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ABSTRACT

Research in the area of video game play and sports psychology has suggested that 
specific strategies are often employed by players to justify aggressive behaviour used 
during gameplay. The present study investigates the relationship between game play and 
moral disengagement strategies in a group of 605 adults who played violent videogames 
or regularly played competitive sports. The results suggest that sports players were 
more likely than violent game players to endorse moral disengagement strategies. The 
video gamers were more likely to use a specific set of moral disengagement strategies 
(i.e., cognitive restructuring) than the other groups and this may be related to the 
structural characteristics of videogames. The findings add to recent research exploring 
the mechanisms by which individuals engage in aggressive acts both virtually and in 
real-life situations. The results are discussed in relation to similar relevant research 
in the area, along with recommendations for future research.
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INTRODUCTION

There has been much research exploring the impact of violent content in videogames 
on young people in terms of aggressive cognition, behaviour, and affect (for reviews, 
see Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Anderson, Anderson, Shibuya et al., 2010; Ferguson 
& Kilburn, 2010; Hollingdale & Greitemeyer, 2014). Recent research has suggested 
that the element of competition in a game, rather than the violent content, may explain 
the negative effects of exposure to violent videogames (Adachi & Willoughby, 2011; 
Waddell & Peng, 2014). In both virtual and real-life competitive environments, there is 
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evidence of aggression, cheating, and disrespect in in relation to sporting environments 
(e.g., Boardley & Kavussani, 2007; Corrion, Long, Smith & d’Arripe Lougueville, 
2009; Caliskan, 2013). In violent videogame play (e.g., Bastian, Jetten & Radke, 2012; 
Gabbiadini, Andrighetto & Volpato, 2012, Gabbiadini, Riva, Andrighetto et al., 2014), 
it has been argued that players may justify any such negative behaviour, and while the 
levels of aggression across these two settings may not be similar in content, they can 
represent a violation of personal standards of acceptable behaviour, and can create a 
personal dilemma for players.

Recent research (e.g., Gabbiadini, Andrighetto & Volpato, 2012, 2014; Hartmann, 
Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2014; Richmond & Wilson, 2008; Wang et al., 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 
designed to build on this, and to explore if Bandura’s (1991, 2001) Theory of Moral 
Disengagement provides a useful framework for understanding the willingness and 
ability to engage in virtual aggression, whilst comparing this process with a similar 
process in a competitive real-life environment (i.e., with sports players). Moral 
disengagement (MD) may therefore be seen as a cognitive mechanism facilitating 
gamers to act aggressively in game settings, but may also be associated with a reduction 
in concern for victims of such acts. Moral disengagement and moral considerations 
are key elements of Bandura’s (1991) Social Cognitive Theory of Moral Thought and 
Action. The concept of moral disengagement refers to a set of cognitive mechanisms 
that are part of a self-regulatory internal process. These psychosocial processes are 
believed to inhibit moral standards and prevent one from engaging in behaviour that 
is contrary to one’s moral behaviour standards.

Moral Disengagement
Moral standards, moral emotions, moral identity, and moral justifications are important 
in understanding behaviours that involve aggression towards others (Perren & 
Gutzwiller-Helfeninger, 2012; Teng, Nie, Guo & Yanling, 2017). Research indicates 
that individuals report experiencing guilt and unease when encountering virtual 
violence (Weaver & Lewis, 2012), which is similar to the feelings individuals may 
experience when they witness real life violence. Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory of 
Human Agency (1991, 1996) argues that moral standards are part of a self-regulatory 
process that ensures individuals evaluate any intended behaviour in terms of potential 
consequences for individuals. Moral standards are therefore key elements of the theory 
and any violation of these standards results in feelings (of guilt) which can prevent 
the intended behaviour from occurring. The theory also argues that a disinhibitory 
social cognitive process can be employed making it easier for individuals to act in 
negative ways, as individuals are freed from censure and potential guilt (Hymel, 
Rocke-Henderson & Bonanno, 2005). According to Bandura (1991; 2001), cognitive 
mechanisms can be selectively activated to escape self-evaluations and self-sanctions, 
and can explain how individuals will commit acts that violate their internal standards 
but also explains the methods that individuals use to justify such acts.
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There are eight mechanisms of moral disengagement outlined by Bandura (2002) 
which involve “cognitive restructuring of inhumane conduct into a benign or worthy 
behaviour” (p.101). These are moral justification (justifying one’s behaviour as serving 
societal worthy and moral purpose), euphemistic language (using language that 
sanitizes harmful behaviour), advantageous comparison (comparing one’s own harmful 
conduct with more harmful acts), displacement of responsibility (ascribing blame for 
damage to other agents), diffusion of responsibility (minimizing one’s role in harm), 
misrepresentation of harm (distorting, minimizing, or disbelieving any harmful effects), 
ascription of blame (blaming victim for own plight), and dehumanization (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 
impact of harmful behaviour, and (iv) blaming or dehumanizing of victims (Hymel, 
Rocke-Henderson & Bonanno, 2005). Bandura (2001) suggests these eight social-
cognitive mechanisms work by disengaging individuals from their personal agency. 
Individuals endorsing high levels of moral disengagement are more likely to support 
the use of violence and to engage in aggressive behaviour themselves (McAllister, 
Bandura & Owen, 2006; Paciello et al., 2008). Research exploring the development 
of MD in adolescence has indicated an association between early rejecting parenting, 
neighbourhood impoverishment, and child empathy and subsequent MD levels (Hyde, 
Shaw, Moilenan, 2010), and a possible role of MD as a mediator of moral identity 
(Teng et al., 2017).

