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Abstract 

Previous research has studied toxicity in World of Tanks game with focus on precursors of 

toxicity, player performance in the game from the perspective of gender-performance gap or 

observing the players major behaviors instigated by various situations within the game. This 

research focuses on players behavior in the game chat with an emphasis on toxic behavior by 

using participant observation ethnography, thematic analysis, content analysis and 

autoethnography. Contrary to predicted belief that game mechanics could instigate toxic 

behavior in the game, result showed that the major forms of toxicity were regarded to 

gamesplaining, ableism, sarcasm, male preserve concept and fragile masculinity concept. 
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     1 Introduction   

Toxicity in massive multiplayer online games (MMOG) is a topic researched by many scholars 

in past decade (Adachi & Willoughby, 2011; Blackburn & Kwak, 2014; Esmaeili & Woods, 

2016; Kordyaka & Kruse, 2021; Lemerciel et al., 2021; Neto et al., 2017; Shen et al., 2020). 

The definition of toxicity itself is indeterminate and vague; what one might consider as toxic 

the other would take as acceptable. It covers a myriad of aspects such as cyberbullying, 

“griefing” and flaming (Lemercier et al., 2021). 

The impact of toxicity on gaming community could be extremely negative, reflecting on players 

retention directly. Many developers started to realize its issues and impact on their businesses. 

Many have joined the global coalition of gaming professionals called Fair Play Alliance whose 

goal is to “envision a world where games are free of harassment, discrimination, and abuse, and 

where players can express themselves through play” (fairplayalliance.org, 2018). As of 

February 2022, they count over 200 members amongst which are Blizzard, Amazon Games, 

EA, King, Riot Games, to name few bigger studios. 

This paper will cover the definitions of toxicity and its categories in the game World of Tanks 

(Wargaming, 2010), how often and what manifestations has it taken, as well as possible triggers 

regarding game mechanics and dynamics that might have been related to the toxic behavior of 

players in the game’s battle chats. This paper will also present the methods of analysis that I 

have conducted to extrapolate and code the data from the recorded battle chats. Next, the paper 

will include the theoretical framework through which those manifestations were observed and 

associated with toxicity. It will cover the review of some of the previous research about the 

toxicity with their results and impacts on this research. Finally, it will discuss the results of the 

research and present the limitations and the conclusion. 

1.1 Problem statement 

The problem I am addressing is concerned with a toxicity in the game World of Tanks (World 

of Tanks, 2010). As a player with plethora of game experience (57,357 battles played to the date 

of 25th of May 2022) I have found myself and many other players becoming frustrated and 

angry too often while playing. It reflects in our messages we write within the battle chat, being 

toxic, as well as in our in-game behavior. The reason behind this could be multiple: from 

personal sociological and psychological traits and predicts, which might include the sense of 

unfairness in the game, the militarized background, the anonymity in the virtual world, etc. 

Possible triggering events that could come as the result of those personal traits and that are 

regarded to the designing matter, such as unbalanced matchmaking system (players’ ratings 

absence and certain overpowered vehicles) and unbalanced game mechanics (artillery tank 

class, wheeled vehicles, and the overpowered tanks) are not the reason but rather the cause of 

toxicity. 

With the introduction of the mentioned reasons, I propose the following research questions:  

Q1: Why does toxicity emerge in World of Tanks game? 

Q2: Could game mechanics and dynamics instigate a verbal toxic behavior in the battle chat? 

1.2 The Context 

The theoretical framework for this research is Social Identity model of Deindividuation Effect 

(SIDE). The basic postulate of this theory is that a person is acting differently when being in a 

group as opposed to when being alone. The reason for this is a reduction of inner restraints 

when in a group, thus involving in behavioral forms which they wouldn’t indulge otherwise 



 

(Festinger et al., 1952). Individuals tend to immerse in the group, thus repudiate their 

individuality (de-individuate themselves). This way, they gain various kinds of satisfaction such 

as status or behavioral approval. Because of de-individuation, a person doesn’t see other 

members of the group as individuals and that emphasizes focusing on what is done rather than 

who did what, especially when negative attitudes are expressed (Festinger et al., 1952). In terms 

of online multiplayer games, this opens a lot of opportunities for players to release their 

constraints and act negatively within their teams, be it verbally or behaviorally. 

1.3 The Methods 

First method I have used was a participant observation ethnography (Ajayi, 1994), in which I 

have played 120 battles from February to May 2022 and then collected 120 chat logs. I have 

written all the chat logs into an Excel spreadsheet. I have then analyzed those chat logs from 

the game using thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2012). The themes I was coding 

were based on definitions of griefing, cyberbullying and flaming with its sub-categories of 

sexism and racism, as well as gamesplaining and ableism. After analyzing the data by thematic 

analysis method, I went through the content analysis to present the data in a quantitative manner 

(Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 2013). I have used the Excel Spreadsheet to count the 

frequency of occurrence of the coded themes as well as targeted mechanics previously 

described. All the data analyzed was represented in the form of tables and graphic charts in this 

paper. 

Parallel to those three methods, I have used an autoethnography method to describe the impact 

of the findings on me: why do certain things matter to me and how do I react compared to social 

norms of behavior? 

1.4 The Outcomes 

The importance of this research is in finding why the toxicity emerges in one of the most popular 

multiplayer online games with a player base of over 160 million. It will identify how it manifests 

through the in-game communication in battle chat and I will interpret this behavior according 

to the themes that I find from the analysis. It is also an important approach to the problem of 

toxicity from a developer’s perspective, with an emphasis on designing decisions regarding 

certain game mechanics and dynamics. This approach could be implemented in any other 

multiplayer online game that consists of similar elements (what an unbalanced tank in World of 

Tanks represents is the unbalanced “champion” in League of Legends (Riot Games, 2009) game 

or any character in Counterstrike (Turtle Rock Studios, 2000), thus similar approach to 

balancing might be applicable. My status of an experienced player of the game could also 

contribute to this approach as a “fieldwork” value, gathering data from the game, experiencing 

its strengths and flaws personally. 

The limitations of this research are various, but time constraints are among the most important. 

Related to that, the sample base of data is rather small. Certainly, the qualitative method 

including the survey or interviews would be even more accurate to extract the data for possible 

determining of sociological and psychological predictors, assuming that they would be 

performed properly, i.e., to create valid questionnaires, so exclusion of it is another limitation. 

The biggest challenge will be analyzing the data competently and connect the results with the 

theoretical framework as well as with my personal experience through autoethnography.  

