
DOI: 10.4018/IJCBPL.2018100101

International Journal of Cyber Behavior, Psychology and Learning
Volume 8 • Issue 4 • October-December 2018


Copyright©2018,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



1

Moral Disengagement Strategies in 
Videogame Players and Sports Players
Lavinia McLean, Technological University Dublin, Dublin, Ireland

Mark D. Griffiths, Nottingham Trent University, Nottingham, UK
 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8880-6524

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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