Virtual Victims and Moral Disengagement
As moral disengagement (MD) is a mechanism that allows individuals to act in ways 
that violate their personal standards, researchers are interested in the role of such 
strategies in violent video gaming. Exposure to violent videogames has been argued to 
lead to higher levels of moral disengagement for violent game players in comparison 
to non-gamers (Gabbiadini et al., 2012) while long-term violent game play has been 
associated with higher levels of reporting moral disengagement (Teng et al., 2017).

Researchers argue that moral choices are now used as central plot devices in 
videogames and moral decisions in videogames largely play out the same way that 
moral judgements in real-world interactions occur (Sicart, 2009; Shafer, 2012; Weaver 
& Lewis, 2012). To allow full immersion in videogames, it is argued that players must 
be able to disengage from the violence in the game, and that game immersion can be 
facilitated by in-game cues (Klimmt, 2006; Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010). In particular, 
videogame narratives may be central to this process and can allow gamers to believe 
they are fighting for justice (Hartmann et al., 2014). Gamers often rely on a narrative 
within a game that legitimizes them as morally correct and will report lower levels of 
guilt if they believe the violence is justified (Cristofari & Guilton, 2014; Hartmann 
et al., 2010; Smith, Lachlan & Tamborini, 2003).

Game immersion has been found to be an element of significant value to gamers 
(Hussain & Griffiths, 2008; Ivory & Magee, 2009; King, et al., 2010; Wood, 
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Griffiths, Chappell & Davies, 2004). It has been argued that the ability to identify 
with a character and to develop an attachment towards characters allows for greater 
immersion in videogame play (Anderson et al., 2010; Fischer, Kastenmuller, & 
Greitemeyer, 2010; King, Delfabbro & Griffiths, 2010; Konijn, Bijvank, & Bushman, 
2007). Weaver and Lewis (2012) have suggested that players respond to characters 
in games as if they were real, with players reporting guilt when they acted in an 
antisocial way towards game characters. Here, it could be argued that gamers are 
identifying with characters in a similar way to how they respond in real life. Lin 
(2011) found that gamers report higher levels of guilt after shooting virtual humans 
in videogames, than if they shoot monsters.

Enemies within videogames are often portrayed in specific ways that make them 
appear less human (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010) or portrayed as holding morally 
inacceptable positions (Klimmt et al., 2006). Bastian et al. (2012) suggest violence in 
videogames can be more powerful than in other forms of media due to the interactive 
nature which leads to individuals identifying with the violence and taking responsibility 
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 
relevant in the light of research indicating that gamers often treat videogame violence 
in a similar way to real-world violence (Weaver & Lewis, 2012), or use real-world 
strategies in gaming and feel personally responsible for the actions taken within gaming 
(Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; Jetten & Radke, 2012). Weaver and Lewis (2012) coded 
moral choices (social, antisocial, or neutral) made by adult gamers during videogame 
play and suggested that most players avoided antisocial choices while playing, which 
they suggested was due to engagement in moral considerations. Players that chose 
antisocial play reported more guilt than those who behaved morally. Interestingly, 
research has indicated that reported distress after aggressive video game play is more 
significant for novice players than for long-term players (Gollwitzer & Mezler, 2012). 

In contrast, some researchers argue gamers will make a make conscious decision 
to separate virtual violence from real-life violence. Bosche (2009) argues that violent 
videogame play is perceived by gamers as harmless acting out of playful 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 
aggressively or prosocially towards game characters. Findings indicated no inhibition 
of aggressive behaviour in reaction times, and if players had been upset and/or 
disturbed by the aggression, their reaction times should be lower. However, there are 
some methodological problems in the study related to the use of a videogame which 
may not be classified as a violent game and the fact that participants were not regular 
videogame players.

