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ABSTRACT

Thepurposeofthecurrentstudywastoexaminetheperceptionofverbalviolencebyyouthsinonline
exchanges.Undergraduatestudentsgavetheiropinionsonanumberofviolentandnonviolentmessages
inaforum.Itwasobservedthatverbalviolencearousesanambivalentattitude,i.e.,itisconsidered
bothunacceptableandhumorous.Theresultsshowedthattheacceptabilityofverbalviolenceisrelated
tothetopicofdiscussionandtoyouths’Internetpractices.Verbalviolenceismoreoftenrejected
whenthetopicofdiscussionislessserious.Ahighacceptabilityofverbalviolenceisassociated
withahighleveloftimespentontheInternetandahighuseofhumorinayouth’sownmessages.
Theresultscontributetoidentifyingthecommunicationnormsforyouthinonlineenvironments.
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INTRODUCTION

Verbalviolenceorverbalaggression is“anexchangeofmessagesbetween twopeoplewhereat
leastonepersoninthedyadattackstheself-conceptoftheotherpersoninordertohurttheperson
psychologically”(Infante&Wigley,1986,p.61).

Youthsareveryoftenconfrontedwithmoreorlesssevereformsofverbalviolenceonsocial
media:Mockery,name-calling,hatingcomments,harassment,physicalthreats,etc.(e.g.,Anderson,
2018;Moor,Heuvelman&Verleur,2010;Rowe,2015).Thisviolenceoccursinawiderangeof
onlinevenueslikesocialmediaplatforms,SMSoremails(Walker,Sockman,&Koehn,2011).Youths
canbevictimsofonlineverbalviolencebutalsowitnesses,byreadingthemessagesofpeoplein
theirnetworks.Accordingtoarecentsurvey,59%of13-17-year-oldAmericanshavebeenbullied
orharassedonline(Anderson,2018)and67%of18-29-year-oldshavebeenpersonallysubjectedto
harassingbehavioronline(Duggan,2017)(asopposedto33%ofthose30yearsoldorolderwho
reportthesame),86%ofthe18-29-year-oldagegrouphavewitnessedsometypeofharassingbehavior
directedtowardothersonline.

Itisimportanttounderstandhowthiscrucialexposuretoverbalviolenceaffectsthecommunication
normsamongyouthsincyberspace.Thisisparticularlytruebecauseyouthsare“digitalnatives”and
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haveexperiencedboomingsocialnetworks(boyd,2014).Therefore,muchoftheirexperiencewith
socialinteractiontakesplaceonline,andtheyhavedevelopedtheircommunicationcompetencelargely
throughtheuseofonlinemedia(incomparisonwitholderpeople)(Subrahmanyam&Šmahel,2011).

Onepotentialriskofthissituationisthatyouthsendupperceivingonlineverbalviolenceas
beingacceptableandnormative.Infact,inaccordancewiththeconformityprocess,peopleuseothers’
attitudesandbehaviorsasaguidetodeterminetheirownattitudesandbehaviors(Sherif&Sherif,
1953).Whatmostothersdo(i.e.,descriptivenorms)andwhatmostothersapproveordisapproveof
(i.e.,injunctivenorms)definewhatisappropriatebehaviorforpeoplewhowanttobeincludedin
thegroup(Cialdini,Kallgren&Reno,1991).Oneriskisthatyouthsperceiveverbalviolenceduring
onlineexchangesasbeingnormative.

Theobjectiveofthisstudyistoexploreverbalviolenceacceptabilityforthose18-20yearsold.
Studyingthisagegroupisrelevantbecausetheyaremuchaffectedbyverbalviolenceandbecause
theyhavemuchexperiencewithonlineexchanges(i.e.,theyhavebeenusersforseveralyears).They
aresupposedtoknowwhatappropriateonlinebehaviorsare.

Addressingthequestionofcommunicationnormsthatarebuiltbyyouthsinonlinediscussion
spacesisimportant.Thesenormscanguidethemoreorlessconfrontationalandrespectfulnature
ofonlinediscussionsinextracurricularsettings(forexample,participationindebatesonnewssites)
butalsoinscholarlycontexts(forexample,onablogorFacebookpageofastudent’sgroup).This
typeofresearchcouldthenhaveeducationalimplications.

BACKGROUND

The Displays of Verbal Violence on the Internet
Researchershaveidentifiedthedisplaysofverbalviolenceinface-to-facesituations(Infante&Wigley,
1986).Itincludesdifferentkindofnegativecommentsorcriticisms(e.g.,appearanceorcompetence
attacks),teasingorridiculingtheperson,swearingattheperson(usingobscenelanguageforexample),
threats(Sabourin,Infante&Rudd,1993).

Somedisplaysofverbalviolencemaybeambiguousbecausetheyalsoconstituteaformofplay
orhumor.Identifyingthedegreeofaggressionwillthendependonthecontext.Forexample,insults,
thatarenegativeevaluationsofapersonusingdepreciativeterms(Laforest&Vincent,2004)can
beinsomecasesalocalformofhumorinagivengroup(ritualinsults,Labov,1997).Inthesame
way,teasinghastwopossiblefunctionsdependingontheauthorintention:Expressingpositiveaffect
throughplayfuljokingorinflictingpsychologicalharmthroughharassment(DiCioccio,2010).

ThesedifferentdisplaysofaggressivenesscantakeplaceontheInternet.Threeformsofonline
verbalviolencehavebeenhighlightedbyresearchers,namely,flaming,cyberbullyingandtrolling.

Flames are hostile, aggressive, uninhibited, intimidating, insulting, and offensive messages
(Turnage, 2007) sent by means of insulting, swearing or using other offensive language (Moor,
Heuvelman,&Verleur,2010).FlamesarequitecommonontheInternet,eventhoughitisdifficultto
accuratelyassesstheirimportance(Rösner&Krämer,2016).Flamesaretypicalofonlineexchanges
andarerelatedtotheanonymousnatureofdiscussionsthatpromotedisinhibitionandaggression
(Christopherson,2007).However,someauthorsaremorecautiousandindicatethatflamesdepend
onthesocialcontext(Lange,2006)orongender.Kayany(1998)foundthatflamingdiffersaccording
tothetopicofthenewsgroups,andtheconflictsandtensionswithinthecountryatthecenterofthe
newsgroupdiscussionstendedtobereflectedintheflameswithinthegroup.Moreover,flamesor
aggressivereactionsaremoreoftenproducedbymenthanbywomen(Aiken&Waller;2000;Chen
&Abedin,2014;Herring&Stoerger,2014).

Cyberbullyingcanbedefinedasanintentionalandrepeatedactofonlineaggressiontowarda
person(Mishna,Saini&Solomon,2009).Unlikeflames,theactofaggressionisnotisolated,butit
isperformedmultipletimes.TheEUKidsOnlinestudyshowedthatEuropeanteenagers(9-16years
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