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Article

Trolling has become increasingly pervasive among users of 
social networking sites (SNSs). Trolls are Internet users who 
aim to disrupt online interactions and “lure . . . others into 
pointless and time-consuming discussions” (Humphreys, 2016, 
p. 178). As explained by media theorist Whitney Phillips, 
“[Trolling] is not the good-faith exchange of ideas . . .  
It’s just people being nasty, and if anything, it might encour-
age marginalized groups not to speak up” (quoted in Manjoo, 
2014, para. 19). The mention of marginalized groups is par-
ticularly salient in a study about trolls; the “malicious plea-
sure” of schadenfreude (Leach et al., 2003, p. 932), which 
has been associated with antisocial motives in previous lit-
erature (Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016), involves deriving 
pleasure from seeing members of an “out-group” suffer 
(Leach et al., 2003). However, the phenomenon of online 
trolling is not exclusively the domain of in-group and out-
group status (see Coleman, 2014); online incivility can be 
initiated because of feelings of competition, schadenfreude, 
and downward social comparison among individual users, 
too (Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016). Recent research has also 
shown that trolling behaviors now extend to general social 
media users when triggered by other factors like mood and 
discussion conditions (Cheng et al., 2017). In contrast, 

behaviors and language regarded as external to online norms 
can also be considered trolling by those within an online 
community, despite a lack of malicious intent by the per-
ceived troll (Bergstrom, 2011).

This study analyzes how trolling behaviors are employed 
and perceived on Reddit, an online social news aggregator 
and discussion platform that allows people to read, debate, 
and discuss issues with a community of interested persons. 
Reddit is a tremendously popular website, with a 2020 rank-
ing as the sixth-most visited website in the United States and 
18th in the world in web traffic (Alexa, 2020; Willet & 
Carpenter, 2020). On Reddit, users post text-based content 
with embedded links (images, videos, or articles) within 
topic-based discussion communities called subreddits. 
However, Reddit is not a typical news aggregator website; it 
has traditionally carried a reputation as an online forum that 
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has a “seedy underbelly” (Bergstrom, 2011, para. 8), where 
users can (and do) engage in nasty conduct. Part of this online 
behavior can be attributed to a lack of consistent moderation; 
each subreddit has its own moderator who can voluntarily 
provide the community with any degree of censorship he or 
she desires. Users rate the content through upvotes and down-
votes, which pushes content higher or lower on the discussion 
board. In this way, inflammatory content in these subreddits 
can be variously valorized or condemned, depending on the 
judgment of the users observing those interactions.

This study seeks to explain what causes participants in 
online discussion platforms to verbally express discontent 
and others to withhold such sentiment by investigating pre-
dictors of trolling behaviors. Specifically, this study explores 
whether or not being outspoken and possessing personality 
traits such as the dark triad (narcissism, Machiavellianism, 
and psychopathy; Paulhus & Williams, 2002) predicts trolling 
as well as whether or not schadenfreude (i.e., those who find 
pleasure in the misfortune of others) mediates these relation-
ships. Related to this objective is an exploration into how dis-
cussion platform users perceive others who exhibit trolling 
behaviors in a space that encourages discussion and delibera-
tion from community members with varying viewpoints.

Overall, this research provides an increased understand-
ing regarding both the conceptual and behavioral elements of 
Internet trolls in environments where online deliberation and 
discussion is not only encouraged, but also rewarded. In 
short, this study contributes to the scholarly conversation 
surrounding online trolling, not only by examining the moti-
vations behind the behavior, but also how others perceive 
that behavior. Findings also facilitate an awareness for every-
day users of the existence of online trolls and those who 
engage in trolling behaviors on SNS like Reddit.

Literature Review

As the dynamics of social media have transformed drasti-
cally with increased reliance on these platforms, so has 
uncivil commentary and even trolling. Rösner and Krämer 
(2016) noticed that, where once user anonymity was a defini-
tive quality of online aggression, uncivil participants were 
more influenced by the social norms of online discussions. In 
other words, engagement in incivility toward others had 
become normal for SNS users—despite their visible identi-
ties—as a consequence of the nature of the discussion in 
which they were engaging. Similar findings have also been 
found within a certain type of incivility known as trolling 
(Cheng et al., 2017). Incivility has often been studied in 
political communication, in both attempts to define the con-
struct and differentiate incivility from similar behaviors 
(e.g., impoliteness, flaming, etc.). Some research has equated 
incivility with impoliteness (Mutz & Reeves, 2005), which is 
more prone to violating social norms (e.g., swearing, insults, 
sarcasm). Other research has maintained that such violations 
are different than incivility and promotes threats to 

democracy (e.g., exclusion of out groups, stereotypes, calls 
to limit freedom; Papacharissi, 2004; Stryker et al., 2016). 
While this study acknowledges the extensive research of 
political incivility, this study examines trolling as one type of 
online incivility (Abril, 2016).

An online behavior that a quarter of Americans have 
engaged in (Gammon, 2014) trolling is defined by four pri-
mary characteristics: aggression, deception, disruption, and 
success (Hardaker, 2010). Trolling typically takes form in 
the initiation of commentary that purposefully seeks to dis-
rupt discussions and pull others into meaningless argumenta-
tion (Herring et al., 2002). Research has been clear that 
trolling is associated with malicious intentions (Coles & 
West, 2016; Hardaker, 2010; Shachaf & Hara, 2010). Trolls’ 
primary motivating factor has been referred to as the lulz, 
which is “acquired most often at someone’s expense . . . and 
occasionally, bordering on disturbing or hateful speech” 
(Coleman, 2014, p. 31). The voluntary and intentional use of 
trolling behaviors to incite reactions from a larger online 
community (Barney, 2016; Hardaker, 2010) sets trolling 
apart from other types of online incivility such as flaming or 
cyberbullying. Flaming is not driven by a particular motive 
(Hmielowski et al., 2014), but has been associated with 
impolite spontaneous reactions rather than intentional threats 
to democratic discussion (Papacharissi, 2004). Cyberbullying 
occurs when online users aggressively act out against 
defenseless victims (Smith et al., 2008) and is more personal 
than trolling in its specific targeting of individuals (March & 
Marrington, 2019). While trolling shares some overlap with 
these behaviors, not all trolling is necessarily flaming or 
cyberbullying. As such, this study is more interested in 
examining trolling behaviors as disruptive behaviors aimed 
at online communities.

Research has explored online trolling on many online 
forums that welcome deliberation among users, including 
Facebook (Craker & March, 2016; Lopes & Yu, 2017), 
YouTube (McCosker, 2014), and of course, Twitter (Akhtar 
& Morrison, 2019; Kirkwood et al., 2019; Lopez et al., 
2019). We acknowledge that in the last decade, studies have 
examined the presence of trolling on Reddit, including a 
number of conference papers (Datta & Adar, 2019; Flores-
Saviaga et al., 2018; Mojica, 2016), peer-reviewed articles 
(Bergstrom, 2011; Sanfilippo et al., 2018), and book chapters 
(Lumsden, 2019; Robards, 2018). This study offers several 
important contributions to the literature; first, this study dif-
fers from past research in its application of schadenfreude as 
a mediator between the relationship of the dark triad and 
trolling behavior; indeed, this study has discovered that 
schadenfreude is an essential motivator to consider when 
examining online trolling. Second, this study differs signifi-
cantly in its procedures for collecting data; unlike previous 
research, this study surveys the perceptions of trolling behav-
iors among Reddit users themselves. For these reasons, this 
study contributes not only to research on trolling but also 
toward an understanding of Reddit as a platform.
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Perceptions of Online Trolling

According to Bergstrom (2011), the nature of Reddit’s plat-
form fosters conflicting perceptions about trolling. Perceived 
trolls may not behave with malicious intent, but they may 
still violate expectations of behavior or authenticity in dis-
cussion threads. Paradoxical perceptions of trolling are not 
unique to Reddit. While some online social groups encour-
age flaming, others have zero tolerance for similar uncivil 
behaviors (Baym, 2015). Baym (2015) considered a sense of 
community as an essential characteristic of digital platforms 
that function as online interactive forums. Among her pro-
posed qualities for interactive platforms were shared prac-
tices, which consisted of the norms and expectations of 
individual users’ online behavior among the community. One 
of the objectives of trolling behavior would then be to harm 
the community (Shachaf & Hara, 2010). If such is the case, 
the definition of a troll and its functionality is ultimately left 
to how the community perceives such behavior. Much like 
aggression has been perceived in face-to-face interactions 
(Abderhalden et al., 2002), functionality here is the way 
trolling is perceived as comprehensible to community dis-
cussions. Dysfunctionality implies trolling’s undesirability 
in community discussions.

