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Introduction 
 

A recurring theme in the study of unethical and harmful behavior is 
disconnection (Latané et al, 1969; Valentine, 1980; Bandura, 1992; Baillon et al, 
2012; Brody et al, 2016; Macdonald, 2019; Macdonald, 2020a; Macdonald, 2020b). 
And therefore perhaps it is no surprise that when individuals or groups view 
themselves as a separate entity, they can loosen or even lose their moral compass. 
This phenomenon is known as the avatar effect (Macdonald, 2020c). 

When making decisions through a seemingly separate entity there is the 
potential for anonymity and pseudonymity. The potential negative influence of 
anonymity is somewhat apparent. If one is not being observed then one could act 
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A recurring theme in the study of unethical and harmful behavior 
is disconnection. And therefore perhaps it is no surprise that 
when individuals or groups view themselves as a separate entity, 
they can loosen or even lose their moral compass. This 
phenomenon is known as the avatar effect. The experiment 
reported here explores the avatar effect in online communities. It 
explores whether participants adopt the suggested traits of a 
given entity when they communicate via an online persona. The 
results revealed that participants' youtube comments were 
significantly influenced by their username and profile image, 
despite being asked to give their own opinion. The paper offers 
further insight into the growing field of disconnecting agents and 
compromised ethics. 
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with a reduced fear of repercussions or the judgement of others (Harrison, 2015). 
However, anonymity doesn't necessarily reduce another key aspect that can also 
prevent unethical conduct: judgement from one's self. 

As noted by Albert Bandura, a key component of ethical conduct is the self-
regulatory mechanisms tied to personal standards (Bandura, 2001). Therefore, 
while we might try to avoid acting in a way that others may criticize, we also try 
to avoid self-condemnation (Bandura, 2002). Accordingly, people generally strive 
to maintain a positive self-image, even when unobserved by others (Allport, 1955; 
Rosenberg, 1979; Shalvi et al, 2015). Thus being able to conceal one's identity 
from others might not necessarily increase unethical behaviour as one may still 
fear the judgement from themselves. 

Pseudonymity, however, could break this final barrier, as potentially, one 
might be able to disassociate themselves from the outcome of their own actions, 
and perhaps accordingly their own self-judgement. 

Therefore, if one acts through an avatar (a new persona), and that avatar is 
not seen as a representation of themselves, but rather a separate entity 
altogether, with its own ideas, goals, and purpose, then we might have very fertile 
ground for unethical conduct as one might experience a reduction of the sense of 
both judgement from others and one's self. 

When studying the literature on cyberbullying, there are suggestions of a 
possible avatar effect. It has been observed that online attackers feel less of a 
sense that they are doing wrong (Gini, 2006; Perren and Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 
2012; Menesini et al, 2013). They have also been reported to feel less guilt and 
compassion (Menesini and Camodeca, 2008; Pozzoli and Gini, 2010). Perhaps 
they are able to disassociate themselves from their own tendencies and their own 
self-judgement. Perhaps in addition to feeling less observed, they also feel less 
'themselves'. 

I wondered if when communicating via online platforms, where we create 
usernames and profile images, could there be an inherent component where we 
might be unconsciously adopting a separate identity. Especially when we consider 
that often people are forced to use a name different from their birth name due to 
availability. And people often stick with default profile images for convenience. 
Could there be an element of pseudonymity in addition to anonymity, could there 
be an avatar effect? Could this help to explain scenarios where people act in a 
way that is uncharacteristically unethical? 
 
 

The YouTube experiment 
 

This experiment explores the avatar effect in online communities. In 
particular, it explores whether participants adopt the suggested traits of a given 
entity when they communicate via that entity. In other words, can profile choices 
influence whether we communicate as ourselves or 'another entity'? 
 
 
Participants 

 
96 US Students took part in the experiment. In an attempt to reduce 

variables, all participants also had the following in common: aged 18-25, 
Caucasian ethnicity, and English-only spoken at home. All participants were paid 
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for their participation in the experiment and none of the participants were 
allowed to partake in the experiment more than once. 
 
 
Procedure 

 
The students were randomly assigned to one of three groups: Group P, Group 

NA, and Group PA. There were 96 participants in total, 32 participants per 
group. 

Before starting the task, each participant was reminded that there is no right 
or wrong answer and that they should give their honest opinion. 

The participants then read through a hypothetical scenario via a private 
online portal. They were told to imagine that they are logged into a Youtube 
account and that they have just finished watching a video of someone singing and 
it was apparent that the singer was not very good. They were then asked to give 
an example of a comment that they would leave. 

 
The scenario for each group was the same, the only difference was the details 

of the Youtube account: 
 
• For Group P (Personal), the displayed username is the participant's 

personal name and the profile image is a picture of their face. 
• For Group NA (Neutral Avatar), the displayed username is 

YoutubeAccount-99 and the profile image is the default image (a blank 
face). 

• For Group PA (Primed Avatar), the displayed username is 
SuperMeanCritic-99 and the profile image is a cartoon image of a mean 
face. 

 
After the experiment, each comment was ranked as either negative, mild, or 

positive. If the participant stated that they wouldn't leave a comment, or it was 
unclear, it was ranked as mild. Mild comments also included neutral statements, 
such as those that were both positive and negative, such as “The music was very 
good but I did not like the quality of the video”. 

