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Abstract

The main objective of the article is to attempt to provide a more sociological explanation of why some people attack and
insult others online, i.e., considering not only their personality structure but also social and situational factors. The main
theoretical dichotomy we built on is between powerful high-status and low-on-empathy “bullies” trolling others for their
own entertainment, and people who are socially isolated, disempowered, or politically involved, therefore feel attacked
by others’ beliefs and opinions expressed online, and troll defensively or reactively instead of primarily maliciously. With
an MTurk sample of over 1,000 adult respondents from the US, we tested these assumptions. We could confirm that there
are two categories and motivations for trolling: for fun and more defensive/reactive. Further, we checked how strongly
precarious working conditions, low social status, social isolation, and political as well as religious affiliation of the person
increase or decrease the probability of trolling as well as enjoyment levels from this activity. We controlled for personality
traits, social media use and patterns, as well as sociodemographic factors. We could confirm that political identities and
religiosity increase the likelihood of, but not the enjoyment of trolling; however, socio-economic factors do not have the
same differentiating effect.
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1. Introduction

Social media is often seen as a polarizing, if not toxic,
environment. In part, this heated online climate might
be attributed to constant conflicts with so-called inter-
net “trolls.” It is still not fully clear why some people
find it appropriate and even fun to attack and insult oth-
ers online. The most widespread explanation, offered
mainly by psychological studies, is that those who engage
in such behavior are aggressive individuals with low
impulse control, psychotic personality traits (Buckels
et al., 2014; Lopes & Yu, 2017), and a lack of empathy

(Sest & March, 2017). However, this research rarely con-
siders how the social environment and living conditions
of trolls—such as stress level, precarious working condi-
tions, social isolation, economic deprivation, and other
hardships—may influence their engagement in different
kinds of social and online deviance. Also, scholars have
not yet examined how trolling behavior is influenced by
political identities, i.e., those known to strongly increase
affective polarization by driving people to react aggres-
sively to their opponents, especially within the anony-
mous internet space. On this subject, one qualitative
interview study recently found that the most aggressive
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people online are not only extreme in their political atti-
tudes but also disadvantaged in their social lives, such
that they seek needed attention, empowerment, and
confidence from hostile online activities (Bail, 2021).

The goal of this study is to theoretically contrast
and comprehensively analyze these different modes of
trolling, focusing on the personality traits of individuals
who engage in such behavior and the socio-political fac-
tors that may impact their decision to do so. We see this
phenomenon in the broader context of current devel-
opments: rising affective political and social polarization
and negative partisanship in both the US and Europe
(Reiljan, 2020), the increasing negativity of electoral cam-
paigns (Nyhuis et al., 2020), and the general incivility of
political discourse (Gidron et al., 2019). Very often, this
augmented hostility is related to populist and extremist
(especially far-right) parties, whose candidates are more
prone to use attack politics and harsh campaigns (Nai,
2021), and more often loath and are loathed by the par-
tisans of other parties (Harteveld et al., 2021).

Against this background, a puzzle arises. While dark
personality traits allegedly underlie trolling behavior,
the phenomenon also seems to represent a reactive
response to felt powerlessness. Former US President
Donald Trump can serve as an illustrative example here.
Trump can be described as a real “bully”: narcissistic,
aggressive, power-obsessed (Nai & Maier, 2018), and
seemingly liked by individuals with similar personality
profiles (Nai et al., 2021). It is logical to expect that
people like Trump and his supporters are also active
and spread hostility online. Yet so-called “rednecks” and
other populist supporters are also often seen as social
“losers”: individuals whose economic situation objec-
tively worsened in the last decades (Gidron & Hall, 2017),
who feel misunderstood, unjustly treated, disempow-
ered, and excluded due to their beliefs (Abts & Baute,
2021; Hochschild, 2016), and who fuel ressentiment and
reactionarism (Salmela & Capelos, 2021). This negative
emotionality is channeled not only through populist sup-
port, but also vented on social media, for example by
trolling out-party supporters (Bail, 2021)—thereby fur-
ther fueling affective polarization (Bulut & Yoriik, 2017).

Considering these factors, this article seeks to take
a more comprehensive look at trolling behavior. First,
we clarify the definition of trolling and differentiate
between trolling for fun and more defensive/reactive
trolling. Second, we review the possible explanations of
online trolling behavior, including the more sociological
and political ones. We continue by performing explana-
tory and confirmatory factor analyses (EFA and CFA,
respectively) to test the assumed differences between
concepts of and motivating factors behind trolling, as
well as structural equation path modeling to show their
relationship. We then conduct regression analyses in
order to introduce a wider range of explanatory and con-
trol variables into the equation. Finally, we conclude by
presenting our results and reflecting on the limitations of
our study.

2. Definition of Trolling

The term “trolling” has become a catchphrase to
describe a range of online deviant behaviors. It is cru-
cial, therefore, that we differentiate between trolling
and other forms of anti-social, or dark, online activi-
ties, the most similar of which are hate speech, online
harassment, and cyberbullying (Hardaker, 2010; Shachaf
& Hara, 2010). All four must be clearly distinguished from
impoliteness, online incivility, offensive, derogatory, and
abusive language, or so-called “flaming.” The latter
depict forms of discursive hostility (Andersen, 2021), or
hostile ways of presenting content—not the behavior
itself. Accordingly, uncivil language could be used in con-
nection with all forms of online hostility, albeit for dif-
ferent purposes and with different intentions. What dif-
ferentiates trolling from other forms of hostile online
behavior is, first and foremost, the target. There is a
pre-existing relationship between the cyberbully and the
victim(s), so damage is caused to the specific target
(Fichman & Sanfilippo, 2016). Harassment is related to
real-world stalking and is often sexual in nature (May
etal., 2012), and hate speech is a form of verbal violence
directed at particular groups, especially on the basis
of race, religion, or sexual orientation (Paasch-Colberg
et al., 2021). By contrast, in the case of trolling the tar-
get does not need to be predefined, and the network of
trolling is usually wide, not limited as it is with cyberbul-
lying (Hardaker, 2010).