 

  



 

2 Background 

As I have stated in the beginning of this paper, my big problem with the game World of Tanks 

is the toxicity which diminishes the fun and enjoyment of playing it. I get frustrated rather soon 

after starting to play and realize that I become one of the toxic players. The reasons for that, I 

believe are multiple: from personal sociological and psychological traits and predicts, which 

might include the sense of unfairness in the game, the militarized background, the anonymity 

in the virtual world, etc. Possible triggering events that could come as the result of those 

personal traits and that are regarded to the designing matter, such as unbalanced matchmaking 

system (players’ ratings absence and certain overpowered vehicles) and other unbalanced game 

mechanics (artillery tank class, wheeled vehicles, and the overpowered tanks) are not the reason 

but rather the cause of toxicity. 

2.1 Game mechanics and dynamics 

The following are the mechanics and dynamics (Hunicke, Leblanc & Zubek, 2004) of the game 

World of Tanks explained: 

2.1.1 Unbalanced matchmaking system (MM) 

Since a matchmaking system of a game is responsible for matching teams, it is important that 

it does it fairly. When it doesn't, implications might be toxic to a higher extent. 

World of Tanks game does have a matchmaking system which is currently focused on a vehicle 

types and tiers (and map rotation) and, while it had improved over twelve years of the game's 

existence, it still misses some elements to calculate and one of them is a player's skill or rating. 

Even though statistics exist in the game (each player can check their own or other player's 

statistics and read their efficiency) for some reason Wargaming.NET doesn't want to implement 

it in matchmaking system. One of potential reasons for this could be longer waiting time to 

enter the battle which could deter players from playing the game. It also could reduce the 

amount of gameplay, meaning players would spend less time playing which would decrease 

players' money spending which in return might lower the income of the company. I believe that 

this is a challenge which every developer of a multiplayer online games might struggle with; 

trying to balance the profit with players' satisfaction and retention.  

According to Brown (2018), the challenges of building a flexible matchmaking system consist 

of waiting time, competitiveness, player's latency, and cost. Waiting time refers to time that 

takes the system of matchmaking to find the appropriate players for the chosen battle. It starts 

from the moment the player pushes the button to start the battle and ends with opening the battle 

screen with a countdown for the battle. The shorter the waiting time the better for everyone. 

Competitiveness means as smaller disparity between teams' skill or rating as possible, to give 

both teams fair chances to win. This is something World of Tanks lacks, simply by not 

calculating players' skill or rating element. Players' latency refers to distance of the player's 

computer from the server which serves the dedicated match, and it measures in milliseconds; 

the lower-the better. Cost means server maintenance and usage, i.e., how profitable is the server 

compared to the amount of players using it. There are peaks of the day when the server is full 

and bottoms, when there are not many players, but the cost of paying the server service is 

usually fixed (Brown, 2018). 

Unbalanced matchmaking system would include matching two players with too big experience 

(rating) difference of over 500 rating points gap (my own estimation which could be a subject 

of a separate research); matching two vehicles with unbalanced characteristics and/or 

mechanics (overpowered with underpowered tank). Unbalanced artillery class of tanks would 



 

include the “splash” and “stun” mechanics of their shells, as well as the damage dealt to the 

opponents’ tanks. Unbalanced wheeled vehicles presented with abnormal mechanics of driving 

and shooting. Unbalanced, overpowered vehicles indicate tanks with too thick armor, almost 

no weak spots which can be penetrated, etc. I will discuss each of these categories in the 

following chapters. 

2.1.2 Self-propelled Guns (SPGs) 

My specific issue with this tank class is that I consider them as the most disturbing class of all 

within the game, due to their “stunning” mechanics. That mechanics was causing a stunning 

effect on the crew of the tank that was hit, causing them to “lose” their possibilities and skills 

for a short period of time: “Engine-specific power decreases 30% and the speed 25%. 

Suspension traverse speed decreases 20%, while the turret traverse 40%. View range 

deteriorates 25%. Dispersion on the move increases 50%, dispersion upon turning the hull and 

turning the turret each increases equally. Reload and aim time increase 50% each. Accuracy 

decreases 25%.” (Wargaming.NET, 2018). These effects depend on the proximity of the shell 

and targeted tank, the closer to the tank and its weak spots the higher the value of effects. The 

stun effect duration depends on the specific gun and shell type as well as with proximity of the 

shell to the tank, but the minimum is five seconds, and it can add on with multiple hits.  

The second mechanics is a splash mechanics. It is a characteristic of a particular high explosive 

shell (HE) consisted of a radius of blast that can impact the armor of a targeted tank reducing 

its health points (HP). Splash radius depends on the caliber of the gun, but it can exceed a 

diameter as large as 12 meters. That practically means that artillery player doesn’t have to hit 

the targeted tank at all; just miss it for ten meters and still deal damage and stun the crew, 

reducing their capabilities for certain amount of time.  

These mechanics have been introduced in 2017 (Wargaming.NET, 2017) and revised a few 

times until now. Prior to this, arty was less accurate with a long gun reloading time but with 

tremendous damage dealing when penetrate the tank (sometimes taking a whole health points 

of a tier 10 vehicle), and the number of SPGs per team was unlimited. That was a nightmare for 

any slow tank when being hit by one or two artillery shots. 

After these changes, their reload time was reduced, accuracy increased, and stun effect 

introduced but with less damage dealing. My impression was that they became more annoying, 

particularly with the stun mechanics. I have to say that one SPG per team is acceptable as non-

irritating, but having three SPGs in opponents’ team focusing, for example a single slow tank, 

is simply unbearable and hardly enjoyable experience for a targeted player. And often, in my 

case, raise frustration to the point of anger. 

2.1.3 Wheeled vehicles (EBRs) 

The second category of triggering toxicity for me is the wheeled vehicles. They were introduced 

at the beginning of the 2019 (Wargaming.NET, 2019). Their unique mechanics of two driving-

mode and lock-on target made them overpowered in comparison to all other light tanks. Their 

maximum speed reached 95 km/h before rebalancing (Wargaming.NET, 2020). Their 

maneuverability was unreal; a player could turn 90 degrees to the side at full speed without 

flipping, allowing them to zig-zag, dodging the shells unlike any other light tank ever could. 

Their lock-on target mechanics was superior to the same mechanics of any other tank in the 

game. This mechanics allows players to lock their reticle on an enemy tank so that they could 

easier hit the target. The gun would simply follow the target on their move. That doesn’t 

guarantee that gun will always hit the target, due to an RNG factor and speed of target but 

sometimes it helps with bigger and slower targets. To activate this mechanics, a player must 



 

point their reticle inside the contours of a targeted tank and press the right-click mouse button 

(default setting, can be changed). 