Moral Disengagement and Sports
Research by sports psychologists has indicated that moral disengagement strategies may 
be a key consideration in the use of aggressive or antisocial behaviour in the sporting 
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arena (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2007; Corrion, Long, Smith & d’Arripe Lougueville, 
2009; Long, Pantaleon, Bruant & d’Arripe-Longueville, 2006). Researchers suggest 
that such justifications taking place in sports may have implications for the frequency 
of athletes’ antisocial behaviour (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2007). Sport MD has been 
found to be positively associated with antisocial behaviours such as trying to injure 
opponents and breaking the rules of the game, and negatively associated with prosocial 
behaviours such as helping injured opponents and congratulating opponents for good 
play (Corrion et al., 2009). In a study of 803 youth-sport participants, nearly 10% 
admitted cheating, 13% admitted trying to injure opponents, 31% had argued with 
officials, and 13% had made fun of less-skilled teammates (Shields et al., 2005). 
Lucidi, Zelli, Mallia et al (2006) also examined the association between overall moral 
disengagement and the use of doping substances in physical activity. Findings show 
sports players using strategies such as diffusion of responsibility (Long et al., 2006), 
minimizing transgressions (Corrion, 2009), and displacement of fault (Corrion, 2009). 
These strategies have been found to be more common in male sports players and for 
rates to increase with the age of the sports player (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2007).

According to Game Reasoning Theory (Bredemeier & Sheilds, 1986), a sport 
context differs from everyday life contexts in terms of constraints of space, rules, time, 
and values. These differences are assumed to modify usual moral reasoning structures 
toward being more self-centred because of the stakes of sport (Corrion, et al., 2009). 
Within violent gaming, it can be argued that MD can affect gamers’ attitudes towards 
victims as the primary aim is to score points and win, often at the expense of the 
other characters or opponents. Here, the use of aggression and strategies that help 
to act aggressively, appear to be an obvious choice for gamers. In relation to sports 
play, there are similar motivations for engaging in behaviour that is contrary to an 
individual’s own standards for appropriate behaviour.

Boardley and Kavassanu (2007) argue that among team sports players, the pressure 
to engage in antisocial behaviour relates to extensive competition for team places. 
The message given is to succeed at all costs, and that incapacitating players from 
other teams often leads to an advantage to players’ own teams. This message may 
then be further reinforced because players are usually evaluated on the outcome of 
their performance rather than the performance they used to get to the outcome. In 
relation to team play in videogames, Klimmt et al. (2006) reported violent gamers 
do not report guilt when engaging in virtual violence which is completed as part of a 
team. They argued that in team/cooperative gameplay, moral reasoning does not take 
place to the same extent as when playing alone. In a single-player situation, narrative 
issues and the process of identification with morally acceptable roles is of paramount 
importance to gamers. In the multiplayer/team environment, this is less important to 
gamers than if the team is good or evil.

Research has suggested cooperative game play reduces aggressive cognitions 
(Schmierbach, 2010) and increases prosocial behaviour (Sheese & Graziano, 2005; 
Crouse Waddell & Peng, 2014; Peng &Hsieh, 2012). Bastian, Jetten and Radke (2012) 
further explored the impact of cooperative play on gamers’ attitudes towards others 
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gamers. In their study, undergraduate students (n = 38) played a violent (first-person 
shooter) game or a non-violent videogame with another person and against computer-
generated programmed avatars for a short period of time (20 minutes). In relation to 
Self-Perception Theory (Bem, 1972), the authors’ considered if the aggressive play led 
to one viewing oneself as less human, as self-perception is guided by overt behaviour. 
The results suggested that players reduced their perception of others’ humanness if 
they were the targets of our violence, but not if they were playing cooperatively. In 
this sense, individuals do not appear to dehumanise other individuals when playing 
cooperatively, or those who are part of our team. Bastian et al. (2012) further argued 
that dehumanization may not occur for others if they perceived that they were 
supporting their own goals.

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) suggest that dehumanization can enable and disinhibit violent acts (and may 
be of relevance within the study of violent videogames). Research indicates that 
individuals that provoke others in real life may be viewed as less human (Greitemyer 
& McLatchie, 2011). However, it may be of real interest to consider those that 
provoke others online or in videogames. Playing violent videogames has been found 
to lead to increased dehumanization of others, but not of oneself. In an experiment 
by Gretimeyer and McLatchie (2011), participants (n = 40) played violent, neutral, 
or prosocial videogames and then made attributions of positive human qualities of 
others. Playing violent videogames was associated with fewer attributes of positive 
human unique qualities in others. The researchers argued that by denying uniquely 
human qualities to others, it made it possible to perceive the other individuals as 
having less human like qualities.