All in all, while trolling has become a widely known
internet phenomenon, its definition remains blurry due
to the variety of practices it encompasses. Trolling activ-
ities range from mocking others for self-amusement to
disrupting online communities (Pao, 2015). In general,
trolling can be defined as the act of posting/sharing
content or comments that may irritate or cause con-
flict among those who receive it, and/or starting a cir-
cular discussion that deliberately provokes an aggressive
response by the targets of the trolling (Hardaker, 2010).
Fichman and Sanfilippo (2015) regard online trolling as
a deviant and antisocial behavior in which the user acts
provocatively against normative expectations. However,
when we look at this phenomenon with the aim to
understand the desired outcomes and intentions of
trolling, the picture becomes rather vague. From this
perspective, we encounter enjoyment and thrill-seeking
as well as revenge and self-gratification (Cook et al.,
2018; Fichman & Sanfilippo, 2015; Quandt et al., 2022;
Shachaf & Hara, 2010). This article seeks to manage
the complexity of the trolling dynamic by categorizing
trolling into two main types: (a) trolling for fun and
(b) defensive/reactive trolling.

Trolling as a form of entertainment has been widely
documented (Buckels et al., 2014; Shachaf & Hara, 2010).
Hardaker (2010) explains that trolls aim to cause disrup-
tion and trigger unpleasant feelings in their victims for
the sake of their own amusement. The trolling behav-
ior is therefore associated with positive emotions, such
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as the pleasure that comes from attracting attention.
Yet the internal trigger of boredom also appears to play
an important role in this context (Shachaf & Hara, 2010).
In contrast, defensive/reactive trolling is related to
negative emotions and represents a reaction to another
person’s actions. In this vein, Cheng et al. (2017) found
that exposure to previous trolling behavior by oth-
ers can increase the users’ likelihood of engaging in
trolling behavior themselves. Furthermore, witnessing
how another group member is subjected to trolling
may motivate a third party to step in and troll back
(Hopkinson, 2013). Another possibility is the so-called
“white and gray hat trolls”—or people who not only troll
back, but also “troll the trolls” for the sake of an alleged
higher cause, i.e., to direct public attention to certain
issues (Matthews & Goerzen, 2019). In this sense, trolling
might be motivated by genuine beliefs and in-group
identities, and not only by feelings of boredom or the
expectation of fun. People who engage in this kind of
trolling might feel threatened, attacked (Liu et al., 2018),
and vengeful (Shachaf & Hara, 2010). They may respond
spontaneously and impulsively, without the intent to
harm (Hardaker, 2010), and later regret their actions.
To sum up, this trolling is defensive/reactive in many
respects: It is a neurotic or moody reaction to the provo-
cation of another, as well as a more considerate response
strategy based on strong beliefs and calculations.

3. Explanations of Trolling Behavior

The different types of trolling already provide some
hints as to the underlying reasons behind such behav-
ior. This section reviews the known explanatory fac-
tors for trolling, focusing on those related to defen-
sive/reactive trolling. To gain access to a broader pool
of potential explanations, we consulted a wide range
of studies on online aggressiveness, deviance, and crim-
inality in general. We start by reviewing what Cook
et al. (2018) classified as the internal triggers (personal-
ity traits) and circumstantial factors (mainly, the social
media environment) of trolling behavior. While these
are the most commonly considered factors with regard
to trolling, they are rather narrow in their explanatory
power. After that, we present what we believe to be
the most important social and political determinants of
defensive/reactive trolling.

3.1. Personality Structure

Among scholars, personality structure appears to be
the most popular and attractive explanation of trolling
behavior. The dark personality types—Machiavellianism,
psychopathy, sadism, and narcissism—are distinguished
by remorseless, impulsive, thrill-seeking, and socially
offensive behavior (Buckels et al., 2019; Jones & Paulhus,
2011), including trolling. Psychopathy is related to low
self-control and low empathy, as well as a lack of respect
for social norms and conventions (Foster & Trimm, 2008).

The absence of inhibitory mechanisms permits people
with this trait to engage in a wide range of antisocial
activities (Craker & March, 2016; Hare, 2006; Jones et al.,
2011). Sadistic psychopaths also believe that it is totally
acceptable to manipulate and use others, for example
by blackmailing and bullying popular individuals (Buckels
et al., 2014; Lopes & Yu, 2017). Like psychopaths, narcis-
sists and Machavellianists have a distorted view of their
own self-importance and do not hesitate to use manipu-
lation and deception for self-enhancement and to pro-
tect their self-esteem, although their behavior is less
motivated by pleasure-seeking or harming others and
is more self-serving than that of psychopaths (Campbell
& Miller, 2011; Jakobwitz & Egan, 2006). Our data set,
however, only enables us to measure empathy, which
has already been shown to negatively relate to both psy-
chopathy and trolling (Sest & March, 2017).