What Wargaming.NET introduced with wheeled vehicles regarding this mechanics, is that 

player doesn’t need to aim at the target directly, but sufficiently outside of its contours by at 

minimum one width/height of the targeted tank. Having enviable gun accuracy and low 

dispersion values (how far from the center of the reticle a fired shell will go at the given 

distance), together with the superior lock-on mechanics, these tanks could easily hit the fast-

moving target with much higher chance than any other tank in the game, while driving at 90 

km/h speed. Another aspect that we do not see and cannot prove, are the hidden statistics that 

do not show how often EBRs do not get penetrated and damaged, but just receive a “critical 

hit” (slightly damaged some of the tank modules, e.g., wheels, turret) which allows them to run 

without losing its health-points (HP). Add that to the dynamics of countering those vehicles and 

your chances as a player to fight them are reduced nearly to zero. That is why they might have 

become the most hated class inside the game. 

2.1.4 Overpowered tanks 

This is another factor that was enhancing my frustration in the game, but not as much as 

previous two, certainly not to extent to make me want to rage in the chat. Perhaps, because they 

do not emerge too often in the random matches and when they do, my impression is that half 

of the time they tend to be overconfident and arrogant (not everyone), playing too aggressive, 

which result in them being destroyed rather early in the battles. If they do not, then they often 

carry their whole team, and those battles end up with easy or mediocre win. 

These introductions of possible triggers have intention to help the reader to understand some of 

the core mechanics and dynamics of the game, which might be considered as unbalanced, thus 

taking part in toxic instigation within certain players. 

2.2 Themes and sub-themes 

The following are the themes and sub-themes that are of my particular interest in this research 

which I will explain a bit more thoroughly: 

2.2.1 Cyberbullying 

Cyberbullying is defined as “an aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, 

using electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily 

defend him or herself” (Smith et al.,2008, p 376). In the context of the World of Tanks, this 

category is present, though seldom due to the short battle lasting. 

2.2.2 Griefing 

Griefing includes deliberately obstructing the game and harm teammates (Adrian, 2010). Like 

cyberbullying, this form of toxicity in World of Tanks is rather hard to register, unless we are 

the victim, or we are at the vicinity of the scene. It can manifest through pushing the player’s 

tank or blocking their line of fire, but it must be distinguished from accidental or unintentional 

act which sometimes can instigate the toxic reaction. 

2.2.3 Flaming 

Flaming is an act of toxicity which consists of verbally assaulting players (sexism, racism, 

homophobia, ableism etc.) (Lemercier et al., 2021). Under this theme, we have sexism, racism, 

and ableism as the scope of this research, which are explained further below. They are 

representing sub-themes in this paper. Flaming could be seen as a usage of slurs in expressing 



 

contempt, hate, degradation, stereotyping, discriminating or even dehumanizing the targeted 

players (Bach, 2014). Flaming could also be a sub-category of an online harassment using 

“inflammatory language and personal insults” (Rubin, Blackwell & Conley, 2020).  

2.2.4 Ableism 

Ableism is defined as “stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination, and social oppression toward 

people with disabilities” (Bogart and Dunn, 2019). Disabilities are not easy to define, but we 

can use the definition from Americans with Disabilities Act brought by U.S. Department of 

Justice, Civil Rights Division in 1990, which states that “a physical or mental impairment that 

substantially limits one or more major life activities, a person who has a history or record of 

such an impairment, or a person who is perceived by others as having such an impairment some 

categorization might include physical, sensory and intellectual types” (ADA.gov, 2022). This 

definition raises a lot of questions that Lennard J. Davis described in his article Disability: The 

Next Wave or Twilight of the Gods? (2005) but that is beyond the scope of this research. 

In my study, I have focused primarily on the comments of ableism that would insinuate that 

targeted players have mental disabilities, but since those markers are not visible or confirmable 

in any shape nor form, it only meant that ableists were using slurs to insult, hurt, degrade or 

subjugate the targeted players using personal-intelligence types of slurs (Bach, 2014). 

2.2.5 Sexism 

The definition of sexism might be determined by traditional and patriarchal roles, but as 

Summers & Miller (2014) state, it could refer to a wider aspect than two mentioned. Sexism as 

a phenomenon can be divided into two types: Hostile sexism which tends to support “traditional 

male power, gender roles and exploitation of women as sexual objects through derogative 

perception of women” and benevolent sexism which relies on “kinder and gentler justifications 

of male dominance and prescribed gender roles; it recognizes men’s dependence on women and 

embraces a romanticized view of sexual relationships with women” (Glick & Fiske, 1997).   

Having these definitions in mind, I have decided to code both hostile and benevolent under one 

sexism, due to the scope and size of my research.  

Another aspect of sexism that this paper will cover is a misogyny. Although it is not easy to 

define misogyny, some concepts are offered: “devaluation and distrust of women” 

(McCullough, Wong & Stevenson, 2020) and “fear and hatred towards women and the 

feminine” (Piggot, 2004). The basic postulate of misogyny is to denigrate women so that men 

can maintain their dominance. Since sexism and misogyny terms are often complementary, and 

due to the limiting volume of this research, I will consider them as sexism. This theme might 

as well fall under the personal-sexual type of slurs (Bach, 2014). 

2.2.6 Racism 

One of the scarce definitions of racism is presented as “a global hierarchy of superiority and 

inferiority along the line of the human that have been politically, culturally and economically 

produced and reproduced for centuries by the institutions of the ‘capitalist/patriarchal western-

centric/Christian-centric modern/colonial world system’” (Grosfoguel,2016). The same author 

further states that in racist beliefs, there is a line between “humans” and “sub-humans” where 

the former enjoy all the rights and the latter – none. Not even their existence is confirmed. There 

are markers by which racism can be constructed or categorized: skin color, ethnicity, language, 

culture, and religion (Grosfoguel, 2016). This theme might fall under the group-ethnic and 

racial types of slurs (Bach, 2014). 



 

2.2.7 Male preserve 

Coming from the world of sports, it could be defined as “spaces where narratives connecting 

men to violence, aggression, and physical power can be consumed, performed, and reified in a 

relatively unrestricted form, (and) a site for the dramatic representation and reification of 

behaviors symbolically linked to patriarchal narrations of manhood” (Matthews, 2016). What 

the male preserve provides to men is a possibility to disparage or depreciate women or any other 

inferior groups without any consequences or social norms sanctions (Dashiell, 2020). 

According to this theory, Dashiell proposes the term of a geek male preserve in a gaming 

environment, which allows white male geeks (or nerds) to “enjoy” in the sexism, 

gamesplaining, racism safe from any social normative reaction (2020). 

This concept could be aligned with the normative masculinity which involves “being assertive, 

demonstrating bravery through risk-taking, upholding heterosexuality and rejecting femininity, 

and establishing dominance through aggression” (Rubin, Blackwell & Conley, 2020, p.2). 

Since masculinity is connected to traditional gender roles which determine men’s masculine 

behavior, this is linked to gender inequities where men demonstrate “positive attitudes towards 

sexual harassment and negative attitudes towards gender equality” (Rubin, Blackwell & 

Conley, 2020, p.2). 