The perceptions of the functionality of trolling become 
even more intricate as some online populations are more sus-
ceptible to the effects of trolling than others. Considering the 
vulnerability of social groups that perceive trolling, Hardaker 
(2010) concluded that less emotionally attached audiences 
may perceive the behavior as fierce competition, whereas 
Baym (2015) noticed an online soap opera discussion group 
that shared a “commitment to friendliness” rejected the same 
behavior (p. 88). Arguably, as SNSs have become more 
diverse, perceptions of trolls and trolling behaviors them-
selves are influenced more by the communication medium 
itself. Consequently, different personality types will use the 
medium to troll for diverse gratifications (Buckels et al., 
2014; Craker & March, 2016; Wang & Silva, 2018).

Troll Personality Types and Motives

Online trolls have been described as self-aggrandizing, indi-
vidualistic, and unremorseful in their behavior (Coleman, 
2014). Research suggests that trolls possess dark personality 
traits, including psychopathy, narcissism, sadism, and 
Machiavellianism (Buckels et al., 2014; Paulhus & Williams, 
2002). Psychopathy has been characterized as lack of empa-
thy toward others and the tendency to engage in antisocial 
behavior (Hare & Neumann, 2009), whereas sadism is that 
joy found in inflicting harm on others (Buckels et al., 2014). 
Buckels et al. (2014) found that both sadists and cyber trolls 
find amusement in causing harm to others and putting them 
in distress. Machiavellianism is the tendency to be more 
manipulative (Wilson et al., 1996); however, these manipula-
tive behaviors are not as malicious or “remorseless” as those 

with psychopathy (Lopes & Yu, 2017, p. 69). Narcissism is 
considered a “self-serving schema” consisting of a “distorted 
sense of self-importance and grandiosity” that motivates 
people to make social comparisons in an effort to safeguard 
their self-esteem and receive accolades from others (Lopes & 
Yu, 2017, p. 70).

This study specifically examines the influence of the dark 
triad personality traits on trolling. Past research has often 
used the dark triad (excluding sadism) or the dark tetrad 
(including sadism) in assessing adverse behaviors. For 
example, Foulkes et al. (2014) found that the dark triad per-
sonality types were positively associated with negative social 
potency, which can be described as being callous toward oth-
ers and using others for personal gain. In other words, users 
who shared dark triad characteristics would be more likely to 
exploit social interactions for personal goals. In addition, 
Zuroff et al. (2010) found ruthless self-advancement to be 
highly present among individuals of all three personality 
types. Studies show antisocial behavior is significantly asso-
ciated with the dark triad personality type of psychopathy 
among online users (Lopes & Yu, 2017; March et al., 2017). 
Moreover, past studies have relied heavily on the dark triad 
as an established component of empirical measurement for 
trolling characteristics and behaviors (Buckels et al., 2014; 
Craker & March, 2016; March et al., 2017).

Some scholars have affirmed that Internet trolls are solely 
distinguished by malicious intent to harm others (Bergstrom, 
2011; Hardaker, 2010). Hardaker (2010) added that although 
a solid definition of trolling had yet to be established, “terms 
such as non-malicious, impoliteness, and failed politeness” 
did not apply to trolling because of the harmful nature that is 
primarily alluded to the behavior (p. 237). Moreover, Shachaf 
and Hara (2010) discussed how trolls may be motivated by 
boredom, attention-seeking, and revenge. Further insights 
into trolling motives can be gained from Ouwerkerk and 
Johnson (2016) who surveyed SNS users to better under-
stand motives for “hate-following” other users. Applying 
their developed Following Motives Scale (FMS), these 
authors found that a significant reason for hate-following 
was antisocial motives. In addition, time spent on SNSs cor-
related with an increase in antisocial motives. In the context 
of this study, it is possible that malicious motives are devel-
oped as one becomes more engaged with the platform of 
choice. While this study acknowledges that individual 
motives and personality types have the power to influence 
uncivil behaviors, it is also worth considering how the social 
norms of online communities and individual platforms may 
influence uncivil communication.

Schadenfreude and Trolling. Another explanation for uncivil 
behavior may be schadenfreude, a German term that “refers 
to feeling pleasure at the misfortunes of another . . . and 
essentially wishing for bad outcomes for them” (Dalakas 
et al., 2015, p. 164). Schadenfreude has been linked with the 
disorder of narcissism and the process of downward social 
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comparison (Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016). As a result, it can 
be motivated by the desire for self-enhancement; in other 
words, online users who have lower self-esteem and less 
favorable opinions about themselves are more likely to expe-
rience schadenfreude when they see others fail (van Dijk 
et al., 2011). The “lulz” could be considered a form of 
schadenfreude, employed by “subcultural trolls” (Phillips, 
2015) who enjoy watching others suffer. Important to this 
study is the distinction in how schadenfreude occurs—as 
Nietzsche once explained, schadenfreude offers a pleasure 
that comes from passively observing the suffering of others, 
rather than a pleasure derived from actively making others 
suffer: “seeing others suffer provides a more insidious, and 
thus illegitimate, pleasure because it is not actively earned 
through direct competition” (Leach et al., 2003, p. 932).

This study measures the antisocial motives of individuals 
who maliciously observe others online for their own self-
aggrandizement as they gain pleasure by observing the foi-
bles of others (Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016; Porter et al., 
2014) and examines how possession of this motive influ-
ences trolling online. Based on the importance of this motive 
in Ouwerkerk and Johnson’s (2016) study, this study explores 
the more nuanced relationship between trolling and the dark 
triad.

Being Outspoken Online

Outspokenness is defined as speaking up about controversial 
issues and not remaining silent in one’s opinion (Lee & Kim, 
2014). Research suggests that Internet users who appear 
anonymous online are more likely to express their opinions 
(Bargh et al., 2002; Hertel et al., 2008) because the “enact-
ment of anonymity dissolves user accountability” (Curlew, 
2019, p. 5). Reddit is a semi-anonymous platform that 
requires users to identify themselves through usernames 
(Kilgo et al., 2016). Although the site discourages users from 
providing identifying information, users are not completely 
anonymous as their interactions, posts, and level of reputa-
tion currency, or Reddit “karma,” reveal information about 
each user (Kilgo et al., 2018). However, the impact of mask-
ing one’s identity within a discussion board like Reddit could 
influence the degree to which people are more or less outspo-
ken and subsequently engage in trolling behaviors. Through 
anonymous platforms, outspoken people are less likely to 
hold back their ideas and opinions; they are more likely to 
consider antisocial behavior like trolling to be a functional 
aspect of online communities in which they engage.

As this study has alluded to the existence of schadenfreude 
(Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016) and dark personality traits 
(Buckels et al., 2014; Craker & March, 2016) among antiso-
cial online users, it is possible that the same motives and char-
acteristics can be attributed to disinhibited individuals who 
regularly post content within online discussions as well as 
users who refrain from actively posting and passively follow 
other online users. Such individuals who do more observing 

of online discussions have been described in general com-
puter-mediated communication research as lurkers (Dennen, 
2008; Rafaeli et al., 2004). Considering the public nature of 
online communities where this ridicule occurs, research 
reveals that different levels of publicness (varying by social 
media platform) determine how direct and outspoken a user 
may be (Wei & Liu, 2020). Ouwerkerk and Johnson’s (2016) 
research demonstrated that individual users can passively fol-
low others for darker gratifications, which the authors called 
“hate-following.” The element of passivity in hate-following 
requires no active participation (e.g., no commenting, post-
ing, upvoting, and downvoting on Reddit). Moreover, 
Ouwerkerk and Johnson (2016) indicated that such online fol-
lowers possessed certain personality characteristics, includ-
ing narcissism (a personality type within the dark triad) and a 
tendency for schadenfreude. It is this study’s argument that 
such types of individuals will both engage in trolling behavior 
and view it as a functional element of online discussion.