Our analysis does include the Big5 inventory, of
which low levels of conscientiousness and agreeableness
are associated with psychopathy and a higher likelihood
of enjoying trolling. High levels of extraversion, neuroti-
cism, or openness also have a positive impact on trolling
(Gylfason et al., 2021); however, extraversion and open-
ness might well indicate an outgoing and self-confident
personality and an interest in communicating in var-
ious different ways, rather than malignant intentions.
Moreover, neuroticism, low levels of agreeableness, and
low levels of conscientiousness are correlated with a spe-
cific kind of social media use—that is, the kind that seeks
to gain from social media the attention and social sup-
port people might lack in their offline lives (Seidman,
2013), so also possibly defensive trolling. Another known
personality-related explanation of online deviance has to
do with the difficulties some people experience in regu-
lating their own emotions, and the ramifications of their
anger (Toro et al., 2020). This negative affect is known to
spiral, completely consume the person, and reduce the
person’s inhibitions, prompting an urge to engage in cor-
rective action towards the culprit (the person perceived
to have caused the anger; Agnew, 1995). In this sense, it
could also be related to the troll-back reaction.

Thus, we expect empathy to have a strong impact in
that it can decrease a person’s enjoyment of trolling for
fun (but not defensive trolling). However, the contradic-
tory reasoning and differing results of the existing studies
on the Big5 hinder us from formulating any clear expec-
tations on this relation. Because our survey provides no
measure for emotional regulation as a personality trait,
we count the motivations to troll related to anger and
other negative emotions as situational, and therefore as
reactive trolling.

3.2. Social Media Environment

With the recent development of new technologies,
trolling opportunities have become more available.
Many online platforms, especially those supported by
social media, provide relatively open spaces for a large
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number of individuals to engage in genuine, sincere inter-
personal communication and debate. Trolls actively prey
on such individuals by posting controversial and inap-
propriate messages to derail discussions into pointless
tangents (Herring et al., 2002). Little to no moderation
and the option to remain anonymous means that vio-
lations of conversational norms often go unpunished,
or at least give that impression—which, in turn, invites
deception, controlled self-presentation, and decreased
self-control among some users (Hardaker, 2010). The abil-
ity to remain incognito or to disguise their identities
gives trolling individuals an advantage over their victims,
who often openly share personal information about
themselves, thereby inadvertently inviting ad hominem
attacks. Another known effect of anonymity is its deindi-
viduating effect on users: Decreasing the salience of indi-
vidual identity and increasing that of social/group iden-
tity deflects personal responsibility and enables deviant
behavior (see social identity model of deindividuation
effects by Spears, 2017, and our notes on group-driven
trolling in the last passage of Section 2).

We also follow the logic of situational action the-
ory, which addresses both the personal and environ-
mental factors that tend to predominate in the offend-
ing individual (Li et al., 2022). Since the impact of the
online environment is constant for everyone, what cre-
ates the difference is how individuals approach and use
that environment. In this regard, time appears to be
one key factor: Scholarship tends to show a strong asso-
ciation between time spent online and deviant behav-
ior online (Lee, 2018). What about different kinds of
trolling—Do they seem to align with different usage pat-
terns regarding the online environment? On the one
hand, more people show dark personality traits online
than offline (Nevin, 2015) and hostile political discus-
sions are mainly caused by status-driven individuals (Bor
& Petersen, 2021). On the other hand, online attacks are
frequently driven by people who feel their lack of sta-
tus and want to boost it (Bail, 2021). In this respect, it
seems that online environments do not feed into any
specific type or types of trolling; they appear to pro-
mote trolling of all kinds. Also, we know that interac-
tions between ideologically opposed users are signifi-
cantly more negative than like-minded ones (Marchal,
2021), which means that the composition of online net-
works matters. Once again, this seems to present more
opportunities for trolling in general—of all kinds.

How people shape social comparison on social media,
however, is differently related to different sorts of
trolling. Research suggests that mostly psychopathic
people engage in upward social comparison, or com-
parison with people who are better off (Lopes & Yu,
2017); others who want to enhance their social status
make a downward comparison, since upward compari-
son for them would only increase their anxiety, low self-
esteem, insecurity, and loneliness (Bonnette et al., 2019;
Howard et al., 2019). We would expect defensive trolling
to be more related to downward online comparison,

and enjoyment trolling to be more related to upward
online comparison.

3.3. Social Status and Identity

Independently of a user’s propensity to anger ramifica-
tions, experiencing online hostility from others increases
the likelihood that one will respond in a trolling man-
ner (Liu et al., 2018). This could be triggered not only
by vengefulness or a lost temper but also by the feel-
ing that social norms allow for this kind of behavior
(Sentse et al., 2007)—a feeling encouraged by the rel-
ative freedom and anonymity of online space, as we
noted in Subsection 3.2. The inhibition of social controls
is even stronger in group settings: Research suggests that
exposure to trolling does not have to be experienced
directly by individuals but may gear itself more towards
group identities (see also social identity model of dein-
dividuation effects theory in Subsection 3.2. Trolling
out-group and in-group members who violated some
inner rules also helps to establish community boundaries
(Rafalow, 2015).

In that sense, partisanship represents a form of
defensive/reactive trolling, even if it sometimes goes
beyond mere revenge and represents some form of ide-
ological impetus (Fichman & Sanfilippo, 2016). Driven
by certain political beliefs or ideologies, trolls seek to
draw attention to the social issues they care about
(Sanfilippo et al., 2017), or they use social media as com-
munication and mobilization channels through which
to find allies and/or to legitimate and inspire a group
action (Flores-Saviaga et al., 2018). Political trolling prac-
tices can also include baiting ideological opponents
into arguments through coordinated behavior and con-
scious attack, in order to spam adversary online plat-
forms and individuals (Frischlich et al., 2021; Sanfilippo
et al.,, 2017). However, in this case, the action is done
in response to the troll’s perception of a group threat,
rather than for personal fun. A somewhat different func-
tion could be ascribed to another identification: religion.
Religious convictions are often politicized and important
in defensive/reactive trolling; yet they are also some-
times presented as moral convictions that deter the
holder of those convictions from deviance (Adamczyk,
2012). In that case, the person might feel shame or guilt
when trolling, rather than enjoyment.