In terms of moral disengagement strategies, it may be that group decision-
making in cooperative play can facilitate aggressive behaviour by virtue of the 
responsibility being shifted to the collective as opposed to individuals. It has been 
demonstrated that individuals have an increased likelihood to behave more cruelly in 
a group as opposed to when they are alone (Haslam, 2006), possibly due to various 
psychological processes such as diffusion of responsibility (Darley & Latane, 1969) or 
deindividuation (Zimbardo, 1969). In relation to violent gaming, Klimmt et al. (2006) 
argued that gamers reported less guilt or negative affect if they played within a team 
situation, compared to playing alone. These findings may be related to the diffusion 
of responsibility attributed to the group rather than to individuals themselves.

Playing violent videogames has been argued to be associated with negative 
views of self and others, with players within a gameplay situation more likely to be 
dehumanised (Greitemyer & McLatchie, 2011; Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010), while 
Bastian et al. (2012) found that violent gaming led to a reduced view of oneself as 
possessing positive human qualities. Although the sample predominantly comprised 
female undergraduate participants, the researchers controlled for gender. This suggests 
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that dehumanization, as a form of moral disengagement, of other individuals, groups, 
and of virtual characters, is associated with gaming, although the role of cooperation 
and team play may impact on any effect. Videogames and many sports contain a 
significant of competition and varying levels of game cooperation and the present 
study was designed to explore moral disengagement strategies used by individuals 
who regularly engage in competitive games.

Moderators of Moral Disengagement
In studying the impact of variables on behaviour, researchers are often interested in 
the impact of both situational and individual factors in this relationship and the extent 
to which these factors may act as moderators of any effect observed. While there is a 
growing body of research exploring the effects of moral disengagement on behaviour, 
there is in addition, research on the relationship between individual factors (traits such 
as empathy, moral identity, gender, culture and age), and situational factors such as 
videogame exposure.

Research has suggested that at different stages of development moral disengagement 
and moral salience can differ (Hymel, Rocke-Henderson & Bonanno, 2005; Weaver 
& Lewis, 2012). Cultural differences have been argued to play a role in moral 
disengagement levels at a public and private level (Brewer & Chen, 2007; Teng et 
al, 2017). In terms of individual factors, individuals with stronger empathetic traits 
have reported feeling higher levels of guilt about harming characters in videogames 
(Hartman, Toz and Brandon, 20120; Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; Lin 2010, 2011) 
while higher moral identity may decrease moral disengagement, even after violent 
videogame exposure (Tang et al, 2017).

Bandura (2002) argued that personality characteristics in relation to moral 
disengagement may differ according to individual personality characteristics. Here, 
high moral disengagers are less likely to engage in prosocial behaviour and report less 
guilty feelings over any detrimental conduct engaged in. Bandura argues that both of 
these individual tendencies may lessen the restraints individuals feel over acting in 
an aggressive manner. However, Schafer (2012) argues moral disengagement does not 
make violent gaming more enjoyable and individuals with high MD are those that are 
simply more likely to choose evil options within their gameplay.

The Present Study
The present study extends the research on moral disengagement strategies and compares 
gamers’ strategies with those who play competitive sports. Festinger’s theory of 
cognitive dissonance (1951) can explain the difficulties individuals experience when 
they are involved in behaviour that is contrary to their internal morals and attitudes. 
The theory argues that individuals experience anxiety if their behaviour does not match 
their attitudes, and this can be related to the behaviour of acting aggressively (even 
in virtual environments). The option for the individual is to experience the anxiety 
or dissonance or to alter their behaviour or cognition to alleviate such anxiety. The 
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theory of MD allows for a consideration of moral management methods that gamers 
may use to reduce dissonance between their understandings of morally acceptable 
behaviour and to facilitate them to use behaviour that is contrary to their understanding 
of acceptable behaviour.

There have been significant gender differences reported in relation to moral 
disengagement (Gabbiadini, 2012; Teng et al., 2017) with males at various 
developmental stages reporting higher levels of moral disengagement, than females. 
In terms of gaming, previous research has highlighted the role of gaming in female 
gamer’s lives and the possible growth in interest in gaming for females (Lewis & 
Griffiths 2011; McLean & Griffiths 2013). More recent research has explored the 
experience of female gamers playing online videogames (McLean & Griffiths, 2018) 
and the present study was interested in exploring differences that may exist between 
male and female gamers in terms of strategies used in this area. Using the literature 
outlined, the present study tests three hypotheses:

H1: It was hypothesised that there would be significant differences between 
three groups of participants (violent videogame gamers, sports people, and 
controls that neither play violent videogames or competitive sports) on moral 
disengagement (MD) scores, with gamers and sports people scoring higher 
than controls. It was also hypothesised that no difference would be observed 
between the sports people and the violent gamers in terms of MD scores, based 
on research indicating the use of these moral management strategies in both 
of the participant groups.