Same authors explain that because of a man’s perceived masculine role, under the rise of 

feminism, some men begin to feel threatened for losing their manhood and hegemonic authority 

which raises the masculine anxiety over maintaining normative masculine gender roles (2020). 

This anxiety plays an important role in men’s behavior for those men who feal less masculine 

than the average man and who feal distress about it in such a way that they tend to endorse 

masculine norms of harassment such as aggression, dominance, and toxic online disinhibition 

(Rubin, Blackwell & Conley, 2020). In the case of World of Tanks, this might be reflected in a 

toxic behavior of players in battle chat, who feel that their status of a good or excellent player 

might be jeopardized by losing the battles, by blaming others and using slurs. 

The game World of Tanks is certainly a male preserve being constitute with 98,4% of male 

players, as one of the previous research projects showed, where out of a total of 3,280 

participants of a survey, 3,227 were man and only 53 women (Ratan et al.,2020). Similar data 

was obtained two years later from a survey of one of the most famous World of Tanks streamer 

on European server, skill4ltu (2022), with 5807 participants and 98,1% being male (Fig 1.).  



 

 

Fig 1. Gender demographics of World of Tanks players 

 

Regarding the age part of the male preserve concept, World of Tanks constitutes of 

predominantly young players. According to a poll initiated by one of the World of Tanks 

streamers called taugrim, on reddit site, in July 2015, from a total of 1503 participants, 83% of 

players were under 35 years old (taugrim, 2015). The age value of 35 was taken as a separation 

measure because it almost aligned with the average age of 33 of all games in the USA in the 

year of 2019 (Liu et al., 2021). It is fair to say the game represents the young male preserve 

(Fig 2.). 
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Fig 2. Age demographics of World of Tanks players 

 

2.2.8 Gamesplaining 

The concept of “gamesplaining” is another aspect which I was including in my thematic 

analysis. It comes from a mansplaining concept where a man uses patronizing manner when 

speaking to a woman (Bridges, 2017), but in the gaming world, it refers to one individual 

correcting another individual or explaining certain aspects of the game to display the male 

dominance (Dashiell, 2020). Under the men’s fragile masculinity explained in the paragraph of 

male preserve, gamesplaining might be another aspect of harassment in the game, where the 

dominance of stressed masculine player is established or preserved through degradation of other 

players, giving them lessons how to play the game properly so they do not jeopardize their 

status and good playing statistics. 

2.2.9 Military discourse 

If we consider the game's genre as a war game, first-person shooter (FPS), real-time strategy 

(RTS) and a simulator (tank driving and fighting), we can easily emerge ourselves into a 

military ambience or, even more expressive, into a war battle environment (Paris, 2000). These 

genres fall under a spatial-action video games type which are “fast-paced games that require 

navigation in a three-dimensional virtual environment or object rotation”, that are considered 

to be a male preserve” (Ratan, Shen & Williams, 2020, p.1032). It is not to say that these types 

of games are the ones that women players are inept in compared to men players, but simply that 

men are more attracted to these genres of games. As a matter of fact, spatial cognition aspects 

important for successful play of spatial-action games can be trained and improved with practice, 

diminishing the sex-gap performance (Ratan, Shen and Williams, 2020). 

2.3 Complementary previous research 

The following are descriptions of the previous research conducted regarding the toxicity in 

massive multiplayer online games (MMOGs) and my correlation with them: 
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One of the first research my work might complement with is the one of Kordyaka & Kruse 

(2021), which they have presented in their article “Curing toxicity – developing design 

principles to buffer toxic behavior in massive multiplayer online games”. Authors have 

conducted a mixed methods of survey and practical workshop where they gathered ten experts 

from various fields correlated to the game design and brought out some pragmatic suggestions 

towards diminishing the toxicity within the game League of Legends. Some of them are already 

applied in the World of Tanks, for example, censoring the chat, in-battle punishing system and 

coloring behavior system. The surveying part of their research I will not be able to conduct due 

to the time restriction, but the designer’s approach I plan to carry out by analyzing the chat and 

hopefully find possible sources that might trigger the toxic behavior.  

Another research I find interesting about toxicity in World of Tanks is presented in the article 

“Viral vitriol: Predictors and contagion of online toxicity in World of Tanks” (Shen et al., 2020). 

Authors are presenting their study of precursors of toxicity in team-based online game World 

of Tanks. The emphasis is on the behavioral aspect of both the individual player’s and team’s 

level regarding gameplay and team dynamics. Authors are using Social Identity model of 

Deindividuation (SIDE) as their theoretical framework. They have proven the following:  

a) the toxicity is negatively related to the team’s skill advantage, meaning that the 

greater skill advantage over the opponents, the lower toxicity within the team (in my study it 

corelates with unbalanced matchmaking). 

b) toxicity is positively related with the skill discrepancy within the team (also corelates 

with the unbalanced matchmaking with regards to missing players' skills or ratings as a 

matchmaking variable).  

c) toxic behaviors are more likely to occur in battles with strangers than those with 

friends. This part of their research included observing the clan-wars matches, which I will not 

be focusing on but only random battles where everybody are strangers to each other.  

d) toxic behaviors are contagious (this hypothesis refers to an impact of veteran players 

on new ones, which is something I will not study in my research, due to time constraints) (Shen 

et al., 2020). 

“Curing toxicity – developing design principles to buffer toxic behavior in massive multiplayer 

online games” (Kordyaka & Kruse, 2021) is an article in which authors propose the concept of 

the Online Disinhibition Effect (ODE) as a mean of explaining toxic behavior (TB). Kordyaka 

and Kruse (2021) are using multi-method approach in their research; they use a quantitative 

survey to test the ODE antecedent variables to explain TB. These antecedents are dissociative 

anonymity (when a person hides their true identity and acts differently in online world compared 

to the real one), asinchronocity (when a person doesn't hinder to postpone the response due to 

a deformed time flow in the online communication), solipsistic introjection (an imagined voice 

or representation or status of a correspondent in person's head), dissociative imagination 

(separating online and offline world in a way that real world rules and norms do not apply to 

the imaginary online world, thus encouraging disinhibiting behavior), minimization of authority 

(when online world reduces the real life indicators of any hierarchy, enabling individuals to 

self-express) (Udris, 2014). 

They have then carried out a focus group workshop with different professionals familiar with 

design of games (i.e., technology development, game designers and social and computer 

sciences) with few points of reference on a game design. The results of their research showed 

that dissociative anonymity, asynchronicity, solipsistic introjection, dissociative imagination 



 

and minimization of authority are positively related with encouragement of players' toxic 

behavior, as its predictors. In other words, they are viable predictors of toxic behavior. 