General socio-economic factors also belong to the
important determinants of social deviance. Most of
the studies relate to poverty, low levels of education,
and destructive family relations to anti-social behavior
(Cioban et al., 2021; Hagan & Foster, 2001). Uncivil online
behavior has been even more strongly linked to a gen-
erally low or reduced social status (for example, due
to a recent divorce or unemployment) and subjective
feelings of social isolation (such as lack of social sup-
port) and economic deprivation. The loneliness of people
with these characteristics leads them to attach greater
importance to other social identities, such as political
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partisanship (cf. Salmela & von Scheve, 2018) and to vent
online more often than other individuals (Bail, 2021),
which in turn ostensibly enhances their power and social
status (Juvonen & Graham, 2014). The feeling of injus-
tice might be more relevant than the objective socio-
economic situation; thus, a person could have a fairly
solid social standing and still lack the experience of
social mobility (cf. Hochschild, 2016; see also Salmela &
von Scheve, 2018) or feel deprived of what they legiti-
mately deserve (Agnew, 1995; Cioban et al., 2021). This
frustration causes anger and aggression as well as anx-
iety, depression, and general irritability (Aseltine et al.,
2000), which leads us to believe that it also belongs to a
group of factors causing defensive trolling.

To summarize, we expect to find more defensive/
reactive trolling among people with strong political iden-
tities than among other individuals. However, we cannot
formulate a clear hypothesis for religious identity, which
might also inhibit trolling. Second, we suggest that peo-
ple with low socio-economic status, precarious working
conditions, and relatively low levels of social support are
more prone to troll than others. On the other hand, an
elevated social status appears more related to trolling
for fun, since having a successful career and a position
of power might also signal the presence of a dark per-
sonality (i.e., given the deep disregard for others and
strong will to dominate that tend to characterize individ-
uals with dark personality traits; Festl & Quandt, 2013;
see also Section 3.1).

4. Research Data and Design

To test our theoretical model, we used survey data
of 1,314 individuals gathered by Texas State University
on MTurk (Amazon Mechanical Turk). The sample con-
sists of 51.26% men and 48.29% women (the remain-
ing respondents reported as transgender or gender
non-conforming), 68.57% of whom self-identified as
white, 40.79% as Democrats, and 26.64% as Republicans.
The mean age of respondents was 35.74 years. In com-
parison to US census data, the sample overrepresents
young people and Democrats; however, this is fairly com-
mon in online samples. While there are also some devia-
tions for race, this might be based on the different race
categories used and the fact that not all MTurk work-
ers come from the US. Although scholars often express
reservations about the quality of MTurk surveys, they still
seem to be preferred over purely student samples (Pew
Research Center, 2016).

Since the original purpose of the survey differs from
the aim of our study, it does not cover all the variables
that follow from our theoretical considerations, yet still
provides a wide range of variables that could help to
answer some of our research questions. In this sense, our
study could be seen as a secondary data analysis. For this
reason, we also present our study as rather explorative,
even though it is generally led by theoretical considera-
tions and expectations.

In analyzing these variables, we first present the avail-
able items related to trolling and the motivation to troll.
We then draw on both EFA and CFA to group these into
meaningful variables. Later, we present the expected
links between those variables and test them with struc-
tural equation path modeling. To include more variables
than would be feasible with the path model, we continue
with regression analyses. Analyses were conducted with
Statal5 and R package lavaan.

4.1. Trolling and Trolling Motivations

For our dependent variables, we decided to go with the
items that would represent the greatest breadth of pos-
sible trolling and attacking behaviors and hypothesized
that they could be clustered into two categories. In the
first category, we grouped the items concerned with the
extent to which one enjoys debating to upset or irri-
tate others and to troll. These items were expected to
represent the enjoyment of trolling. In the second cate-
gory, we grouped together items related to the respon-
dent’s likelihood to make comments, create posts, send
people “shock websites” to upset others, and whether
the respondent enjoys posting with the intent to annoy
others. We used the items in this second category
to measure the respondent’s likelihood to troll, since
they do not specifically mention enjoyment and there-
fore probably also represent defensive/reactive trolling
(for a more detailed description of variables, see the
Supplementary Material).

This structure of variables could already be con-
firmed by means of a correlation matrix (Figure Al in the
Supplementary Material). Since all of the items represent
anti-social and undesirable behaviors, they did not show
a normal distribution and had to be dichotomized for
further analyses (similar to Howard et al., 2019), i.e., all
respondents who did say more than “extremely unlikely”
or “strongly disagree” (for descriptives, see Figure A2 in
the Supplementary Material). While this is a very strict
exclusion criterion for the circle of trolls, it was done in
order to capture measurements for accidental trolling
behavior. EFA renders the model with two factors (for
Table 1, Promax rotation was used because the respon-
dent’s likelihood to troll also partially includes trolling
for fun, so these two sorts of trolling cannot be treated
as independent from one another). CFA confirms this
structure only with acceptable fit (Table A1 with load-
ings in the Supplementary Material), but we decided not
to further modify our model due to the strong theoret-
ical assumptions and other empirical evidence for this
model. We created two continuous variables from the
corresponding EFA factor scores, which ranged from 0
to 1. The pressing question, however, is how keen peo-
ple are to admit that they are trolling, and how rea-
sonable our partition of trolling in these two groups
is. We present some validity checks to support our
claims and data (see validity checks in the Supplementary
Material), which confirm that both our numbers of trolls
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Table 1. Factor loadings of trolling items.