To better understand trolling, this study attempts to iden-
tify respondents’ levels of outspokenness and the dark triad 
personality types in relation to schadenfreude. The study also 
explores perceptions of online trolling in online discussion 
platforms like Reddit and postulates the following hypothe-
ses and research question:

H1. Schadenfreude mediates the relationship between the 
dark triad and trolling.

RQ1. Does outspokenness lead to trolling behaviors?

H2. Those who possess (a) dark triad personality traits, 
(b) are outspoken, (c) possess schadenfreude, and (d) troll 
on Reddit will perceive trolling as a functional behavior 
in discussions.

H3. For Reddit users, there is a positive relationship 
between observing trolling on the platform and evaluating 
trolling as a dysfunctional behavior.

Methodology

An online survey was administered to explore and identify 
the online behaviors and perceptions of individuals who use 
Reddit. As Reddit features a network of online communities, 
or subreddits, which allows users to carry out topic-based 
discussions, multiple subreddits were accessed to recruit par-
ticipants. This approach was taken in an effort to better 
understand trolling as it occurs on the discussion platform 
itself opposed to providing a case study of one individual 
community and that community’s experiences with trolling. 
A total of 438 Reddit users completed the survey, which was 
posted and made available on 13 subreddits where moderator 
permission to post the survey was obtained. Coe et al. (2014) 
found online newspaper articles about sports and politics 
ranked first and third, respectively, among articles that 
received the highest percentage of uncivil comments, so 
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political and even journalism-oriented subreddits were 
sought for the study. However, half (50.6%) of the voluntary 
sample who self-selected to take the survey obtained the link 
from r/SampleSize, a subreddit dedicated to soliciting survey 
participants, with r/TheDonald, r/GradSchool, and r/
Journalism being the subreddits accessed next most fre-
quently. The subreddits where participants accessed the sur-
vey most frequently were not surprising as they were either 
dedicated to research, accessed by aspiring researchers (i.e., 
graduate students), or were threads where political or jour-
nalism discussions took place.

In several instances, when seeking survey respondents, 
subreddit moderators pulled posts soliciting survey partici-
pation from their subreddits because this type of post vio-
lated the community’s rules or cultural norms. Consequently, 
r/SampleSize provided ample space to recruit respondents. 
Although a majority of respondents were recruited in a sub-
reddit dedicated to research, it should be noted that users 
who participate in one subreddit are never limited to discus-
sions in that one community. In fact, users are likely to par-
ticipate in multiple communities, on multiple topics of 
interest, because Reddit makes it possible for people to sub-
scribe to, view, and monitor multiple subreddits from one 
page (Vicente, 2020). In an effort to obtain enough partici-
pants, researchers periodically posted the survey on different 
subreddits on 51 days between April and August 2017. As an 
incentive for taking the survey, participants were given an 
opportunity to be entered into a drawing for one of four 
US$25 gift cards. Researchers obtained approval from the 
institutional review board before conducting the study.

Research Measures

Schadenfreude. Antisocial or malicious motives for follow-
ing others on Reddit were assessed using 16 question items 
that captured the pleasure people receive from seeing the 
misfortunes of others, or schadenfreude (Dalakas et al., 
2015). Ten of the question items focused on malicious 
motives for using Reddit. These measures were derived from 
a portion of the antisocial dimension of Ouwerkerk and 
Johnson’s (2016) FMS. In addition to these 10 measures, 
which focused on the intent to observe and make fun of the 
online foibles of others (e.g., “I laugh when I see others put 
in their place by other commenters online”), researchers 
included six other items, which assessed other aspects of this 
concept, including subjugation (“I like to be in control even 
if it means I could hurt someone through my online com-
ments” and “I make fun of other Reddit users so they know I 
am in control”), pleasures obtained from seeing others nega-
tively impacted by uncivil behavior (“I mock other Reddit 
users because it is funny to see them get upset,” and “I get 
pleasure from mocking people in front of other Reddit users,” 
and “It excites me to see others fight each other online”), and 
a lack of empathy for others (“I want to hurt Reddit users 
who irritate me”). Survey respondents used a 5-point 

Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5) for indicating the extent to which they 
agreed or disagreed with each statement regarding their 
activity on Reddit (α = .86; M = 2.00, SD = 0.61).

Personality Traits. Participants were asked to identify per-
sonal characteristics that shed light on three deviant and hos-
tile personality traits, or what researchers call the dark triad: 
Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy (Jonason & 
Webster, 2010; Lopes & Yu, 2017). Twelve question items 
developed by Jonason and Webster (2010) were adapted for 
this study. To assess Machiavellianism, participants assessed 
their tendency to use deceit, flattery, manipulation, and 
exploitation to get their way. Psychopathy assessed the 
degree to which participants lack remorse, are unconcerned 
with the morality of their actions, tend to be callous or insen-
sitive, and tend to be cynical. Narcissism assessed attention-
seeking behaviors, such as wanting others to admire and pay 
attention to them as well as whether or not they tend to seek 
prestige or status and expect special favors from others. Par-
ticipants were asked to rate the degree to which they felt each 
of the 12 statements described themselves when they are in 
offline environments. Question items were given on a Likert-
type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (5). All 12 items were combined to reflect the dark 
triad (α = .82; M = 2.23, SD = 0.65).

Outspokenness. This study explored the degree to which 
community members are outspoken and express their opin-
ions. As Reddit is intended to facilitate community discus-
sions and debates on topics of interest (Reddit, n.d.), 
respondents were asked to think about the subreddit where 
they obtained the survey link and then answer three ques-
tions adopted from Lee and Kim (2014) who measured out-
spokenness on Twitter. These questions assessed the degree 
to which Reddit users discussed the subreddit thread topic 
with other Reddit users as well as how frequently they 
expressed positive or negative opinions on the specific thread 
topic. All question items were measured on a Likert-type 
scale ranging from never (1) to almost always (5) (α = .76; 
M = 2.09, SD = 0.93).

Trolling. Recognizing that Reddit users may have varying 
conceptualizations of trolling, survey participants were 
asked to define trolling and identify what this concept 
means to them at the beginning of the survey. Of the 438 
survey participants, the majority (94.7%; n = 415) answered 
this open-ended question. Within each response, Reddit 
users conceptualized trolling quite differently from other 
discourteous online behaviors (e.g., cyberbullying, flam-
ing, incivility, etc.). From these definitions, it was clear 
Reddit users understand trolling to be an intentional online 
interaction (post, comment, statement, conversation, etc.) 
aimed at bating, goading, provoking, or harassing others for 
the sake of garnering attention and eliciting a reaction. Here 
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are a few examples of the definitions Reddit users identi-
fied: “Deliberately provoking other users to get a reaction”; 
“Being a jerk just to get people mad. No other reason”; 
“Annoying/hurting others for your own benefit”; “Inten-
tionally saying idiotic things in order to rile people up”; and 
“Saying something with the intent of creating drama within 
a community.” With these definitions of trolling in mind, 
participants then answered questions about their trolling 
behaviors, the trolling behaviors of others on Reddit, and 
their perceptions of trolling’s function in the online 
community.1

Trolling Behaviors. To determine the degree to which Red-
dit users engage in trolling within this online community, the 
survey featured 10 items from Buckels et al.’s (2014) Global 
Assessment of Internet Trolling (GAIT) scale. Research-
ers adapted the GAIT scale for Reddit and included state-
ments like “I have sent people to shock websites,” “I annoy 
other Reddit users,” and “I uplift other Reddit users.” Other 
scholars, like Craker and March (2016), adapted the GAIT 
for examining trolling on Facebook and included additional 
items that were subsequently adapted for this study as well: 
“I engage in other users’ cheerfulness and pleasure on Red-
dit,” “I refrain from not causing controversy or stirring up 
trouble,” and “I encourage other users’ inspiring and inter-
esting posts on Reddit.” Before answering the questions, 
survey participants were asked to think about their activity 
on Reddit and then identify the frequency to which they 
engaged a list of 10 behaviors on the platform. Each of the 
trolling behaviors was measured using a 5-point Likert-type 
scale ranging from never (1) to almost always (5) (α = .82; 
M = 2.45, SD = 0.66). Positively worded statements were 
reverse coded.