H2: It was hypothesised that violent gamers would be more likely to use the 
dehumanization and minimizing of one’s own action strategies, based on previous 
research in the field of violent video gaming. King, et al. (2010) note that one of 
the difficulties with doing research in the area of videogames, is that gamers can 
be quite defensive about their gameplay habits, due to a mistrust and a threatened 
feeling about psychological research. This can often lead to gamers consciously 
or unconsciously underestimating the impact of gaming on others.

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 
greater reinforcement of harmful behaviour in males compared to females due 
to established views of masculinity that explain why in sports males transgress 
more often females (Boardley & Kavassau, 2011). A similar argument has 
been proposed by researchers asserting that the gender differences reported 
in videogame research may be related to (i) socialization factors (i.e., females 
not being socially rewarded for playing videogames in the same way as males) 
(Griffiths, 1993), and (ii) the fact that videogames have typically been designed 
by males for other male gamers (Griffiths, 1993; Krahe & Moller, 2004; Olson, 
Kutner, Baer, Beresin et al., 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 
within the college, where a request was made for males and females to participate in 
an anonymous survey. The students were also approached during class and directed 
to the online survey. The participants were aged between 17 years and 60 years (mean 
= 23.6 years; SD = 8.1 years).

Materials
All materials were in the form of self-report questions and scales. The following 
measures were used to explore moral disengagement and videogame and/or sports 
playing habits.

Moral Disengagement Scale

The Moral Disengagement Scale (Bandura, 1999) was designed to assess levels of 
MD. The MD Scale is a 32-item scale that asks participants to rate their opinion 
of 32 statements on a 5-point Likert scale. The items in the scale can be seen to 
be related to eight main subscales, the mechanisms of MD. Table 1 outlines the 
mechanisms of moral justification and the items in the scale related to the eight 
mechanisms. The initial 32-item Moral Disengagement Scale (Bandura, 1999) was 
designed for use with children and young people and the questionnaire was adapted 
for use with different adult (Smith & Wood, 2006) and child/adolescent populations 
(Ponari & Wood, 2010; Richmond & Wilson, 2008). For the current study, the scale 
was adapted for use with a young adult and adult population, with some cultural 
differences noted following a pilot administration of the original questionnaire to a 
small sample of adults (n = 30). Following the pilot, the questionnaire was adapted 
slightly for the present study.

Revision of the Moral Disengagement Scale for the Present Study

The revisions in the questionnaire were designed to ensure that items were 
developmentally appropriate. The words “kid” and “child” were changed 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 items which referred directly to children were retained for 
the current study (Items 21, 29, 30, 32) as the items referred directly to childlike 
behaviours. Changes were also made to three items to ensure their relevance to the 
participants, “obnoxious classmates” was altered to “someone who is obnoxious” 
(Item 10), “worm” was changed to “fool” (Item 15) and “classmate” was changed 
to “someone” (Item 19). The 32 item statements were scored on a 1 to 5 scale (1 
= strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicated a higher level 
of MD. Cronbach’s alpha was .87 for the present scale.



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

10

Demographic Questionnaire

At the start of the survey, participants were asked to indicate their age and gender. 
After completing the MD scale, they were asked if they played competitive sports 
for more than one hour-per-week, or if they played videogames for more than two 
hours-per-week. This criterion was relevant as individuals who were playing sports for 
more than one hour per week would be likely to be playing regularly within leagues 
and competitions, particularly within team sports. The two-hour criterion for playing 
videogames was used to ensure that participants were playing competitive videogames 
on a regular basis. If participants played videogames, they were then asked to indicate 
the types of game they played (i.e., sports, war/fighting, shooting, puzzle, other, 
exercise, role-play, adventure, racing). When participants indicated that they played 
war/fighting or shooting games, they were classified as competitive videogame players. 
Participants who claimed that they met both criteria of playing competitive sports 
and videogames were excluded from the data. The final gamer sample comprised 192 
participants, the sports sample comprised 185 participants, and the comparison group 
comprised 228 participants.

Procedure
Participants were approached within class time and asked to complete the online 
questionnaire and informed this would take approximately 8-10 minutes. The students 
were enrolled in Humanities, Business Information Technology, Sports Management 
and Computer Science courses, and sixteen different classes were approached. Students 
were informed that their participation was voluntary and that all information was 
confidential. All participants were thanked at the end and given a unique identification 
number that they were informed they could use this number to withdraw their results 
from the study within the next six months.

