofmoraljustification
andadvantageouscomparisonstrategies.

Analternativeexplanationforgamers’useofcognitiverestructuringcouldcome
from the large amount of research conducted on this genre of videogames. King,
et al. (2009) note one of the difficulties with doing research in into videogames
is that gamers are reluctant to become involved due to ‘threat responses.’ Gamers
canthereforebequitedefensiveabouttheirgameplayhabits,duetomistrustanda
threatenedfeelingaboutpsychologicalresearch.Itcouldbethatthisleadstogamers
consciouslyorunconsciouslyunderestimatingtheimpactofgamingonindividuals,
ortothedevelopmentofautomatedscriptsregardingtheimpactofviolentgamingas
theyfeelaneedtodefendtheirgaminghabits.

Theviolentgamersinthepresentstudywerefound,asagroup,tobeleastlikely
to use strategies that minimized their role in the conduct, in comparison to the
sportsplayersandthecontrolgroup,andthisdifferencewassignificant.Thismoral
mechanismrelatestotheuseofstrategieswhereanindividualminimizestheirrole
andemploysadiffusionofresponsibilityviewpointinrelationtoaggressiveacts.The
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researchconcerningsportsplayersandmoraldisengagementhasindicatedthatthisis
acommonmechanismusedbytheseplayersinresponsetoantisocialandantisocial
acts thathaveoccurredduring theirsports (Corrion,2009;Longetal.,2006),and
similarresultswerefoundinthepresentstudywiththesportsplayersmostlikelyto
usethismechanism.

Intermsofgaming,Schafer(2012)reportedsimilarlevelsofattributionof
gamers,withthelowestjustificationgivenbyviolentgamersfortheirconduct
relatedtoadiffusionofresponsibility.Theseresultsarethereforeincontrastto
previousresearchindicatingthatviolentgamersarelikelytodehumaniseboth
themselvesandothers(Bastian,Jetten&Radke,2012;Greitemeyer&McLatchie,
2011; Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010), with gamers in the present study found
to be less likely to use thismechanism than the sports players although there
was not a significant difference between the two groups. The results are also
interestinginthelightofresearchindicatingthatdehumanisationanddiffusion
of responsibility are prevalent in the narratives and game play of many FPS
games(Hartmann,Krakowiak&Tsay-Vogel,2014).

Much research has suggested the role of in-game structures in explaining MD
strategiesusedbygamers (e.g.Cristofari&Guilton,2014;Hartmann&Vorderer,
2010;Klimmit,2006).It is therefore impossible tooverlooktheroleofrewards in
thepresentstudy,astherewardsysteminbothgamingandinsportsmaybecentral
totheuseofantisocialoraggressiveactsinbothfields,withpointsbeingscoredfor
aggression invideogames,and insportsaggressionoftenresulting inobtainingan
advantageoveranotherplayer.Thedifferencebetweenthetwogamingactivitiesmay
berelatedtothepresenceofarefereeorthestandardsforthegames,wherethereis
certainlevelofexpectedbehaviouronapitchorwithinasportingarena,andassuchit
wasexpectedthatthesportsplayerswouldreportlowerlevelsofmoraldisengagement.
Therefore, it may appear surprising that the sports players indicated higher levels
ofMDthanthevideogameplayers.However,highermoraldisengagementdoesnot
indicatehigherlevelsofaggressivebehaviourbutratherhigherlevelsofjustifying
aggressiveorantisocialbehaviour.Inthisrespect,itcouldbearguedthattheviolent
gamersdidnotfeeltheneedtojustifyaggressivebehaviour,andthismaybetaken
bysomeasfurtherevidenceforthedesensitizationhypothesisinrelationtoviolent
media.Futureresearchmayalsocomparethelevelsofaggressionwithinbothsettings,
becauseithasbeenarguedthattheactualviolentcontentwithinspecificgamesmay
belowerthanexpected(Weber,Behr,Tamborini,Rittfield&Mathiak,2009).

Limitations
In terms of limitations there were a number of issues with the participants in the
presentstudy.Recentresearchintheareaofgaminghasarguedthatthedifficultyof
obtainingacontrolsampleofmaleparticipantswhodonotengageinregulargameplay
isbecomingmoredifficultasthenumberofgamersincreases(McLean&Griffiths,
2013a) and the present study offers confirmation of this point. The profile of the
sportsplayersusedinthepresentstudywassomewhatyoungerthanthegamersample
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andwhileoveralltherewasnoeffectofage,theremayhavebeenapeergroupeffect
becausetheresearcherswereawarethatthesportsparticipantsweremorelikelyto
producespoiledquestionnaires.ThereismixedfindingsregardingdifferencesinMD
levelsandagewithviolentvideogameplayandthepresentstudydidnotexploreage
directly.Futureresearchshouldexplorethisareabecauseresearchinsportinggame
playhas indicatedthatMDincreaseswithage(Boardley&Kavassau,2007).Data
thatarecollectedonlinetypicallymeanstheresearchercanhavegreaterconfidencein
thevalidityofdata,asthedisinhibitingeffectofbeingonlinecanleadindividualsto
respondinamorehonestmanner(Johnson,Paine,Buchanan&Reips,2008)although
themaindisadvantagesofonlineresearchmethodscanbesimilartothosefoundwith
offlineresearch,namelythepossibilityofsamplingbias,self-selectedsamples,and
concernsaroundvalidity.