Observed Trolling. Reddit users were not only asked about 
trolling behaviors they may engage in on this platform (see 
Trolling Behaviors), but they were asked to identify how often 
they observed other Reddit users engaging in trolling behav-
iors on this medium. The observation of trolling on Reddit 
was measured using the same items leveraged for measur-
ing trolling (Buckels et al., 2014; Craker & March, 2016). 
All 10 items were measured along a 5-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from never (1) to almost always (5), with participants 
being asked to think about their experiences on Reddit before 
answering the questions (α = .82; M = 2.56, SD = 0.56).

Perceptions of Trolling on Reddit. This study examined 
perceptions of both the “functional/comprehensible” and 
“dysfunctional/undesirable” role trolling is perceived to play 
in Reddit’s computer-mediated environment (Abderhalden 
et al., 2002, p. 113). All 12 question items from the Short-
ened Perception of Aggression Scale (PoAS) were adopted to 
measure perceptions of trolling. The PoAS was developed to 
examine dimensions of perceived aggression among nurses 

and then identify the perceived effect it has on patients and 
their treatment. Similarly, for this study, trolling is examined 
for the perceived function it has in Reddit and the poten-
tial impact this behavior has in this online community. The 
first dimension of the scale includes six question items that 
examine perceptions of aggression as a “dysfunctional and 
undesirable phenomenon” (Abderhalden et al., 2002, p. 113). 
These items were subsequently used to examine trolling in 
Reddit: Trolling is “an unpleasant and repulsive behavior,” 
“unnecessary and unacceptable,” “hurting others mentally or 
emotionally,” “an act of verbal aggression of one Reddit user 
to another,” “always negative; feelings should be expressed 
in another way,” and “a disturbing intrusion on others”. All 
six items from the functional dimension of aggression were 
then adapted to measure perceptions of trolling as a func-
tional phenomenon on Reddit (e.g., Trolling is “the start of 
a positive online relationship,” “a healthy reaction to feel-
ings of anger,” “an opportunity to get a better understanding 
of another Reddit user’s situation,” “not a destructive form 
of communication,” “a way to protect one’s self,” “the pro-
tection of one’s own territory,” etc.) One additional relevant 
item from the complete PoAS questionnaire was added to 
this measure (i.e., “trolling is an expression of emotions such 
as laughing or crying”; Jansen et al., 1997). Each item was 
measured along a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) (dysfunctional: 
α = .94; M = 3.69, SD = 1.11; functional: α = .80; M = 2.00, 
SD = 0.77).

Demographics. Participants were asked to disclose age, gen-
der, education, ethnicity, political leanings, and time spent on 
Reddit (i.e., approximate number of hours, comments, and 
votes made on Reddit per day).

Survey Participants

As the survey data revealed, the sample consisted of 438 
Reddit users, with a slight majority being male (51.1%) ver-
sus female (44.6%). The remainder either did not specify or 
indicated “other.” Overall, each day, participants said they 
spent an average of 2.16 hr (SD = 0.96) on Reddit, made 1.86 
comments (SD = 1.14), and provided 3.75 (SD = 1.97) up/
downvotes on content. Three fourths of the participants were 
White/Caucasian (77.2%), European (6.7%), Asian (6.3%), 
other (5.3%), Hispanic (2.3%), Latino (1.6%), and African 
American (.9%). The participants were fairly well educated. 
Less than 10% of the sample (7.6%) had a high school/GED 
or less than high school, whereas almost a third of the partici-
pants (27.2%) had some college education or a 2-year degree. 
The majority of participants had a 4-year college degree 
(37.3%), with a much smaller percentage having an advanced 
degree (master’s: 15.2%; doctoral: 3.2%; professional: 
2.5%). Almost two-thirds of the participants (58.2%) consid-
ered themselves at least somewhat liberal, with 21.3% 
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identifying as conservative, and 20.3% neither identifying as 
conservative nor liberal.

Data Analysis

Using MPlus, a path analysis was run to examine the first 
two hypotheses and explore the mediation of schadenfreude 
and outspokenness on the variables of interest. Multiple 
regression analyses in SPSS were conducted to answer 
Hypotheses 3 and 4.

Results

Before testing the hypotheses, bivariate correlations for each 
variable of interest were examined (see Table 1). The stron-
gest correlation was between the dark triad and schaden-
freude (r = .492, p < .01). No relationship existed between the 
dark triad and trolling (r = .086, p > .05). There was a positive 
relationship between schadenfreude and trolling (r = .190, 
p < .01) as well as outspokenness and schadenfreude (r = .145, 
p < .01), with a negative correlation between outspokenness 
and trolling (r = −.231, p < .01). Researchers used path analy-
sis within a structural equation modeling framework to 
investigate the hypotheses that schadenfreude positively 
mediates the effect of the dark triad on trolling (H1) and 
explore the relationship between outspokenness and trolling 
(RQ1). Figure 1 illustrates the findings. To account for Type 
1 error, Bonferroni correction suggests the threshold of 
p < .016 be used to determine the level of significance within 
the path analysis (.05/3). Results show the dark triad as being 
a significant positive predictor of schadenfreude (β = 0.49, 
SE = 0.04, p = .000) and schadenfreude as being a positive 
significant predictor of trolling (β = 0.19, SE = 0.06, p = .001). 
The results support the first mediation hypothesis. The dark 
triad was no longer a significant predictor of trolling 
(β = −0.02, SE = 0.05, p > .05). Approximately 24% of the 

variance in schadenfreude was accounted for by the dark 
triad (R2 = .244, p < .001) and 4% of the variance in trolling 
was accounted for by the predictors (R2 = .043, p < .05). The 
indirect effect was tested using a bootstrap estimation 
approach with 5,000 samples. The results indicated there was 
an indirect effect from the dark triad on trolling through 
schadenfreude (β = 0.10, SE = 0.03, p = .002). Table 2 pro-
vides the total, indirect, and direct effects predicting mali-
cious motives and trolling.

As Figure 1 shows, schadenfreude did not mediate the 
effect of outspokenness on trolling. In addition, outspoken-
ness did not have a direct effect on trolling.

Table 3 shows the results for the remaining hypotheses. 
To account for Type 1 error, the threshold of p < .005 was 
used to determine the level of significance for the multiple 

Table 1. Bivariate Correlations for All Variables.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Age − −  
2. Gender .015 −  
3. Hours .024 −.060 −  
4. Comments .205** −.082 .329** −  
5. Votes −.040 .039 .303** .320** −  
6. Dark triad −.091 −.119* .041 .070 .002 −  
7. Outspokenness .130** −.112* .071 .290** .063 .020 −  
8. Schadenfreude −.028 −.186* .128** .140** .095 .492** .145** −  
9. Trolling −.017 −.193** −.065 −.223** −.221** .086 −.231** .190** −  
10. Obs. trolling −.105* −.152** −.120* −.077 −.065 −.070 .014 −.032 .207** −  
11. Functional .023 −.233** .029 .050 −.001 .285** .019 .442** .197** −.095 −
12. Dysfunctional .058 .267** −.063 −.069 −.089 −.172** −.008 −.430** −.268** .016 −.506**

Obs. trolling = observed trolling.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 1. How the Dark Triad and Outspokenness Influence 
Trolling.
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Table 2. Mediation Model of Total, Indirect, and Direct Effects 
Predicting Malicious Motives and Trolling.