Likely to troll Enjoy trolling
Comment to upset 0.8007 0.1280
Offensive posts 0.9411 0.0059
Send shocking websites 0.8669 0.0240
Post to annoy 0.4228 0.2661
Enjoy trolling 0.2742 0.5294
Enjoy debating to upset -0.0064 0.8909

Notes: With Promax rotation, normalized.

as well as our inquiry into different trolling motivations
are justified.

To merge deeper into these possible motivations, we
look at the survey questions that address why respon-
dents troll or how they felt while doing it. The questions
address different emotional, mental, and social states
of the people: “When you are commenting or posting
in order to upset or irritate others, to what extent are
you... Highly Stressed, Tired/Fatigued, Bored, Depressed,
Anxious, Feeling Attacked, Lonely, Silly, Annoyed” and
“When commenting on others’ posts with the intent to
upset or irritate others, to what extent do you feel...
Powerful, Courageous, Intelligent, Levelheaded, Happy,
Embarrassed, Devious, Superior, Cruel, Protected, Guilty,
Confident, Fearful, Defensive.” All of the answers are
measured on a scale of 0 to 100. Since named motiva-
tions had a strong relation to trolling behavior in terms
of distribution, we also dichotomized these items. Thus,
everything higher than 10 was considered to include
this motivation.

Table 2. Factor loadings of trolling motivations.

We used these items to build patterns of trolling
which Maltby et al. (2016) called implicit trolling the-
ories. First, we proceeded with EFA. The exclusion of
the items Devious, Defensive, and Fearful, has ren-
dered a good five-factor solution (Table 2). Already in
the correlation matrix (Figure A3 in the Supplementary
Material), excluded variables showed low correlations
with other items or did not constantly load on any
specific factor. The CFA also provided a good fit for
this five-factor solution (Table A3 in the Supplementary
Material), with the factors being Powerful and Happy,
Silly and Bored, Attacked and Annoyed, Stressed and
Anxious, and Embarrassed and Guilty. Here we also cre-
ated continuous variables from corresponding EFA factor
scores, which ranged from 0 to 1.

The literature we reviewed mentioned all of the
motivation groups as possible motives for trolling.
Here, we assumed that Powerful and Happy and Silly
and Bored would be more related to trolling for fun,
whereas Attacked and Annoyed (due to the defensive,

Stressed and Attacked and Powerful Embarrassed Silly and
Anxious Annoyed and Happy and Guilty Bored

Highly Stressed 0.6849 0.2568 -0.0167 0.0897 -0.1395
Tired/Fatigued 0.6835 0.0910 0.0831 -0.0008 0.0395
Depressed 0.7731 -0.0309 0.0385 0.0266 0.1032
Lonely 0.6415 -0.1190 0.1143 -0.0192 0.2980
Anxious 0.8053 0.1107 -0.0038 0.0257 -0.0383
Feeling Attacked 0.1606 0.6424 0.0424 0.1236 -0.0248
Annoyed 0.0906 0.7981 -0.0070 -0.0192 0.1166
Happy -0.0298 -0.0458 0.9403 -0.0014 0.0078
Powerful 0.0475 -0.0155 0.8744 0.0383 -0.0000
Superior 0.0290 0.0447 0.8112 0.0396 0.0557
Confident -0.0612 0.1128 0.9076 -0.0813 0.0164
Courageous 0.1219 -0.0596 0.8657 0.0425 -0.0628
Intelligent -0.0322 0.0539 0.9329 -0.0452 -0.0015
Levelheaded -0.0200 0.0331 0.9054 -0.0301 -0.0358
Protected 0.0823 -0.0995 0.7474 0.0794 0.0994
Embarrassed 0.1253 -0.0580 0.1400 0.7165 -0.0854
Guilty 0.0399 0.0048 -0.0914 0.8997 0.0180
Cruel -0.0989 0.0830 -0.0105 0.8575 0.0739
Bored 0.0761 0.1061 0.0899 -0.0106 0.7034
Silly 0.2033 0.0039 0.1630 0.0416 0.4881
Notes: With Promax rotation, normalized.
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possibly spontaneous reaction), Stressed and Anxious
(in order to get attention and overcome one’s insecu-
rities), Embarrassed and Guilty (due to the inhibiting
impact of social norms after the spontaneous outburst)
would be indicators of defensive/reactive trolling. Our
hypothesized relations do not mean that there could
be no cross-loadings. For example, it is possible to feel
some Schadenfreude (pleasure at another person’s mis-
fortune) even while trolling defensively; but since this is
not the primary motivation for this behavior, the relation
should be much less incisive. These cross-loadings we
first and foremost expect between trolling for fun moti-
vations and likelihood to troll, since defensive/reactive
trolling could not be clearly extracted from variables
on trolling behavior. On the other hand, enjoyment of
trolling should clearly only be related to fun motivations
(for the main hypothesized model, see Figure 1).

4.2. Other Independent Variables

For further analyses, we will conduct multiple linear
regressions since further buildup of the path model
would make it too confusing. Also, it would be hard to
argue for some paths as mediations or causal links since
we only have cross-sectional data.