(Kordyaka & Kruse, 2021). This research helped me to understand the reactions of the players 

of World of Tanks game and reasons behind those reactions which are connected to the 

anonymity, deindividuation, male preserve, militarism, hierarchical systems etc. 

The most interesting part of this research is the solutions those participants have suggested to 

diminish toxic behavior of those predictors. In example of dissociative anonymity – in certain 

countries (South Korea) players can play online games only if they use their social security 

number when signing in for the game. If they become toxic, a compulsory disclosure must be 

filled out by the player. Another suggestion is to create personal interests of a player to get them 

emotionally involved to the game. 

In his article “Hooligans at the Table: The Concept of Male Preserves in Tabletop Role-playing 

Games”, Steven Dashiell (2020) talks about the communication form of tabletop role-playing 

games and the impact of genders on individuals' participation in the games. He presents the 

white nerd male dominance in those types of games, which certainly matches with World of 

Tanks game. Dashiell (2020) further mentions a sort of hooliganism that is allowed at the table 

where male dominance is permeated through jokes about racism, sexism, misogyny etc. These 

themes are easily applicable to the analysis of World of Tanks battle chat since it is 

predominantly a male world with 98% of players being males (Ratan et al., 2020). 

Another aspect that Dashiell (2020) brings in his article is a male preserve. Coming from the 

world of sports, it could be defined as “spaces where narratives connecting men to violence, 

aggression, and physical power can be consumed, performed, and reified in a relatively 

unrestricted form, (and) a site for the dramatic representation and reification of behaviors 

symbolically linked to patriarchal narrations of manhood” (Matthews, 2016). What male 

preserve provides to men is a possibility to disparage or depreciate women or any other inferior 

groups without any consequences or sanctions (Dashiell, 2020). According to this theory, 

Dashiell proposes the term of a geek male preserve in a gaming environment, which allows 

white male geeks (or nerds) to “enjoy” in the sexism and misogyny, safe from any social 

normative reaction (2020). 

“Gamesplaining” (when one individual corrects another individual or explains certain aspects 

of the game) (Dashiell, 2020), and “Rules Lawyering” (when a player interprets rules in an 

overly literal sense or in such a way to significantly reduce the thematic or logical aspects of a 

game) (Berman, 2011) are the next constructs that Dashiell brings in his article which could be 

analyzed as themes in World of Tanks battle chat. Finally, the  concept of bleed; the 

“phenomenon of the thoughts, feelings, physical state, and relationship dynamics of the player 

affecting the character and vice versa“ (Bowman, 2013, p.4) is an interesting phenomenon to 

me; as a child of a military officer and someone who went to military high school for one year 

and later in the military service as a soldier, had participated in the war against my country 

(NATO bombarding Yugoslavia, 1999), I could easily bleed into the role of a tanker, fighting 

battles in a war game. 

“The politics of consuming war: video games, the military-entertainment complex and the 

spectacle of violence” is an article in which Richard Godfrey (2021) talks about militarism, 

war, and violence and how these categories are marketed and consumed as important cultural 

artefacts. They have been present throughout the history in many media forms following their 

development, from newspapers, radio, television, movies, toys, video games to the internet 

social medias. Today we have war theme as one highly profitable market where people can 

consume war in a form of tourism; going to a war-themed amusement park in Texas or to 



 

jungles in Cambodia shooting real ammunition, having paint-ball team-buildings organized by 

companies for their employees, etc. This way our everyday life is becoming militarized, making 

a constant pressure of violence and threat, turning wars into a necessity and prolonged hand of 

politics. 

One of the goals of this discourse is to enhance the chances of recruiting young people to 

military service. At the same time, it justifies the causes to fight wars far away from their 

borders. Here I talk about the USA as the most powerful military country, with the biggest 

military industry and being the top weapon exporter in the world, having approximately 750 

military bases in 80 countries around the world (The Soldiers Project, 2022). The biggest 

problems of militarization I understand to be, from Godfrey’s article (2021), are that in the 

normalization of violence we replace our moral norms with excitement and pleasure through 

media consumption, and by doing so, we slowly erase the difference between the real and 

mediated violence. Real violence, and war as a form of organized violence, becomes more 

acceptable.  

If we consider one of the core procedures in recruiting military service of deindividuating young 

recruits from the first day of their service, through their training and entire service period 

(Foxtrot Alpha, 2016), we can presumably relate the military discourse with Social Identity 

model of Deindividuation Effect (SIDE) (Festinger et al. 1952). In military service it is imposed 

upon individuals. A perfect soldier is the one that obeys the orders without questioning, as 

ironically portrayed in the movie Forest Gump (Zemeckis, 1994); the famous scene here shown 

in a YouTube short clip (Jiwandono, 2018). 

Since a World of Tanks is a war game consisted of tanks, the military discourse might be an 

important aspect of the game and in-game behavior. My connection to this aspect of the game 

is due to my military background, from a childhood to present days which I will narrate in the 

following sections. 

An interesting article that in a certain way opposes to the male preserve concept of World of 

Tanks game is titled “Men Do Not Rule the World of Tanks: Negating the Gender-Performance 

Gap in a Spatial-Action Game by Controlling for Time Played” (Ratan et al., 2020). The authors 

here prove that women are equally successful in performance with men, given the statistically 

controlled amount of playtime. In other words, the results presented that women did perform 

worse than men when observing the general experience of playing World of Tanks and the gain 

of battle experience (which is one of the categories of a battle that player earns together with 

credits and, in a way, shows how skilled a player is), not due to gender differences but due to 

time spent on playing the game. Women simply played World of Tanks for less time than men. 

As soon as they spent equal time playing, the difference in performance got negated. This might 

show that the stereotype of men being better at this game then women doesn’t stand and that 

there is no place for sexism in the chat, despite of having only around 1,5% of female players. 

Another article that is particularly focused on World of Tanks is “Calm Down Buddy! It’s Just 

a Game: Behavioral Patterns Observed among Teamwork MMO Participants in 

WARGAMING’s World of Tanks” (Esmaeili & Woods, 2016).  The authors have conducted 

the research through direct (one of the researchers was playing the game) and indirect 

observation – through the replays of other players from the World of Tanks Replays web page 

(Wargaming.NET, 2013-2022) while experiencing the phenomenon of toxicity they have being 

investigating.  

 Authors have proposed five different situations; Bad Defeat (BD), Good Victory (GV), Nearly 

Draw (ND), Defeat (D) and Victory (V) all considered ongoing, before the battle ends. The 



 

difference between V and GV is in up to four tanks gap between teams and in case of BD and 

D is more than four tanks gap. According to those situations, authors have introduced three 

major behaviors observed when bad defeat (BD) situation occurs (looking for someone to blame 

or LSB, verbal abuse or VA and irrational behavior or IB). For the GV they observed other 

three behaviors (no cap - NC, go for the rest - GFR and rush to kill - RTK). 