Model β SE

DarkTriad → Trolling (total) .08 .05
DarkTriad → Trolling (total indirect) .10** .03
DarkTriad → MalMotives → Trolling .10** .03
DarkTriad → Trolling (direct) −.02 .05
Outspokeness → Trolling (total) −.03 .02
Outspokeness → Trolling (total indirect) .00 .00
Outspokeness → MalMotives → Trolling .00 .00
Outspokeness → Trolling (direct) −.00 .02

SE: standard error; MalMotives = malicious motives.
Note. Indirect effects for outspokenness are not listed because no 
interactions were significant.
**p = .002.

Table 3. Multiple Regression Analysis of Predictors for Perceptions of Trolling Functionality.

Predictor variables Functional/comprehensible Dysfunctional/undesirable

B SEB β p B SEB β p

Age −0.00 0.00 −0.02 0.01 0.00 0.09  
Gender −0.18 0.07 −0.12 .000 0.40 0.11 0.18 .000
Hours per day −0.03 0.04 −0.04 0.00 0.06 0.00  
Comments per day 0.02 0.04 0.02 −0.04 0.05 −0.04  
Votes on content per day −0.02 0.02 −0.04 −0.04 0.03 −0.06  
Dark triad 0.07 0.06 0.06 0.13 0.09 0.08  
Outspokenness 0.14 0.07 0.09 −0.11 0.10 −0.05  
Schadenfreude 0.48 0.07 0.37 .000 −0.66 0.09 −0.36 .000
Trolling online 0.13 0.06 0.11 .066 −0.32 0.08 −0.20 .001
Observed trolling online −0.20 0.06 −0.15 .003 0.17 0.09 0.06 .095
 R R2 Adj. R2 R R2 Adj. R2  
 .52 .27 .25 .51 .26 .24  

SE: standard error.
Note. Functional: F(10, 367) = 13.83, p < .001; Dysfunctional: F(10, 372) = 13.11, p < .001. Gender: male = 0; female = 1. Only p values less than .10 are 
included in the table. To account for Type 1 error, the threshold of p < .005 was used to determine the level of significance (.05/10).

regression (Bonferroni correction: .05/10 variables). H2a 
and H2b were not supported; the dark triad and outspoken-
ness did not predict perceptions of trolling as functional or 
even dysfunctional. H2c was supported, with schadenfreude 
(β = 0.37, SE = 0.07, p = .000) positively predicting functional 
perceptions of trolling. In addition, schadenfreude (β = −0.36, 
SE = 0.09, p = .000) negatively predicted perceptions of troll-
ing as being dysfunctional. H2d was partially supported. 
Trolling did not positively influence users' perceptions in 
such a way that they considered trolling to be a functional 
aspect of Reddit; instead, it negatively influenced percep-
tions of trolling when it was considered to be a dysfunctional 
and undesirable aspect of Reddit (β = −0.20, SE = 0.08, 
p = .001).

Hypotheses 3 examined the influence of observing troll-
ing on perceptions of the function trolling plays in the Reddit 
community. The data revealed observed trolling did not 

predict dysfunctional perceptions of trolling. However, it 
negatively influenced functional perceptions of trolling 
(β = −0.15, SE = 0.06, p = .003).

Age, as well as time spent on Reddit (hours, comments, 
and votes per day), did not predict functional or dysfunc-
tional perceptions of trolling. However, gender was a signifi-
cant predictor, with women considering trolling dysfunctional 
(β = 0.18, SE = 0.11, p = .000) and men considering it func-
tional (β = −0.12, SE = 0.07, p = .000).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine motives, behav-
iors, and perceptions of trolling online. Reddit served as a 
valuable site for analysis because the communication norms 
established on subreddits allow users to provide insights and 
opinions on topics or ideas that might be construed as disrup-
tive to the online community. From the range of qualitative 
responses the participants provided, the vast majority of 
them defined trolling to be an incendiary online behavior that 
users engage in to provoke or rile up an online community.

Specifically, this study explored how the personality 
traits of outspokenness and the dark triad (narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) predicted trolling 
behaviors. The results of this study revealed that the dark 
triad’s influence on trolling is mediated by malicious 
motives, particularly schadenfreude. Although individuals 
may exhibit darker personality traits, suggesting they are 
more self-centered, cunning, and insensitive to the needs of 
others (i.e., dark triad), simply possessing these traits does 
not mean one will engage in trolling online. However, those 
who exhibit narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopa-
thy are more likely to demonstrate trolling behaviors if they 
derive enjoyment from passively observing others suffer. 
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This finding supports other related research, which indicates 
that users who engage in dysfunctional online behavior are 
often characterized by a predilection toward schadenfreude 
(Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016), or an appetite for pursuing 
the lulz (Coleman, 2014). Those individuals who possess 
these traits have a “need for self-enhancement” that spirals 
into downward social comparisons (Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 
2016, p. 3; Porter et al., 2014), which, as the findings sug-
gest, can result in trolling behavior.

Based upon this research, there is a high likelihood that 
Reddit users with personalities that exhibit traits from the 
dark triad will not engage in trolling. These findings align 
with past studies that were unable to find strong relationships 
between the dark triad traits and trolling behaviors (Buckels 
et al., 2014; Craker & March, 2016). But this study provides 
a possible explanation for these prior results by suggesting 
the motivation of schadenfreude is one necessary component 
for people with dark triad personalities to engage in trolling. 
Therefore, individuals who frequently observe and obtain 
pleasure from the foibles of others are more likely to troll 
(Porter et al., 2014).

Research shows that anonymity fosters disinhibition, thus 
opening the door to a wider variety of freely expressed opin-
ions (Bargh et al., 2002; Hertel et al., 2008; Kilgo et al., 
2018). Present results confirmed this, suggesting that outspo-
ken users generally resemble disinhibited online personas. 
Crucially, however, outspoken users are not necessarily 
trolls; the desire to “speak out” on Reddit does not mean 
someone will necessarily troll online. The findings revealed 
that expressing one’s opinions did not directly or indirectly 
predict trolling, nor did it predict schadenfreude. Being vocal 
and sharing opinions, whether they be positive or negative, is 
not necessarily an effort to make downward social compari-
sons (Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016) or antagonize others 
online. In other words, online users are capable of speaking 
up for something they perceive to be right (or wrong) with-
out being trolls. These results are encouraging because they 
suggest that it is possible for civil discourse to take place 
online.

In addition to exploring predictors of trolling behaviors, 
this study sought to examine user perceptions of other users’ 
trolling behaviors. The data revealed that those individuals 
motivated by schadenfreude considered trolling behaviors 
are not only functional/comprehensible, but also not dys-
functional (in other words, they did not find the behavior to 
be undesirable; see Table 3). Among users who actually con-
tribute to trolling on Reddit, a much stronger sentiment 
accompanied their belief that trolling is not dysfunctional 
than their belief that trolling is functional. Therefore, trolls 
may be more reactionary than previously suggested, engag-
ing in uncivil online behaviors for the lulz, but not committed 
to fully embracing its consequences as premeditated  
activists.2 This finding parallels similar results from Coles 
and West (2016), which presented trolling as acceptable if 
directed toward a deserving target, therefore “trolling the 

trolls” (p. 239). The present analysis of perceptions also indi-
cated that outspoken users on Reddit perceived trolling to be 
functional. To them, the data infer, trolling is not necessarily 
perceived as destructive, but merely as a means for dialogue 
to take place. This finding challenges the common percep-
tion that online trolls mostly disrupt communities with 
“pointless” interjections (Humphreys, 2016); to outspoken 
Redditors, at least, trolling is a necessary means to an end—a 
way for others to “generate meaningful discourse” (Phillips, 
2015, p. 7).