We start with social status variables (more detailed
description in the Supplementary material). Occupation
includes jobs of different skill and status levels.
Precarious Working Situation differentiates between
people having one stable job, and those forced to juggle a
few part-time positions. The Interpersonal Support Index

Defensive S

-

5

is a proxy of available support networks, the opposite of
social isolation. Another group of main explanatory vari-
ables is identity. For Political and Religious Affiliation, we
included both the strength and ideological direction of
affiliation. To control for political involvement, we took
people’s self-assessed online political engagement or
Percentage of Political Posts.

The rest of the variables represent controls. For
aspects related to personality, we used the Big5 inven-
tory and Empathy. For social media environment, we
used the measure of Heavy Social Media Use and two
additional variables of how people use them and the com-
position of their social networks. The former is measured
through Upward and Downward Online Comparison, the
latter with the Percentage of (Dis)Similar Groups in which
they are involved. Finally, we also added a few impor-
tant socio-demographic variables: Gender, Age, Race,
and LGBTQAI+.

5. Results

First, we test the main measurement and path model
(see Figure 2). It shows a good fit between our hypoth-
esized model and our data (CFI = 0.951; TLI = 0.9445;
RMSEA = 0.064). The measurement part confirms our
previously presented results: Factor loadings are high
for all of the relations discovered through EFA. The new
part is the hierarchical model of motivations where five
latent groups are further located under two groups of
motivations, and high loadings confirm that the cate-
gories Embarrassed and Guilty, Attacked and Annoyed,

Enhoy

trolling

/'

Figure 1. Tested measurement and path model. Notes: All the presented variables are latent variables; part of the mea-
surement model with manifest variables is excluded in order to not overload the figure; different figure colors represent
different variable groups; black arrows represent hypothesized positive relations, red ones hypothesized negative relations,

and gray possible positive relations.
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Figure 2. Main measurement and path model. Notes: Near variable names variances are depicted in parentheses; black
and gray colors represent trolling; green colors represent motivations to troll; gray arrows are loadings of trolling behaviors
on latent trolling variables; green arrows are loadings of specific motivations on latent motivation variables; green dashed
lines are loadings of latent motivation variables on two main groups of motivations; black straight lines are regression
coefficients; dotted lines (green for motivations, black for trolling behavior) are correlations.

and Stressed and Anxious belong to defensive motiva-
tions, whereas Silly and Bored and Powerful and Happy
correlate to trolling for fun.

As for our path model, we see that Powerful and
Happy as well as Silly and Bored have a significant pos-
itive relation with one’s enjoyment of trolling and, as
expected, one’s likelihood to troll. Defensive trolling moti-
vations demonstrate different relations to trolling. Thus,
Stressed and Anxious has a positive influence on one’s
likelihood to troll, whereas—contrary to expectations—
Embarrassed and Guilty has no significant relation to
trolling behavior and Attacked and Annoyed has a neg-
ative coefficient for trolling. As for Embarrassed and
Guilty, a nonsignificant relation was as plausible as a
negative one. Indeed, in a sense, this feeling does not
decrease or increase trolling: It is only felt during or
after the act of trolling. As for Attacked and Annoyed,
a negative coefficient sign emerges only after control-
ling for Powerful and Happy and Stressed and Anxious,
whereas the binary correlation with trolling is positive
(see Figure 5A in Supplementary Material). Thus, it seems
that if the person is stressed, or feels self-confident and
superior, attacking them does not serve as an additional
driver for trolling; rather, it decreases the probability of
a trolling incident. Possibly, this is due to a negative psy-
chological effect—i.e., the attack deepens the person’s
anxiety or partially diminishes their courage to troll.

To control for a wider range of variables and possi-
ble cross-loadings between motivations and trolling, we

now turn to regressions (see Table 3). Models 1a and
1b just confirm path model results. Models 2a and 2b
demonstrate the influence of the main explanatory vari-
ables. From our social status variables, interpersonal sup-
port demonstrates the strongest impact. Yet we do find
strong negative associations between this factor and
enjoyment of trolling and likelihood to troll, although we
have hypothesized that its impact is limited to general
trolling. The explanation for this might be that trolling is
not only more likely, but also more enjoyable if a person
is bored and alone due to the excitement delivered by
the act itself, and the satisfaction of not having to deal
with one’s lack of meaningful social connections. We also
see a strong and positive correlation between the enjoy-
ment of trolling and some occupations—not necessar-
ily higher-status ones. This might simply indicate that,
in comparison to unemployment, any job will increase
one’s feelings of power and therefore one’s enjoyment
of trolling. The likelihood to troll does not significantly
correlate to any single occupation, but having a precari-
ous position is a significant predictor of trolling behavior,
even though it reduces the probability of trolling. When
we also compare this result to the negative binary link
between unemployment and trolling (Figure A4 in the
Supplementary Material), we may conclude that having
the lowest levels of social status (precariously employed
or unemployed) is so disempowering that the person
does not even try to gain a feeling of empowerment
through trolling.

Politics and Governance, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 4, Pages 396-410

403


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S Cooitatio

Table 3. Regression analyses on one’s enjoyment of trolling and likelihood of troll.