The similarities with their research are the classifying win/loss results, which in my case are 

Heavy Loss/Easy Win (with results of 15:7 or lower), Mediocre Win/Loss (from 15:8 to 15:11), 

Tight Win/Loss (results of 15:12 and higher). I have divided results into these three categories 

simply because 7 is the biggest number of destroyed tanks that is smaller than half of the 

winning team which losing team managed to destroy. This basically means that losing team 

couldn’t even destroy half of the winning team, showing big disparity between them, which 

could be the result of an unbalanced matchmaking system that might be the trigger for toxic 

behavior of players in the chat, which is one of my primary arguments. These sorts of battles 

tend to end rather quickly by winning team running over the losing one in less than half of the 

default 15 minutes battle length; hence the Heavy Loss/Easy Win categorization. 

The mediocre battles with results between 15:8 and 15:11 sound a bit more even, but in practice, 

they have similar disparity “weight”. They last a bit longer, but in majority of these matches 

the dynamics of the battle do not differ from the Heavy Loss/Easy Win, so I argue that they fall 

under the unbalanced matchmaking system battles that, arguably trigger the toxicity in the 

game.  

That leads us to the only category that gives, in my opinion a true excitement while playing, 

and feeling of fairness of the game and balanced matchmaking system – Tight Win/Loss. Those 

are results with 15:12 and above where there are practically 3 versus 3 players left in the battle, 

or 2 versus 4, sometimes even 1 versus 4-5 (where those outnumbered bring victory). Just to 

bring one note here- there have been even more epic victories with 1 against 5 or more (there 

is even an in-game medal for winning those situations, called Kolobanov’s Medal, which a 

player can get by staying alone and winning against five enemy tanks), but those battles are 

arguable to be called balanced because of variety of aspects that might impact the outcome of 

the game, e.g., maybe it was a victory of the overpowered tank that the rest of these five 

opponents stand no chance against, or a single player’s rating is way too high compared to the 

opponents’. 

Another similarity with my research approach is in their active playing the game, not just 

looking through others’ gameplay. Since I will gather the data from my own played matches, it 

is worth of mentioning here. Interesting point of their research is the intentional provocation of 

toxic situation while playing. Something that could bring interesting reactions and data for the 

research, but for that I would have to create a new account which would take too much time if 

I wanted to reach tier-ten vehicle and fight tier-ten battles.  

As of Esmaili’s and Woods’ (2016) focus on players’ behaviors, similarity with their Verbal 

Abuse and Someone to Blame is my theming “griefing” and “flaming” with sub-themes of 

sexism, racism, homophobia, misogyny, ableism, or any unexpected theme that might occur. 

In the article “Men’s Harassment Behavior in Online Video Games: Personality Traits and 

Game Factors” (Tang & Fox, 2016), authors have presented their research on how individual 

personality traits such as hostile sexism, benevolent sexism, social dominance orientation, and 

some game variables such as video game involvement and time spent on playing video games, 

impact the general and sexual harassment in these games.  



 

Hostile sexism is defined as an aversion towards women and a sense of superiority over them. 

Here, women are characterized as “manipulative and trying to dominate men because of 

women’s inherent inferiority”. Benevolent sexism presupposes a paternal stance towards 

women. In this case, women are seen as weak and incompetent, and therefore in a need of a 

men’s protection (Tang & Fox, 2016).  

Social dominance orientation (SDO) reflects “individuals’ acceptance of inequality among 

social groups, resulting in prejudice and the belief in one group’s superiority over other groups” 

(Tang & Fox, 2016). It means that individuals with high social dominance orientation feel threat 

from a member of any inferior group (such as race, sex) and tend to maintain their dominance 

over them, e.g., a masculine hegemonic man trying to dominate over a woman. Similar to that, 

authors suppose that a less skilled player might be the inferior one and should be dominated by 

a more skilled player with higher social dominance orientation. SDO theoretically aligns with 

Social Identity model of Deindividuation Effect (SIDE) where this superior identity motivates 

an aggressive behavior toward inferior individuals (Tang & Fox, 2016). 

According to authors, sexual harassment contains “unwelcome sexual advances or other 

conduct that targets someone based on their sex or gender, which may range from making 

suggestive or discriminatory comments to coercing someone to perform sexual acts”. Authors 

argue that this type of harassment is most often perpetrated by men, targeting women. General 

harassment includes swearing at the player or insulting their skill or intelligence (Tang & Fox, 

2016). 

The results of their research proved that sexual harassment was predicted by hostile sexism and 

social dominance orientation. Game involvement, weekly gameplay and benevolent sexism 

were insignificant for sexual harassment. On the other hand, all the factors apart from 

benevolent sexism predicted general harassment. 

The similarity between their research and mine is in using Social Identity model of 

Deindividuation Effect (SIDE) as a theoretical framework. What they considered as general 

and sexual harassment I present as flaming with the sub-themes as ableism, racism, sexism etc. 

The limitation of my research compared to theirs was the absence or lack of data gathered from 

qualitative surveys or interviews, because that would have been the only way I could have 

determined individuals’ personal traits that they would have brought into the gameplay and 

present in-game behavior.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3 Methodology 

 

3.1 Positionality 

My position in this research comes from my background of a child born and raised in a military 

family. My father was a military officer in, back then Yugoslavian army and mother working 

in the military base canteen. I have occasionally been subject to a “babysitting” in their bases 

through my childhood, so I had a lot of contact with a military environment from an early age. 

Spending my parents' entire daily work shift among male soldiers (back than in the '80s, there 

were no women allowed in the military service) and watching all sorts of weapons and vehicles, 

hearing their sounds, and smelling their scents. Later, in my high school period, I went to a 

military school for one year, and then, a few years later served the military service in which I 

have participated in the war against NATO treaty and gained 79 days of war experience and a 

status of a war veteran. So, I consider myself as a typical white male militarized 43 years old 

game designer, student of the game design master program, and gamer of war games such as 

World of Tanks and Sid Meier’s Civilization (Firaxis Games). 

3.2 Reflexivity 

The biases that I’m bringing into this research from the sociological aspect could be of the white 

male masculinity, with normalization of military discourse in games and everyday life. As a 

game designer, I argue that World of Tanks, as a toxic game, has some design approach 

regarding mechanics and resulting dynamics that might be responsible for triggering toxic 

behavior of players in battle chats. Those triggers might be unbalanced matchmaking system, 

presence of unbalanced wheeled vehicles, overpowered tanks, and artillery class of tanks. 

Therefore, I am interested in finding how much of those mechanics and dynamics affect the 

toxicity and in what forms that toxicity might portray. But, being the master student of game 

design, I began to look at games from a social perspective as well, and the journey of this 

research helped me a lot in realizing some of my biases and starting to work on them. 