This study revealed that those who engaged in trolling 
behavior online did not frame the practice in moral or ethical 
terms—they neither saw the behavior as objectionable nor 
laudable. Addressing this ambivalent finding is a contribu-
tion of this study; it suggests that the data have empirically 
demonstrated the existence of the lulz. Another important 
finding of this study is that those who do not observe trolling 
and do not actively engage in the behavior online feel 
strongly that trolling behavior is not functional/comprehen-
sible; however, they do not feel compelled to make the case 
that trolling is not dysfunctional/undesirable either, as do 
those who actively engage in trolling. This phenomenon 
seems to relate to schadenfreude, which can be a self-aware 
behavior. By not considering trolling to be a functional 
aspect of the community suggests this behavior is perceived 
to be a more destructive form of communication. This makes 
sense as those who are more aware of the occurrence of 
uncivil behavior online view trolling to be unacceptable 
because it impedes online deliberation.

These findings also appeared to be gendered; women 
viewed trolling as dysfunctional while men typically viewed 
it as functional. Past research has demonstrated that women’s 
voices can alleviate trolling in digital communities 
(Humphreys, 2016). Viewed cumulatively, these findings 
support the assertion by Hardaker (2010) that trolling behav-
iors must be determined as such by the community.

Time spent on Reddit did not predict perceptions of troll-
ing. This result was somewhat surprising as it runs contrary to 
findings by Ouwerkerk and Johnson (2016), who found anti-
social motives for following others on SNS to be predicted by 
the amount of time spent online. For this study, however, time 
spent participating in online discussions or lurking on Reddit 
as a whole may be a better predictor of (dys)functional percep-
tions of trolling. This study only examined time spent on one 
platform, Reddit (hours per day, comments, and votes on con-
tent per day), as opposed to time regularly spent participating 
in these behaviors online. Subsequent research should take 
care to consider this cultivation effect.

Online vitriol has become pervasive (Coe et al., 2014; 
Maia & Rezende, 2016). This study determined that user 
motives behind online trolling behaviors on Reddit stem 
from a combination of maladjusted personality traits—
chiefly, Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism—
coupled with schadenfreude, which all act as the impetus for 
trolling behaviors. These personality traits alone do not 
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directly predict trolling because they are associated chiefly 
with the individual; if the online user is cunning and unscru-
pulous, and/or unstable and selfish, these traits alone will not 
necessarily be made manifest through online interactions. 
The instigating factor for trolling must be a desire to derive 
pleasure from either inflicting or observing the suffering in 
others. Trolling is the reification of those desires. In other 
words, trolls do indeed have motives rooted in schadenfreude 
and a positive outlook on trolling behavior.

Limitations and Future Research

When recruiting participants, most subreddit moderators 
banned the survey and redirected the study to r/SampleSize, a 
subreddit specifically designated for the posting of surveys 
and questionnaires. While this prevented answers from Reddit 
users who participate in a variety of online communities, 
research remained within the bounds that subreddits deter-
mined. Future research examining behaviors and perceptions 
of Reddit users may also encounter this limitation to data col-
lection, depending upon the subreddit moderators solicit.

Notably, however, this study provides a more holistic 
examination of trolling on the Reddit platform itself opposed 
to trolling within specific subreddits. While understanding 
the breadth and type of subreddits users engage in would 
add to the understanding of Reddit, future researchers 
should consider examining both the quantity and type of 
subreddits users engage in. It might be that the relationships 
identified in this study may be more prevalent in some sub-
reddits than others.

Examining trolling online through self-reported measures 
may seem a limitation. Using self-reported measures required 
Reddit users to disclose the degree to which they engaged in 
trolling behaviors. In addition, the data in this study do sug-
gest the majority of participants considered themselves to be 
more civil than uncivil on Reddit. While many of the mea-
sures used in this study (e.g., dark triad, schadenfreude, and 
trolling) showcase darker personality traits and antisocial 
behaviors, the researchers have no reason to believe that 
Reddit users would not be sincere or transparent regarding 
their trolling behaviors. Past netnographic research has 
shown that trolls are often transparent about their actions and 
are comfortable sharing them with researchers (Coleman, 
2014; Phillips, 2015). Indeed, the qualitative responses were 
most often highly articulate and thoughtful.

Although the researchers collected the demographics of 
those who participated, the study did not take into account 
how race affected the findings. While people of color are fre-
quently targeted by users with racist motivations, exploring 
this phenomenon was beyond the parameters of this study. 
This study, rather, was structured around the concept of the 
tone of the trolling rather than the content of the trolling. The 
questions in the survey, then, focused on the nastiness in the 
behavior of online trolls as opposed to the target of their 
trolling or the content of their uncivil messages.

Throughout the survey participants regularly assessed 
their experiences on Reddit. However, when assessing the 
outspokenness variable, users were prompted to identify 
their behaviors on one particular subreddit rather than their 
behaviors on the platform of Reddit itself. The variable was 
worded this way to encourage a higher degree of recall and 
minimize the likelihood of having respondents over- or 
under-report this behavior. We acknowledge that participants 
may be more outspoken on subreddits other than where they 
obtained the survey link, or vice versa. Ultimately, however, 
the findings related to outspokenness were not statistically 
significant; thus, we believe that the wording of the survey 
regarding this particular variable did not affect the overall 
outcome of this study.

The findings of this study also raised the possibility of 
silent trolls, online users who do not engage in trolling but 
still enjoy its presence in online discussion. The latter part of 
this description is crucial; these observers of trolling who do 
not intervene are not considered silent trolls just because 
they merely do not engage; rather, they secretly enjoy watch-
ing the incivility play out in front of them. Predicated on the 
condition of schadenfreude, silent trolls are more than 
bystanders—they enjoy watching suffering from afar. While 
silent trolls may possess similar motives and personality 
traits as vocal trolls, they would differ in regards to personal 
outspokenness, or willingness to express opinions online. 
Silent trolls would prefer to passively consume uncivil con-
tent rather than create it. This is supported by Liu and Wei 
(2018), which revealed that the public nature of online 
forums may discourage users’ willingness to self-disclose 
messages. In other words, silent trolls may prefer to consume 
troll content than disclose or create it.

Future research should examine how these aspects of 
trolling are executed and perceived on Reddit or on other 
online platforms. Researchers should specifically measure 
how silent trolls engage in uncivil behaviors online. For 
Reddit, this might take the form of up- and downvoting. 
Therefore, researchers should take care to analyze specific 
motives and similar personalities that silent trolls share with 
outspoken trolls. Above all, measuring schadenfreude will be 
vital in studying trolling behaviors across multiple SNS to 
determine what drives trolling on different platforms.
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Notes

1. For interested readers, we have included the entire spreadsheet 
of responses that outlines how participants define trolling: 
https://bit.ly/37hnqLa

2. It is plausible that trolls may be individuals who lead very dif-
ferent online and offline lives (Bergstrom, 2011). Similarly, 
trolls might consider their true selves as different from their 
troll personas (Phillips, 2015, p. 79). On this note, the research-
ers feel compelled to justify that the data collected here is 
legitimate and not merely a byproduct of being trolled by the 
research participants. As evidence, two groundbreaking books 
on the subject by Coleman (2014) and Phillips (2015) indicates 
trolls are often inclined to share their authentic thoughts on the 
topic with researchers because—in addition to participating in 
the behavior—they find the topic fascinating to discuss with 
dispassionate observers.

References
Abderhalden, C., Needham, I., Friedli, T. K., Poelmans, J., & Dassen, 

T. (2002). Perception of aggression among psychiatric nurses in 
Switzerland. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 106(Suppl. 412), 
110–117. https://doi.org/10.1034/j.1600-0447.106.s412.1.x

Abril, E. P. (2016). Unmasking trolls: Political discussion on 
Twitter during the parliamentary election in Catalonia. 
Trípodos, 53–69.

Akhtar, S., & Morrison, C. M. (2019). The prevalence and impact 
of online trolling of UK members of parliament. Computers 
in Human Behavior, 99, 322–327. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
chb.2019.05.015

Alexa. (2020). Reddit.com traffic statistics. https://www.alexa.com/
siteinfo/reddit.com#section_traffic

Bargh, J. A., McKenna, K. Y. A., & Fitzsimons, G. M. (2002). Can 
you see the real me? Activation and expression of the “true 
self” on the Internet. Journal of Social Issues, 58(1), 33–48. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-4560.00247

Barney, R. (2016). [Aristotle], on trolling. Journal of the American 
Philosophical Association, 2(2), 193–195. https://doi.org/ 
10.1017/apa.2016.9

Baym, N. K. (2015). Personal connections in the digital age (2nd 
ed.). Polity Press.