(1a) (2a) (3¢c) (1b) (2b) (3b)
Enjoy Enjoy Enjoy Likely Likely Likely
trolling trolling trolling to troll to troll to troll
Feeling while trolling: 0.489*** 0.392%*** 0.331*** 0.515*** 0.370*** 0.302***
Powerful and Happy (0.039) (0.042) (0.042) (0.037) (0.040) (0.037)
Feeling while trolling: 0.110* 0.060 0.017 0.161%** 0.092* 0.052
Silly and Bored (0.065) (0.067) (0.066) (0.057) (0.059) (0.057)
Feeling while trolling: 0.025 0.071 0.100* -0.145%*** -0.089** -0.042
Attacked and Annoyed (0.055) (0.056) (0.055) (0.043) (0.042) (0.041)
Feeling while trolling: -0.009 -0.091 -0.110 0.205*** 0.116* 0.062
Stressed and Anxious (0.068) (0.071) (0.068) (0.057) (0.058) (0.054)
Feeling while trolling: -0.011 -0.034 -0.015 0.009 -0.021 -0.021
Embarrassed and Guilty (0.049) (0.048) (0.047) (0.041) (0.041) (0.039)
Precarious working position -0.020 0.007 -0.036* -0.012
(ref. no such position) (0.063) (0.064) (0.039) (0.038)
Occupation (ref. unemployed)
Manager 0.101%* 0.060 0.044 0.020
(0.046) (0.045) (0.036) (0.037)
Professional 0.088 0.061 0.029 0.021
(0.040) (0.038) (0.032) (0.032)
Clerk/asisstant professional 0.112%** 0.088* 0.017 0.006
(0.044) (0.042) (0.035) (0.034)
Skilled worker 0.050 0.026 0.055 0.033
(0.057) (0.056) (0.048) (0.044)
Unskilled worker 0.067* 0.061 0.011 -0.000
(0.074) (0.070) (0.050) (0.053)
Other occupation 0.027 0.017 0.008 0.005
(0.080) (0.072) (0.061) (0.054)
Interpersonal support -0.176*** -0.115** -0.140*** -0.038
(0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002)
Political affiliation strength -0.017 -0.019 0.001 0.001
(0.014) (0.013) (0.010) (0.010)
Political affiliation (ref. no pol. affiliation)
Democrat 0.008 0.041 0.083 0.136**
(0.053) (0.051) (0.038) (0.038)
Republican 0.045 0.059 0.104* 0.123**
(0.055) (0.053) (0.041) (0.040)
Other political affiliation 0.015 0.042 0.054 0.088*
(0.052) (0.050) (0.037) (0.037)
Religiosity (strength) -0.012 0.020 0.027 0.069*
(0.010) (0.010) (0.008) (0.008)
Religion (ref. nonreligious)
Christian 0.048 0.053 -0.032 -0.032
(0.041) (0.040) (0.032) (0.030)
Hindu 0.085* 0.107** 0.062 0.050
(0.047) (0.054) (0.044) (0.044)
Spiritual 0.027 0.039 -0.018 -0.016
(0.060) (0.062) (0.040) (0.042)
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Table 3. (Cont.) Regression analyses on one’s enjoyment of trolling and likelihood of troll.

(1a) (2a) (3¢c) (1b) (2b) (3b)
Enjoy Enjoy Enjoy Likely Likely Likely
trolling trolling trolling to troll to troll to troll
Religion (ref. nonreligious)
Other religion -0.023 -0.014 -0.052* -0.051*
(0.067) (0.066) (0.052) (0.051)
Percentage political posts 0.108** 0.104* 0.229%*** 0.174%***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Empathy -0.101* -0.056
(0.024) (0.018)
Big5 Conscientiousness -0.115** -0.142%**
(0.002) (0.002)
Big5 Agreeableness -0.070 -0.106***
(0.003) (0.002)
Big5 Extroversion 0.098** 0.032
(0.002) (0.002)
Big5 Neuroticism -0.061 -0.067%*
(0.002) (0.002)
Big5 Openness -0.021 -0.040
(0.002) (0.001)
Heavy social media use 0.042 0.010
(0.034) (0.024)
Upward online comparison -0.006 -0.039
(0.012) (0.009)
Downward online comparison 0.027 0.156***
(0.012) (0.011)
Percentage of similar groups -0.072%* -0.080***
(0.000) (0.000)
Percentage of dissimilar groups -0.052 0.008
(0.001) (0.000)
Male (ref. female or diverse) 0.028 0.019
(0.025) (0.020)
Age -0.066* -0.030
(0.001) (0.001)
LGBTQIA+ (ref. heterosexual) -0.030 0.003
(0.031) (0.023)
Race (ref. white)
Black 0.009 0.002
(0.047) (0.032)
Other -0.057 -0.015
(0.034) (0.027)
Constant 0.187*** 0.487*** 1.080*** -0.019 0.215%** 0.816%**
(0.026) (0.094) (0.169) (0.020) (0.065) (0.126)
Observations 909 909 909 909 909 909
R? 0.32 0.37 0.43 0.51 0.59 0.65
Notes: Standardized beta coefficients, standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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As for identity and political variables, being more
engaged in online politics is positively related to both
enjoyment of trolling and the likelihood to troll, but
being a Republican only increases the likelihood to troll,
whereas being a Hindu only makes it more enjoyable.
It seems that general political involvement does not dif-
ferentiate between different types of trolling, but spe-
cific political affiliation does. It is not related to the enjoy-
ment of trolling, since if you troll because you defend
your position, fun might also not be the main motivation.
The significance of Hinduism is related to Hindutva, a
form of Hindu nationalism that strongly clashes with the
Muslim community (Udupa, 2018) and therefore proba-
bly causes some extreme trolling. Religion, however, is
not related to the general likelihood to troll.