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 
explore the impact of violent videogame play on Moral Disengagement (MD) scores 
(for H1). Post-hoc mran comparisons using the Tukey HSD test were also conducted 
(for H2). A one-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted to explore the impact 
of gamer/sports/controls on levels of MD, as measured by the Moral Disengagement 
Scale (for H3). The female and male participants were compared separately as analysis 
(two-way ANOVA) revealed a significant interaction effect for gender and MD scores.

RESULTS

Moral Disengagement Scores (H1)
There was a statistically significant difference in MD scores for the three groups on 
total Moral Disengagement Scale [F(2,602) = 7.86, p < 0.001], cognitive restructuring 
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[F(2,602) = 12.12, p < 0.001], minimizing one’s role [F(2,602) = 4.82, p = .008], 
and disregarding negative impact of one’s behaviour subscale [F(2,602) = 3.05, p = 
.022] (see Table 1).

Violent Video Game Players (H2)
Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that mean scores for violent 
videogame players and sports players were significantly different from the controls on 
total MD scores (p = 0.32), and cognitive restructuring scales (p < 0.0001). In relation 
to minimizing one’s role subscale, the mean score for violent videogame players (M 
= 18.05, SD = 4.55) was significantly different from the sports players (M = 19.57, 
SD = 5.0), (p = 0.008). Mean scores for sports players (M = 8.54, SD = 2.93) was 
significantly different from the controls (M = 7.89, SD = 2.32) on the disregarding 
negative impact of one’s behaviour subscale (p = 0.26).

Gender Differences (H3)
The sports players in both the male and female groups were found to have the highest 
levels of MD, in terms of total MD and in the four categories of MD mechanisms. 
Table 2 outlines the mean scores for all participants in total moral 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)

Total Moral 
Disengagement 69.9 (SD = 15.43) 72.14 (SD = 16.34) 66.2 (SD = 14.62)

Cognitive restructuring 27.42 (SD = 6.88) 27.35 (SD = 7.65) 24.5 (SD = 6.51)

Minimize one’s role 18.05 (SD = 4.55) 19.57 (SD = 5.0) 18.47 (SD = 5.09)

Disregard negative impact 8.42 (SD = 2.49) 8.54 (SD = 2.93) 7.89 (SD = 2.32)

Blame dehumanise victim 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)

Total moral 
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) 29.6 SD(8.43) 25.53 

SD(7.51)

Minimize one’s 
agentive role

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 
negative impact of 
harmful behavior

7.86 SD(2.38) 7.87 
SD(2.22)

7.79 
SD(2.18)

8.75 
SD(2.51) 9.09 SD(3.32) 8.06 SD(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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and the four categories of moral disengagement mechanisms. There was a statistically 
significant difference in total MD scores for the three groups of male participants [F 
(2,297) = 7.9, p = .001], for cognitive restructuring subscale [F (2,297) = 7.7, p = 
.001], minimizing ones agentive role subscale [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 
indicated that the mean score for controls was significantly different from the sports 
players on total MD scores (p < 0.0001), minimizing one’s agentive role scores (p = 
0.06), disregard negative impact (p = 0.02), and dehumanizing victim’s subscales (p 
= 0.02). On the cognitive restructuring subscale, the mean score for male controls 
(M = 25.53, SD = 7.51) was significantly different from the male gamer (M = 29.19, 
SD = 6.66) scores (p = 0.003). The analysis of female scores revealed that there was 
not a statistically significant difference in total MD scores in gamer/sports or control 
groups, or in the analysis of scores on the four categories of MD mechanisms.

DISCUSSION

The present study explored the moral disengagement strategies adopted by individuals 
who play violent videogames, and compared these strategies to those adapted by 
players of other competitive games, in the form of competitive sporting activities. 
As predicted, the video game players and sports players both expressed higher MD 
scores than individuals who did not play competitive games, although the sports 
players overall were found to be more likely to endorse MD strategies than the violent 
videogame players in explaining aggressive acts. The research was also designed to 
explore gender differences and specifically to identify any gender differences in the 
MD strategies used and is the first to explore a large sample of female violent gamers 
and related moral disengagement. International evidence indicates that the number 
of females involved in video gaming is increasing, with Entertainment Software 
Association (2018) reporting that females now represent 45% of US gamers. Within 
this context, there is a need to explore the experiences of this group of gamers in detail. 
Research on female gamers who predominantly play violent videogames suggests that 
they value their gaming and the competitive and social elements of gaming (McLean 
& Griffiths, 2013c).