Bergstrom, K. (2011). “Don’t feed the troll”: Shutting down debate 
about community expectations on Reddit.com. First Monday, 
16(8), Article 3498. https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v16i8.3498

Buckels, E. E., Trapnell, P. D., & Paulhus, D. L. (2014). Trolls just 
want to have fun. Personality and Individual Differences, 67, 
97–102. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2014.01.016

Cheng, J., Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil, C., Leskovec, J., & Bernstein, 
M. (2017). Anyone can become a troll. American Scientist, 
105(3), 152–155. https://doi.org/10.1511/2017.105.3.152

Coe, K., Kenski, K., & Rains, S. A. (2014). Online and uncivil? 
Patterns and determinants of incivility in newspaper website 
comments. Journal of Communication, 64(4), 658–679. https://
doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12104

Coleman, G. (2014). Hacker, hoaxer, whistleblower, spy: The many 
faces of anonymous. Verso Books.

Coles, B. A., & West, M. (2016). Trolling the trolls: Online forum 
users constructions of the nature and properties of trolling. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 60, 233–244. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.070

Craker, N., & March, E. (2016). The dark side of Facebook: The 
Dark Tetrad, negative social potency, and trolling behaviours. 
Personality and Individual Differences, 102, 79–84. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.06.043

Curlew, A. E. (2019). Undisciplined performativity: A sociological 
approach to anonymity. Social Media + Society, 5(1), 1–14. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119829843

Dalakas, V., Melancon, J. P., & Sreboth, T. (2015). A qualita-
tive inquiry on schadenfreude by sport fans. Journal of Sport 
Behavior, 38(2), 161–179.

Datta, S., & Adar, E. (2019). Extracting inter-community conflicts 
in Reddit. Proceedings of the International AAAI Conference 
on Web and Social Media, 13, 146–157.

Dennen, V. P. (2008). Pedagogical lurking: Student engagement 
in non-posting discussion behavior. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 24(4), 1624–1633. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb. 
2007.06.003

Flores-Saviaga, C., Keegan, B., & Savage, S. (2018). Mobilizing 
the Trump train: Understanding collective action in a politi-
cal trolling community. Proceedings of the International AAAI 
Conference on Web and Social Media, 12(1), 82–91.

Foulkes, L., Viding, E., McCrory, E. J., & Neumann, C. S. (2014). 
Social Reward Questionnaire (SRQ): Development and vali-
dation. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, Article 201. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00201

Gammon, J. (2014, October 20). Over a quarter of Americans have 
made malicious online comments. Yougov. https://today.you-
gov.com/topics/politics/articles-reports/2014/10/20/over-quar-
ter-americans-admit-malicious-online-comm

Hardaker, C. (2010). Trolling in asynchronous computer-medi-
ated communication: From user discussions to academic 
definitions. Journal of Politeness Research: Language, 
Behaviour, Culture, 6(2), 215–242. https://doi.org/10.1515/
jplr.2010.011

Hare, R. D., & Neumann, C. S. (2009). Psychopathy: Assessment 
and forensic implications. The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, 
54(12), 791–802. https://doi.org/10.1177/070674370905401202

Herring, S., Job-Sluder, K., Scheckler, R., & Barab, S. (2002). 
Searching for safety online: Managing “trolling” in a feminist 
forum. The Information Society, 18(5), 371–384. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01972240290108186

Hertel, G., Niemeyer, G., & Clauss, A. (2008). Social indispens-
ability or social comparison: The why and when of motivation 
gains of inferior group members. Journal of Applied Social 
Psychology, 38(5), 1329–1363. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-
1816.2008.00350.x

Hmielowski, J. D., Hutchens, M. J., & Cicchirillo, V. J. (2014). 
Living in an age of online incivility: Examining the condi-
tional indirect effects of online discussion on political flaming. 
Information, Communication & Society, 17(10), 1196–1211. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2014.899609

Humphreys, A. (2016). Social media: Enduring principles. Oxford 
University Press.

Jansen, G., Dassen, T., & Moorer, P. (1997). The perception of 
aggression. Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 11(1), 
51–55. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6712.1997.tb00430.x

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6233-1038
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5425-7002
https://bit.ly/37hnqLa
https://doi.org/10.1034/j.1600-0447.106.s412.1.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.05.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.05.015
https://www.alexa.com/siteinfo/reddit.com#section_traffic
https://www.alexa.com/siteinfo/reddit.com#section_traffic
https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-4560.00247
https://doi.org/10.1017/apa.2016.9
https://doi.org/10.1017/apa.2016.9
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v16i8.3498
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2014.01.016
https://doi.org/10.1511/2017.105.3.152
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12104
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.070
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.02.070
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.06.043
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.06.043
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119829843
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2007.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2007.06.003
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00201
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00201
https://today.yougov.com/topics/politics/articles-reports/2014/10/20/over-quarter-americans-admit-malicious-online-comm
https://today.yougov.com/topics/politics/articles-reports/2014/10/20/over-quarter-americans-admit-malicious-online-comm
https://today.yougov.com/topics/politics/articles-reports/2014/10/20/over-quarter-americans-admit-malicious-online-comm
https://doi.org/10.1515/jplr.2010.011
https://doi.org/10.1515/jplr.2010.011
https://doi.org/10.1177/070674370905401202
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972240290108186
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972240290108186
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2008.00350.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2008.00350.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2014.899609
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-6712.1997.tb00430.x


12 Social Media + Society

Jonason, P. K., & Webster, G. D. (2010). The dirty dozen: A con-
cise measure of the dark triad. Psychological Assessment, 
22(2), 420–432. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019265

Kilgo, D. K., Ng, Y. M. M., Riedl, M. J., & Lacasa-Mas, I. 
(2018). Reddit’s veil of anonymity: Predictors of engage-
ment and participation in media environments with hostile 
reputations. Social Media + Society, 4(4), 1–9. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2056305118810216

Kilgo, D. K., Yoo, J., Sinta, V., Geise, S., Suran, M., & Johnson, 
T. J. (2016). Led it on Reddit: An exploratory study examin-
ing opinion leadership on Reddit. First Monday, 9(21), Article 
6429. https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v21i9.6429

Kirkwood, G. L., Payne, H. J., & Mazer, J. P. (2019). Collective 
trolling as a form of organizational resistance: Analysis of 
the #JusticeforBradsWife Twitter campaign. Communication 
Studies, 70(3), 332–351. https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.20
19.1610015

Leach, C. W., Spears, R., Branscombe, N. R., & Doosje, B. (2003). 
Malicious pleasure: Schadenfreude at the suffering of another 
group. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84(5), 
932–943. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.84.5.932

Lee, N. Y., & Kim, Y. (2014). The spiral of silence and journalists’ 
outspokenness on Twitter. Asian Journal of Communication, 
24(3), 262–278. https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2014.885536

Liu, B., & Wei, L. (2018). Modeling social support on social 
media: Effect of publicness and the underlying mechanisms. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 87, 263–275. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.05.006

Lopes, B., & Yu, H. (2017). Who do you troll and why: An inves-
tigation into the relationship between the Dark Triad person-
alities and online trolling behaviours towards popular and less 
popular Facebook profiles. Computers in Human Behavior, 77, 
69–76. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.08.036

Lopez, K. J., Muldoon, M. L., & McKeown, J. K. L. (2019). One 
day of #Feminism: Twitter as a complex digital arena for 
wielding, shielding, and trolling talk on feminism. Leisure 
Sciences, 41(3), 203–220. https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2
018.1448022