3.3 Methods 

The following are the methods used in this research: 

3.3.1 Participant Observation Ethnography 

As a first method of my research, I have used a participant observation ethnography with me 

being complete participant and observer. Ethnography falls within social research methodology 

that focuses on the nature of particular social event rather than trying to test any hypothesis 

about the very event. It also works with raw data that is not yet coded and deals with explicit 

explanation of meanings of human actions. The participant observation indicates a role of a 

researcher in the process, which can vary from complete observer to complete participant, 

depending on the degree of involvement and disclosure in the process (Ajayi, 1994). The focus 

of my process of analysis was on toxicity, with the raw data collected from 120 battles that I 

have played from February to May 2022, and then collected 120 chat logs which I have put in 

an Excel spreadsheet. A detailed description of the procedure is explained down in the section 

3.4 (page 18). 

3.3.2 Thematic Analysis 

As a second method, I have conducted a qualitative data analysis by using a thematic analysis 

method. The thematic analysis (TA) is "[...] a method for systematically identifying, organizing, 

and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set" (Braun & Clarke, 



 

2012). With this method, I have extracted every word, phrase, sign of punctuation that might 

be considered as toxic or provoking and coded them according to the themes I am interested in, 

such as game mechanics and dynamics related (artillery, wheeled tanks, matchmaking) as well 

as cyberbullying, griefing, male preserve, gamesplaining, flaming with its sub-themes: sexism, 

racism, etc.. After clustering the themes, I have corelated them with the potential toxicity 

instigators such as artillery presence, overpowered tanks presence, unbalanced players 

matching system and wheeled vehicles presence.  

The data has been gathered from the in-battle chats found in the recorded replays of the battles 

that I have played. There has been a total of 120 battles played and recorded on my computer’s 

hard drive. The same amount of chat logs has been analyzed and put in an Excel spreadsheet. 

A detailed description of the procedure is explained down in the section 3.4 (page 18). 

3.3.3 Content Analysis 

Parallel to thematic analysis, I have used content analysis to present the quantified data. 

Thematic and content analysis methods have many similarities regarding the coding of the data. 

Both methods acquire qualitative analysis of data. Content analysis uses a descriptive approach 

in both coding of the data and its interpretation of quantitative counts of the codes. Conversely, 

thematic analysis provides a purely qualitative, detailed, and nuanced account of data. The 

possibility of content analysis to present analyzed data in a quantitative manner is the main 

difference between those two approaches (Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 2013) and the 

reason for my implementation of the content analysis in this research: to present the data with 

numbers. Detailed description of the procedure is explained down in the section 3.4 of this page. 

3.3.4 Autoethnography 

The last but not the least method I have used in my research was Autoethnography. It is "[...] a 

research method and methodology which uses the researcher's personal experience as data to 

describe, analyze and understand cultural experience. It is a form of self-narrative that places 

the self within a social context" (Campbell, 2016). Being a player of the World of Tanks game 

from May of 2012, with a total of 57,357 battles played, I feel competent and adequate to 

implement autoethnography in my research, with my gained experience and my uprising 

background from a military employed parents and my excessively toxic behavior within the 

game. The data from my participation was also extracted from the recorded battle chats and put 

in Excel spreadsheet, which is explained in detail in the 3.4 section on this page. 

3.3.5 MDA framework 

In addition to described methods, an MDA (Mechanics, Dynamics, Aesthetics) framework has 

been introduced for the purpose of explaining game design elements. MDA is a framework 

which can help all game designers (from programmers to researchers) to comprehend and apply 

creation of all game elements such as systems, codes, playing experience (Hunicke et al., 2004). 

Basic elements of the game from the designers’ perspective are Mechanics (codes, algorithms, 

rules), Dynamics (effects of mechanics on players’ inputs and game’s and players’ outputs) and 

Aesthetics (the desirable emotional responses within the players when interacting with game’s 

systems) (Hunicke et al., 2004). Using the MDA framework with established vocabulary helps 

defining models of play. For example, World of Tanks is a competitive, war game where players 

in teams engage emotionally in defeating the opponents. That might correlate to the theories 

described earlier in articles reviews and explain how certain aesthetics impact players behavior 

in the chat. This framework might hopefully clarify the relation between the design elements, 

such as unbalanced mechanics and unbalanced matchmaking system as possible triggers, and 

their implications to players’ toxic behaviors. 



 

3.4 Practical procedure 

For this research, I have played World of Tanks random battles with my own account created 

on 28th of May 2012. I have played a total of 120 matches between February and May 2022. 

Parallel to playing, I have gone through the battle replays which were recorded by the game 

itself and saved on my computer’s hard drive in World of Tanks game’s folder. I have extracted 

all the battle chats from the matches into an Excel spreadsheet with following columns: 

A) Tier X-IX-VIII: which was meant to present the tier system of the game, i.e., how different 

tiers can meet in one battle with the rule that there can never be more tier ten vehicles than 

tier nine vehicles, and never more tier nine than tier eight and so on and so forth, to keep 

the fairness of the game. 

B) Win Chance in %: for the purpose of introducing the disparity between teams, which I 

argue presents the unbalanced matchmaking system that might be one of the triggers for 

toxic behavior, I have used the Aslain’s mod (Aslain, 2014) that shows those chances on 

the top of my screen, from the start of the battle to the end. 

C) Comments: the extracted comments from the battle chat; unchanged, with all the grammar 

mistakes as originally written by the players. 

D) Win: presents victory of my team with number “1” and loss with number “0”. 

E) Battle result: The precise result of the game which help to distinguish the categories of 

Heavy Loss/ Easy Win, Mediocre Win/Loss, and Tight Win/Loss. 

F) Battle Duration: exact length of the battle in minutes and seconds.  

G) EBR a) we, b) enemy: showing if any of the teams had EBR vehicle; for the purpose of 

analysis of the impact of EBRs on toxicity. 

H) OP tanks a) we, b) enemy: showing if any of teams had overpowered tanks that might be 

the triggers for toxicity. 

I) Artillery: showing how many SPG vehicles each team had in the battle to connect that 

tank class with toxicity. 

J) Notes: presenting coded themes or sub-themes from the chat. 