In the present study, it was hypothesised that female gamers would use moral 
disengagement strategies to a lesser extent than the male gamers and this was supported 
(with female gamers less likely to use these strategies than male gamers). While there 
was little difference in mean scores for the female samples across the three groups, 
similar to the male scores, the female sports players were more likely to endorse 
all of the strategies than the female gamers or control group. Previous research has 
suggested that female gamers may develop less identification with characters than 
male gamers in videogames due to socialization and the development of characters 
in-game (Krahe & Moller, 2004; Olson et al., 2009), and this in turn could be said to 
explain a reduced need for moral management strategies. However, there was a key 
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gender difference when male and female scores were considered separately across 
the three groups of participants in this study. Male sports players were found to be 
significantly different from the control group across all moral disengagement strategies 
and on total moral disengagement scores, while the violent videogame gamers were 
significantly different from the non-gamers in terms of total scores and in their use 
of cognitive restructuring strategies only.

In terms of exploring the specific MD mechanisms, the violent video game 
players were more likely than the other groups to endorse the cognitive restructuring 
mechanism and were found to be least likely to endorse strategy that related to 
minimizing one’s role in violence. Bandura (2002) argues individuals that use high 
MD strategies are less prosocial and feel less guilty over detrimental effects and 
conduct, and that cognitive restructuring of negative actions is the most effective set 
of psychological mechanisms that allow individuals to disengage from moral control 
(Pozzoli, Gini & Vieno, 2012). The results from the present study may be further 
evidence for this argument because violent gamers were found to be most likely to 
use the cognitive restructuring mechanism, in comparison to the sports players, with a 
significant difference between the two groups. Violent video game players used moral 
justification, euphemistic comparison, and advantageous comparison to argue that the 
violence was morally justified and sanitize any harm caused by their conduct. This 
may relate to the argument that videogame players feel less guilty when the violence 
they experience in their game is framed as justified (Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010), 
and the research indicating that videogame players often see themselves engaged in 
justified violence (Smith, Lachlan & Tamborini, 2003). Schafer (2012) also found that 
players predominantly use cognitive restructuring mechanisms to explain behaviour 
that is contrary to their moral beliefs, because the most common mechanism used in 
his experimental study by violent gaming was the argument that “it is just a game.” A 
similar finding was reported by Gabbiandini et al. (2012) indicating that recency of 
exposure to violent videogames was significantly related to use of moral justification 
and advantageous comparison strategies.

An alternative explanation for gamers’ use of cognitive restructuring could come 
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 
can therefore be quite defensive about their gameplay habits, due to mistrust and a 
threatened feeling about psychological research. It could be that this leads to gamers 
consciously or unconsciously underestimating the impact of gaming on individuals, 
or to the development of automated scripts regarding the impact of violent gaming as 
they feel a need to defend their gaming habits.

The violent gamers in the present study were found, as a group, to be least likely 
to use strategies that minimized their role in the conduct, in comparison to the 
sports players and the control group, and this difference was significant. This moral 
mechanism relates to the use of strategies where an individual minimizes their role 
and employs a diffusion of responsibility viewpoint in relation to aggressive acts. The 
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research concerning sports players and moral disengagement has indicated that this is 
a common mechanism used by these players in response to antisocial and antisocial 
acts that have occurred during their sports (Corrion, 2009; Long et al., 2006), and 
similar results were found in the present study with the sports players most likely to 
use this mechanism.

In terms of gaming, Schafer (2012) reported similar levels of attribution of 
gamers, with the lowest justification given by violent gamers for their conduct 
related to a diffusion of responsibility. These results are therefore in contrast to 
previous research indicating that violent gamers are likely to dehumanise both 
themselves and others (Bastian, Jetten & Radke, 2012; Greitemeyer & McLatchie, 
2011; Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010), with gamers in the present study found 
to be less likely to use this mechanism than the sports players although there 
was not a significant difference between the two groups. The results are also 
interesting in the light of research indicating that dehumanisation and diffusion 
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 
strategies used by gamers (e.g. Cristofari & Guilton, 2014; Hartmann & Vorderer, 
2010; Klimmit, 2006). It is therefore impossible to overlook the role of rewards in 
the present study, as the reward system in both gaming and in sports may be central 
to the use of antisocial or aggressive acts in both fields, with points being scored for 
aggression in videogames, and in sports aggression often resulting in obtaining an 
advantage over another player. The difference between the two gaming activities may 
be related to the presence of a referee or the standards for the games, where there is 
certain level of expected behaviour on a pitch or within a sporting arena, and as such it 
was expected that the sports players would report lower levels of moral disengagement. 
Therefore, it may appear surprising that the sports players indicated higher levels 
of MD than the videogame players. However, higher moral disengagement does not 
indicate higher levels of aggressive behaviour but rather higher levels of justifying 
aggressive or antisocial behaviour. In this respect, it could be argued that the violent 
gamers did not feel the need to justify aggressive behaviour, and this may be taken 
by some as further evidence for the desensitization hypothesis in relation to violent 
media. Future research may also compare the levels of aggression within both settings, 
because it has been argued that the actual violent content within specific games may 
be lower than expected (Weber, Behr, Tamborini, Rittfield & Mathiak, 2009).