As for models with further control variables, they do
render most trolling motivations insignificant. The only
variable maintaining its significance is feeling Powerful
and Happy while trolling. Also, Attacked and Annoyed
becomes significant with respect to the enjoyment of
trolling in the third model, probably due to the stronger
irritability and general preparedness of trolls who enjoy
trolling. All in all, this means that the impact of per-
sonality factors empathy, conscientiousness, and extro-
version on the enjoyment of trolling, and of conscien-
tiousness, agreeableness, and neuroticism on the like-
lihood to troll do not completely confound the role of
social or situational determinants. The influence of the
former became even stronger (see political affiliations
and religiosity in Model 3b). Being involved in more simi-
lar groups online stops one from both forms of trolling,
whereas downward online comparison increases only
the likelihood to troll, which might suggest that it is more
related to defensive/reactionary trolling and to increase
one’s self-worth through trolling. Except for the associ-
ation between being of younger age and having more
fun while trolling, there are no other significant relations
between sociodemographics and trolling. This might be
due to the numerous other variables we control for in
the regressions.

To summarize, the enjoyment of trolling and the like-
lihood to troll share some of the same determinants but
also present some differences. First, defensive motiva-
tions are only associated with likelihood to troll. Second,
having employment (i.e., a higher social status) increases
trolling for fun, whereas precarious working conditions
are only related to the likelihood to troll. Third, with the
exception of Hinduism and its association with trolling
for fun, political affiliation and religiosity do impact only
on likelihood to troll. In this regard, we found that peo-
ple with strong political identities and religious beliefs
engage in trolling, but do not necessarily get any satis-
faction from it.

6. Conclusion and Discussion

The objective of this study was not so much to demon-
strate the untruth of present theories of trolling describ-

ing it as malicious behavior, as to give more place to
other forms and causes of this behavior—especially the
more defensive/reactive forms of trolling, which appear
to be partially driven by socioeconomic and sociopolit-
ical factors. The idea of trolls as cold psychopaths who
gain pleasure from hurting others is strongly psychology-
driven and accounts only for personality traits. Drawing
on more general theories of social deviance and negative
politics framework, we extended the scope of analysis
and found that trolling behavior might also be motivated
by social isolation, low social status, and strong politi-
cal partisanship.

In the pages above, we were able to take some first
steps towards analyzing how these socioeconomic and
sociopolitical factors impact on two forms of trolling:
trolling as entertainment and defensive/reactive trolling.
First, we showed that enjoyment of trolling is distinguish-
able from general trolling behavior and that the latter
is partially driven by other factors, such as religiosity or
political affiliation. Second, we demonstrated that trolling
can be perceived not only as an enjoyable activity moti-
vated by silliness, boredom, and/or a desire to show one’s
power; it also sometimes occurs in response to an attack
by a provoking third party, or due to anxiety or stress, and
may leave the trolling individual with regrets. Third, these
different trolling motivations can be grouped into two dif-
ferent categories (trolling for fun and defensive/reactive
trolling), each of which shows different patterns of cor-
relation (thus, defensive trolling motivations appear to
have no connection to the enjoyment of trolling).

Nevertheless, our study has several limitations.
Although we were able to show some different under-
lying motivations for trolling behavior, the main depen-
dent variables used in our analyses still differentiate too
poorly between trolling for fun and defensive/reactive
trolling. We were only able to distinguish enjoyment of
trolling from general trolling behavior—not from defen-
sive trolling in particular. This might also help explain
why our regression results only hint at how these differ-
ent ways of trolling present different patterns of associa-
tion with respect to social, political, personality, and sit-
uational factors, without offering unequivocal evidence
for different explanatory patterns. The second reason
why some socio-structural variables underperformed in
our study is that the survey used for this study was
geared towards psychology rather than the social sci-
ences. Hence, some of the crucial socioeconomic vari-
ables such as education, class, and income—all of which
are standard in sociological or political science research—
are missing. This means that we would profit from fur-
ther analyses with better data in order to solidify these
currently preliminary results.

The trolling research would also benefit from a sim-
ilar study that controlled not for Big5 personality traits,
but for dark ones. This would yield far less ambiva-
lent results with respect to trolling behavior. Further
research could also attempt to shed more light on how
the Attacked and Annoyed motivation relates to different
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sorts of trolling, and disentangle the complex and coun-
terintuitive findings of this study. It merits noting that
our initial hypothesis—that anger and the experience of
being attacked have a stronger association with defen-
sive/reactive trolling than with trolling for fun—turns out
not to be the case. Rather, they were negatively related
to likelihood to troll (even after controlling for other moti-
vations). By contrast, this factor becomes positively asso-
ciated with the enjoyment of trolling when analyzed in
regression models with more controls. Although we have
provided a few possible explanations of these results, a
more thorough inquiry would be very useful.

The last limitation we want to mention is how we
measured motivation. Our survey asks how one “feels/is”
while trolling, not exactly why one is trolling. While the
omission of the direct question could be seen as coun-
terproductive, we believe that this slightly concealing for-
mulation is merited due to the risk of rationalization or
dishonesty on the part of the respondent if asked directly.
Also, the survey makes it nearly impossible to disentan-
gle the causal relationship between the reported emo-
tional state and the action. Did the trolling person feel a
certain way (for example, powerful) before starting the
trolling behavior, or rather start to feel this way uninten-
tionally while trolling, or begin to troll with the objec-
tive to feel powerful? We need research that seeks to
separate out these processes, especially since part of
our argument distinguishes between trolling as a way of
making oneself feel less powerless (defensive/reactive
trolling) and trolling for fun from a place of power.
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