 
*A note on the experiment delivery method. 
A known concern with priming experiments is that the researchers conducting 

the experiment might be able to influence the results (Pfungst, 1965; Rosenthal, 
1966; Rosenthal et al, 1969; Rosenthal et al, 1975; Barber, 1978; Conty et al, 
2010; Salkind, 2010; Dreisbach et al, 2011; Doyen et al, 2012; Bargh et al, 2014; 
Gilder et al, 2018) even without intending to do so. To protect against this, a 
third-party UK organization was used to distribute the experiments. The third-
party uses an automated distribution service and they were unaware of the 
purpose of the experiment or any hypotheses attached to it. The results were 
then sent back via a secure online portal. 
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Results 
 
There was a highly significant difference between Group P (N = 32) and Group 
PA (N = 32), t(61) = -6.42, p < .001. 
 
Group P: 50% Positive 06% Negative 
Group PA: 09% Positive 69% Negative 
 
The bar graph below illustrates a clear trend whereby the percentage of negative 
comments increases as we move from Group P to Group NA to Group PA. 
Accordingly, there is also a trend whereby the percentage of positive comments 
decreases as we move from Group P to Group NA to Group PA. 
 

 
* Green = Positive, Red = Negative 

 
The data indicates that the participants who were given a personalized 

username and profile image (Group P) were significantly more positive than 
participants who were given the negatively primed profile image and username 
(Group PA). Participants with a neutral username and blank profile image were 
in between. That is to say that although every participant was asked to give 
their own comment, the username and profile image appears to have a significant 
influence. 

 
Below are some examples of positive and negative comments from each group. 
 
Personalized (personal name as username) 
Group P had 16 positive comments. A recurring theme was support and 

encouragement; examples include, “Excellent effort!”, “Nice work, just a bit more 
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practice”, “It's awesome that you're putting yourself out there, keep working to 
improve and you'll be awesome one day!” and “Love your passion, keep at it 
friend”. Group P only had two negative comments: “Yikes” and “That video was 
horrible”. Both negative comments are short, quite general, and not personal.  

 
Neutral Avatar (YoutubeAccount-99 as username) 
Group NA had ten positive comments, and they also tended to offer 

encouragement and support; examples include: “Good work! Getting better every 
day”, “You are really making progress”, and “Love the confidence! Keep on 
practicing!”. Group NA had seven negative comments; examples include, “wow 
trash”, “this sucks”, and “I don't like the way you sing”. The negative comments 
tended to be slightly harsher than those given by Group P. 

 
Primed Avatar (SuperMeanCritic-99 as username) 
Group PA had only three positive comments, “Keep practicing and you'll get 

better every day! Best of luck”, “I give you kudos for trying”, and “You look nice”. 
Group PA had 22 negative comments. Not only was the negativity far more 
frequent, but it also tended to be significantly more personal and harsher; 
examples include, “stop trying to sing”, “you f****** suck”, “My disappointment 
is immeasurable”, “ur ugly”, and “you should be ashamed of yourself”. 

 
 

Discussion 
 
A common stance when discussing cyberbullying, trolling, and other forms of 

online negative discourse, is that the attackers are facilitated by anonymity 
(Suler, 2004; Ybarra et al, 2004; Vanderbosch et al, 2008; Kowalski et al, 2013; 
Peebles, 2014; Bartlett et al, 2016; Janopaul-Naylor et al, 2019). That is to say 
that they may be negative people in their everyday lives but as they are 
identifiable they maintain reasonably respectable conduct. One argument, 
therefore, is that when they login to an online account, they could become 
anonymous, and therefore they might show their 'true colours'. 

 
However, the experiment reported here suggests that there may be something 

more sophisticated going on. While anonymity did seem to result in greater 
negativity, a primed avatar appeared to have a greater impact: 

 
• Group P vs Group NA: t(60) = -2.02, p < .05 
• Group P vs Group PA: t(61) = -6.42, p < .001  
 
Therefore if there are situations where individuals can become a new 'entity', 

we could see a larger increase in unethical behavior than if the individual merely 
views themself as an anonymous version of themselves. 

 
 

Future research. 
 
While this paper has focused on the negative side of the avatar effect, it would 

be interesting to explore the positive side of the avatar effect. Would participants 
become more ethical when they 'become' a positively primed entity? 
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I would also like to see a great deal more research into the avatar effect with 
corporate practices as this is a known area where individuals can act as separate 
entities and is also an area notorious for unethical and harmful decision-making 
(Lincoln et al, 1982; Murphy et al, 1992; Gunthorpe, 1997; Bowie, 1999; 
Koneswaran et al, 2008; Yuhao, 2010; Kennedy et al, 2013; Wiid et al, 2013; 
Soltani, 2014; DeAngelis, 2016; Sudsakorn et al, 2018). 

 
 

Concluding remarks 
 
When reading through online comments one could be forgiven for losing faith 

in humanity. Online platforms seemingly reveal the ugliest sides of us Homo 
sapiens. I believe the results reported here help to somewhat restore faith. The 
results suggest that people are actually rather ethical and pleasant when they 
communicate as themselves. They appear to have a tendency to offer support and 
encouragement. When individuals can communicate anonymously then negativity 
appears to increase, although it is still predominantly positive. The most negative 
comments seemed to appear when participants were most removed from 
themselves. Further supporting the growing evidence that disconnection may be 
at the heart of unethical conduct (Macdonald, 2019; Macdonald, 2020a; 
Macdonald, 2020b). Therefore, if we want more authentic and positive 
experiences, perhaps we are better off bypassing disconnecting agents. 
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