Limitations
In terms of limitations there were a number of issues with the participants in the 
present study. Recent research in the area of gaming has argued that the difficulty of 
obtaining a control sample of male participants who do not engage in regular game play 
is becoming more difficult as the number of gamers increases (McLean & Griffiths, 
2013a) and the present study offers confirmation of this point. The profile of the 
sports players used in the present study was somewhat younger than the gamer sample 
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and while overall there was no effect of age, there may have been a peer group effect 
because the researchers were aware that the sports participants were more likely to 
produce spoiled questionnaires. There is mixed findings regarding differences in MD 
levels and age with violent video game play and the present study did not explore age 
directly. Future research should explore this area because research in sporting game 
play has indicated that MD increases with age (Boardley & Kavassau, 2007). Data 
that are collected online typically means the researcher can have greater confidence in 
the validity of data, as the disinhibiting effect of being online can lead individuals to 
respond in a more honest manner (Johnson, Paine, Buchanan & Reips, 2008) although 
the main disadvantages of online research methods can be similar to those found with 
offline research, namely the possibility of sampling bias, self-selected samples, and 
concerns around validity.

Future Research
The area of violent videogame play and the use of moral disengagement strategies 
in this play can be extended and built upon. Although the present study’s design did 
not allow for testing of causality, it may be possible that long-term exposure to moral 
choices in games and the frequent use of such strategies during these games could result 
in the development of scripts for thought and behaviour that are increasingly inclusive 
of MD (Huesmann, 1986; Huesmann & Taylor, 2006; Schafer, 2012). Research has 
indicated long-term players of violent videogames report lower levels of guilt than 
novice players (Gollwitzer & Mezler, 2012). These strategies could become habitual, 
translating into less moral activation in real decision-making. In line with Bandura’s 
moral disengagement theory, individuals develop moral standards over time and in 
conjunction with the community and culture in which social relationships develop. 
As gaming becomes important in individuals’ identity and lives, it may be interesting 
to explore gaming’s impact on attitudes generally, with moral disengagement as an 
element of this. While the research continues into the impact of violent media on 
people’s emotions and cognitive states, Weber, Behr, Tamborini, Rittfield and Mathiak 
(2009) have argued that players only spend less than 10% of their time in actual violent 
play while playing a violent videogame, it may be interesting to compare this with 
research in the field of sports which measures the amount of aggressive play within 
a particular sporting game.

Greitemyer and McLatchie (2011) argue that a spiral effect may exist where 
violent gaming leads to dehumanization of characters, that can lead to further 
aggressive behaviour and can then go on to lead to further dehumanization. Further 
research, particularly longitudinal research, could offer some valuable insights into the 
possible role of moral disengagement strategies in gaming. Schafer (2012) suggests 
that longitudinal research in this area where players are tracked over a number of 
months may help to develop a greater understanding of the moral choices that players 
frequently make.

Further research should also explore cognitive mechanisms in different genres 
of videogames, to allow for a consideration of the strategies and their potential 



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

16

relationship with attitudes towards victims. It could also be argued that the fact that 
sports players, who were also involved in competitive play, were more likely to use 
these moral disengagement strategies. This suggests that violent virtual behaviour 
in gaming may not be as concerning as previously argued. Additional research is 
needed to further explore the role of any such mediators and moderators of the effect 
of violent game play with videogame players and to consider additional risk and 
protective factors that may serve as both mediators and moderators of any observed 
effects on attitudes towards victims.

CONCLUSION

The present findings add to previous research exploring such strategies across game 
players and offers an interesting perspective on the use of these strategies in framing 
peoples’ experiences as they involve themselves in acts of aggression and violence 
against others that it is presumed are contrary to their actual beliefs and values. While 
Ladas (2002) initially argued that players do not report guilty feelings after committing 
virtual violence, numerous pieces of research have indicated players do report some 
level of moral concern when they conduct violent actions during gameplay (Cristofari 
& Guilton, 2014; Gollwitzer & Melzer, 2012; Hartmann & Vorderer, 2010; Klimmt et 
al., 2006; Lin, 2012; Weaver & Lewis, 2012). The present study adds to the research 
exploring the methods that allow individuals to deal with any moral concern they 
may have. While future longitudinal research is needed, the consistent finding of the 
use of specific moral management strategies suggests that gamers may be employing 
some elements of cognitive distortion techniques to allow them to engage in violent 
video game play.
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