Lumsden, K. (2019). ‘“I want to kill you in front of your children” 
is not a threat—It’s an expression of a desire’: Discourses of 
online abuse, trolling and violence on r/MensRights. In K. 
Lumsden & E. Harmer (Eds.), Online othering (pp. 91–115). 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Maia, R. C. M., & Rezende, T. A. S. (2016). Respect and disre-
spect in deliberation across the networked media environ-
ment: Examining multiple paths of political talk. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication, 21(2), 121–139. https://
doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12155

Manjoo, F. (2014, August 14). Web trolls winning as incivil-
ity increases. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.
com/2014/08/15/technology/web-trolls-winning-as-incivility-
increases.html?_r=0

March, E., Grieve, R., Marrington, J., & Jonason, P. K. (2017). 
Trolling on Tinder (and other dating apps): Examining the role 
of the Dark Tetrad and impulsivity. Personality and Individual 
Differences, 110, 139–143. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid. 
2017.01.025

March, E., & Marrington, J. (2019). A qualitative analysis of internet 
trolling. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 
22(3), 192–197. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2018.0210

McCosker, A. (2014). Trolling as provocation: YouTube’s ago-
nistic publics. Convergence, 20(2), 201–217. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1354856513501413

Mojica, L. G. (2016). Modeling trolling in social media conversa-
tions (Arxiv 161205310). Cornell University. https://arxiv.org/
abs/1612.05310

Mutz, D. C., & Reeves, B. (2005). The new videomalaise: Effects 
of televised incivility on political trust. American Political 
Science Review, 99(1), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0003055405051452

Ouwerkerk, J. W., & Johnson, B. K. (2016). Motives for online 
friending and following: The dark side of social network site 
connections. Social Media + Society, 2(3), 1–13. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2056305116664219

Papacharissi, Z. (2004). Democracy online: Civility, politeness, 
and the democratic potential of online political discussion 
groups. New Media & Society, 6(2), 259–283. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1461444804041444

Paulhus, D. L., & Williams, K. M. (2002). The Dark Triad of per-
sonality: Narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. 
Journal of Research in Personality, 36(6), 556–563. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0092-6566(02)00505-6

Phillips, W. (2015). This is why we can’t have nice things: Mapping 
the relationship between online trolling and mainstream cul-
ture. MIT Press.

Porter, S., Bhanwer, A., Woodworth, M., & Black, P. J. (2014). 
Soldiers of misfortune: An examination of the Dark Triad 
and the experience of schadenfreude. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 67, 64–68. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
paid.2013.11.014

Rafaeli, S., Ravid, G., & Soroka, V. (2004). De-lurking in virtual com-
munities: A social communication network approach to measur-
ing the effects of social and cultural capital. In Proceedings of 
the 2004 37th annual Hawaii international conference on sys-
tem sciences (pp. 1–10). Institute of Electrical and Electronics 
Engineers. https://doi.org/10.1109/HICSS.2004.1265478.

Reddit. (n.d). Reddit content policy. https://www.redditinc.com/
policies/content-policy

Robards, B. (2018). Belonging and neo-tribalism on social media 
site Reddit. In A. Hardy, A. Bennett, & B. Robards (Eds.), Neo-
tribes (pp. 187–206). Palgrave Macmillan.

Rösner, L., & Krämer, N. C. (2016). Verbal venting in the social 
web: Effects of anonymity and group norms on aggressive lan-
guage use in online comments. Social Media + Society, 2(3), 
1–13. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116664220

Sanfilippo, M. R., Fichman, P., & Yang, S. (2018). 
Multidimensionality of online trolling behaviors. The 
Information Society, 34(1), 27–39. https://doi.org/10.1080/01
972243.2017.1391911

Shachaf, P., & Hara, N. (2010). Beyond vandalism: Wikipedia 
trolls. Journal of Information Science, 36(3), 357–370. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0165551510365390

Smith, P. K., Mahdavi, J., Carvalho, M., Fisher, S., Russell, S., 
& Tippett, N. (2008). Cyberbullying: Its nature and impact 
in secondary school pupils. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry, 49(4), 376–385. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-
7610.2007.01846.x

Stryker, R., Conway, B. A., & Danielson, J. T. (2016). What is 
political incivility? Communication Monographs, 83(4), 535–
556. https://doi.org/10.1080/03637751.2016.1201207

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019265
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118810216
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118810216
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v21i9.6429
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2019.1610015
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2019.1610015
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.84.5.932
https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2014.885536
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.08.036
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2018.1448022
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2018.1448022
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12155
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12155
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/15/technology/web-trolls-winning-as-incivility-increases.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/15/technology/web-trolls-winning-as-incivility-increases.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/15/technology/web-trolls-winning-as-incivility-increases.html?_r=0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.01.025
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.01.025
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2018.0210
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856513501413
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856513501413
https://arxiv.org/abs/1612.05310
https://arxiv.org/abs/1612.05310
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055405051452
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055405051452
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116664219
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116664219
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444804041444
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444804041444
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0092-6566(02)00505-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0092-6566(02)00505-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.11.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.11.014
https://doi.org/10.1109/HICSS.2004.1265478
https://www.redditinc.com/policies/content-policy
https://www.redditinc.com/policies/content-policy
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305116664220
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2017.1391911
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2017.1391911
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551510365390
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551510365390
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01846.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01846.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637751.2016.1201207


Brubaker et al. 13

van Dijk, W. W., van Koningsbruggen, G. M., Ouwerkerk, J. W., 
& Wesseling, Y. M. (2011). Self-esteem, self-affirmation, 
and schadenfreude. Emotion, 11(6), 1445–1449. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0026331

Vicente, V. (2020, June 8). How to combine multiple subreddits with 
multireddits. How-to Geek. https://www.howtogeek.com/670169/
how-to-create-multireddits-to-combine-multiple-subreddits/

Wang, M. Y., & Silva, D. E. (2018). A slap or a jab: An experi-
ment on viewing uncivil political discussions on Facebook. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 81, 73–83. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.11.041

Wei, L., & Liu, B. (2020). Reactions to others’ misfortune on social 
media: Effects of homophily and publicness on schadenfreude, 
empathy, and perceived deservingness. Computers in Human 
Behavior, 102, 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.08.002

Willet, K. B. S., & Carpenter, J. P. (2020). Teachers on Reddit? 
Exploring contributions and interactions in four teaching-related 
subreddits. Journal of Research on Technology in Education, 
52(2), 216–233. https://doi.org/10.1080/15391523.2020.1722978

Wilson, D. S., Near, D., & Miller, R. R. (1996). Machiavellianism: 
A synthesis of the evolutionary and psychological litera-
tures. Psychological Bulletin, 119(2), 285–299. https://doi.
org/10.1037//0033-2909.119.2.285

Zuroff, D. C., Fournier, M. A., Patall, E. A., & Leybman, M. J. 
(2010). Steps toward an evolutionary personality psychology: 
Individual differences in the social rank domain. Canadian 
Psychology/Psychologie Canadienne, 51(1), 58–66. https://
doi.org/10.1037/a0018472

Author Biographies

Pamela Jo Brubaker (PhD, The Pennsylvania State University) is an 
Associate Professor in the School of Communications at Brigham 
Young University in Provo, Utah, USA. Her research interests 
include the impact and use of social media and digital communica-
tion technologies (@prbrubaker).

Daniel Montez (MA, Brigham Young University) is a doctoral stu-
dent in Communication at the University of Arizona in Tucson, 
Arizona. His research interests include political communication, 
online incivility, and media effects (@DanielMontez_).

Scott Haden Church (PhD, University of Nebraska–Lincoln) is an 
Associate Professor in the School of Communications at Brigham 
Young University in Provo, Utah, USA. His research primarily uses 
rhetorical and critical methods for examining social media and pop-
ular culture (@scotthchurch).

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026331
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026331
https://www.howtogeek.com/670169/how-to-create-multireddits-to-combine-multiple-subreddits/
https://www.howtogeek.com/670169/how-to-create-multireddits-to-combine-multiple-subreddits/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.11.041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.11.041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2019.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/15391523.2020.1722978
https://doi.org/10.1037//0033-2909.119.2.285
https://doi.org/10.1037//0033-2909.119.2.285
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018472
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018472