Future Research
Theareaofviolentvideogameplayand theuseofmoraldisengagementstrategies
inthisplaycanbeextendedandbuiltupon.Althoughthepresentstudy’sdesigndid
notallowfortestingofcausality,itmaybepossiblethatlong-termexposuretomoral
choicesingamesandthefrequentuseofsuchstrategiesduringthesegamescouldresult
inthedevelopmentofscriptsforthoughtandbehaviourthatareincreasinglyinclusive
ofMD(Huesmann,1986;Huesmann&Taylor,2006;Schafer,2012).Researchhas
indicatedlong-termplayersofviolentvideogamesreport lowerlevelsofguilt than
noviceplayers(Gollwitzer&Mezler,2012).Thesestrategiescouldbecomehabitual,
translatingintolessmoralactivationinrealdecision-making.InlinewithBandura’s
moraldisengagement theory, individualsdevelopmoralstandardsover timeandin
conjunctionwiththecommunityandcultureinwhichsocialrelationshipsdevelop.
Asgamingbecomesimportantinindividuals’identityandlives,itmaybeinteresting
toexploregaming’simpactonattitudesgenerally,withmoraldisengagementasan
element of this. While the research continues into the impact of violent media on
people’semotionsandcognitivestates,Weber,Behr,Tamborini,RittfieldandMathiak
(2009)havearguedthatplayersonlyspendlessthan10%oftheirtimeinactualviolent
playwhileplayingaviolentvideogame,itmaybeinterestingtocomparethiswith
researchinthefieldofsportswhichmeasurestheamountofaggressiveplaywithin
aparticularsportinggame.

Greitemyer and McLatchie (2011) argue that a spiral effect may exist where
violent gaming leads to dehumanization of characters, that can lead to further
aggressivebehaviourandcanthengoontoleadtofurtherdehumanization.Further
research,particularlylongitudinalresearch,couldoffersomevaluableinsightsintothe
possibleroleofmoraldisengagementstrategiesingaming.Schafer(2012)suggests
that longitudinal research in this area where players are tracked over a number of
monthsmayhelptodevelopagreaterunderstandingofthemoralchoicesthatplayers
frequentlymake.

Further research should also explore cognitive mechanisms in different genres
of videogames, to allow for a consideration of the strategies and their potential
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relationshipwithattitudestowardsvictims.Itcouldalsobearguedthatthefactthat
sportsplayers,whowerealsoinvolvedincompetitiveplay,weremorelikelytouse
these moral disengagement strategies. This suggests that violent virtual behaviour
in gaming may not be as concerning as previously argued. Additional research is
neededtofurtherexploretheroleofanysuchmediatorsandmoderatorsoftheeffect
of violent game play with videogame players and to consider additional risk and
protectivefactorsthatmayserveasbothmediatorsandmoderatorsofanyobserved
effectsonattitudestowardsvictims.

CoNCLUSIoN

Thepresentfindingsaddtopreviousresearchexploringsuchstrategiesacrossgame
playersandoffersaninterestingperspectiveontheuseofthesestrategiesinframing
peoples’experiencesastheyinvolvethemselvesinactsofaggressionandviolence
againstothersthatitispresumedarecontrarytotheiractualbeliefsandvalues.While
Ladas(2002)initiallyarguedthatplayersdonotreportguiltyfeelingsaftercommitting
virtualviolence,numerouspiecesofresearchhaveindicatedplayersdoreportsome
levelofmoralconcernwhentheyconductviolentactionsduringgameplay(Cristofari
&Guilton,2014;Gollwitzer&Melzer,2012;Hartmann&Vorderer,2010;Klimmtet
al.,2006;Lin,2012;Weaver&Lewis,2012).Thepresentstudyaddstotheresearch
exploring the methods that allow individuals to deal with any moral concern they
mayhave.Whilefuturelongitudinalresearchisneeded,theconsistentfindingofthe
useofspecificmoralmanagementstrategiessuggeststhatgamersmaybeemploying
someelementsofcognitivedistortiontechniquestoallowthemtoengageinviolent
videogameplay.
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