Another procedure I did in Excell was creating different sheets within one document: Main 

Sheet showing all the data; Odd Results showing the data from the battles that finished in 

“Draw” or by accomplishing the winning condition of capturing the base; Loss Total which 

shows all the losses of my team; Loss under 8 which present the Heavy Loss/ Easy Win battles; 

Wins Total presenting all the victories of my team; Even Battles containing the Tight 

Win/Loss battles; EBR Battles with all battles containing wheeled vehicles; EBR B Only 

where only opponent team had wheeled vehicles; EBR A,B with both teams having wheeled 

vehicles; EBR A Only meaning only my team had EBRs; OP Tanks battles having all battles 

where there was an overpowered tank present; OP Tanks B only  and OP Tanks A only same 

as with EBR A- or B-only; Artie battles containing all battles that had SPG class in them; Arty 

1, Arty 2 and Arty 3 meaning battles with one SPG per team, with two SPGs per team and with 

three SPGs per team respectfully. By creating different sheet, I extracted the aimed categories 

for the more transparent and simpler analysis because my knowledge of using Excell software 

is at the beginner’s level. 

The intentions behind the practical procedure were multifold:  

1) to gather data for thematic analysis, i.e., to code the themes from the chat logs and find 

if any matches with cyberbullying, griefing and flaming.  

2) to get the data about disparities between teams which might reflect the unbalanced 

matchmaking that I considered to be one of the triggers for toxicity in the battle chats. 



 

3)  to gain data that would show me the results of the battles that would be categorized by 

Heavy Loss/Easy Win, Mediocre Loss/Win and Tight Win/Loss who would additionally 

reflect the disparity of the teams, i.e., the unbalanced matchmaking system.  

4) To correlate the presence of the wheeled vehicles (EBRs) with the toxic behavior as my 

second argument.  

5) to relate the presence of overpowered tanks with toxicity as my next argument; to match 

self-propelled gun (SPG, artillery) class of vehicles presence and their quantity with 

toxicity as my final argument.  

These arguments were all the part of the second question (Q2) that I have raised for this research 

- “Could game mechanics and dynamics instigate a verbal toxic behavior in the battle chat?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

4 Results  

 

To answer the question Q1: “Why does toxicity emerge in World of Tanks game, I have 

conducted the aforementioned methods of participant observation ethnography, thematic 

analysis, content analysis and autoethnography with aimed themes of cyberbullying, male 

preserve, “griefing” and “flaming””. For answering the Q2: “Could game mechanics and 

dynamics instigate a verbal toxic behavior in the battle chat?”, I have conducted the content 

analysis. An autoethnography method was omnipresent throughout the rest of the coming 

sections of this paper. 

4.1 Thematic analysis 

As mentioned earlier, cyberbullying, griefing, flaming and gamesplaining were some of the 

themes that I was looking to find in the recorded battles chat logs. Cyberbullying as “an 

aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using electronic forms of 

contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily defend him or herself” 

(Smith et al.,2008, p 376); “griefing” which includes obstructing the game and harm teammates 

(Adrian, 2010); and flaming as one of the antisocial behavior categories which consists of 

sexism, homophobia, racism (Lemercier et al., 2021) and, I would add ableism. Those 

subcategories of flaming, in my thematic analysis method became sub-themes. In the following 

paragraphs, I have presented three chatlogs that consisted of the various sub-themes of toxic 

behavior and pointed it out as an existing manifestation of toxicity in the game. 

4.1.1 Example -74  

The first of the chat logs is the example-74 (“see Appendix”): 

- JPanther (5378,47k): nice spot 

- JP: best lights ever  

- VK 28.01 105 (3454,21k): who? 

- JP: u and t50 

- VK: I am light?  

- JP: lol really?  

- VK: you said that?  

- Chi-Ri (5655,20k): vk spot some?  

- Pawlack tank (heavy, tVI, 2785, 8k): dzigura, thank you!  

- VK: some what? 

- JP: he’s a heavy, let him sleep 

- VK: so like you now slep  

- Chi-Ri: vk28 bot 

- T34/100 (4460, 36k): still a moron vk 



 

- VK: yes 

- T34/100: no need to answer, we all know that 

- JP: are you w***ing yourself? oh sorry to disturb 

- VK: sorry I do not play this map 

- T34/100: may I suggest 10 more maps you should not play? 

- T34/100: or at least wait until i.m offline  

 

What we can see here is the situation in which one player in tank destroyer class calls their 

allies in light tanks class a bad players (the player uses a sarcasm claiming that they did best 

spotting and they're the best scouts ever). I will, in my analysis of the chat logs, use players 

vehicles' names as well as their rating and battle count instead of their nicknames simply 

because that information is not of importance to us. Also, the numbers in the brackets signify 

player's rating followed by the number of battles played in total. This might give an extra insight 

in the relation between player's experience, rating as a sum of their performance and duration 

of their playing experience, and their behavior in the chat, i.e., how “credible” the player could 

be to act in the way they do. 

4.1.2 The context 

In order to explain the chat, I need to introduce some basics of game mechanics regarding those 

two classes of vehicles. An important note here is that, when I talk about each of the mechanics 

regarding the classes, I suppose the general idea and values behind it, something that applies to 

majority of tanks, but there are exemptions in literally every class of the tanks, and sometimes 

it looks like a big mess when trying to explain the differences between them and the roles of 

each class or tank. Having that in mind, I will introduce those “general” mechanics and 

dynamics of classes. 

4.1.2.1 Light tanks (scouts)  

Light tanks are called that because of their light armor, compared to medium and heavy tanks. 

Being lightly armored, they are the most vulnerable class, but it allows them developing great 

speeds (over 70 km/h) and be the quickest class of all. Another advantage of lights is their 

superior camouflage value which, combined with their small size, makes them less visible than 

other classes in every situation, and their greater view range allows them to see further. All 

these mechanics presuppose their role as scouts that should take important positions on the field 

as quick as possible, in order to give an early information to their team about opponents deploy 

of forces so that an adequate strategy can be applied to counter them. On this particular map, 

there are two such positions for a passive scouting (green dots) and additional three for an active 

one (red dots) (Fig.3). Three different circles show different view ranges of a tank (in this case 

mine, marked with white arrow). The biggest (yellow) shows maximum render range, behind 

which I wouldn't be able to see any tank on a 3D map, regardless of being spotted or not by my 

allies. The middle (white) circle represents maximum spotting range of any vehicle, which is 

445 meters. Beyond that circle, game engine doesn't check any spotting. The small (green) 

circle is my commander's current view range, which can be boosted to meet 445 meters (white 

circle) with various crew skills and perks trained and additional tank modules mounted. 



 

 

  

Fig 3. Minimap 

 

4.1.2.2 Tank destroyers (TDs) 

The main idea behind tanks destroyers is to be a support for other classes. They are 

characterized by a big caliber gun that deal great amount of damage at expense of a longer 

reload time, slightly greater camouflage values than medium and heavy tanks, and thicker 

frontal armor. Their biggest disadvantage is lack of the turret which, combined with their small 

hull traverse speed makes them slow and easy prey when caught on the side or behind. They 

usually take background positions so they can support heavies and mediums from behind. 

After this short introduction, looking at the map in the beginning of the battle, we can see that 

JPanther player reacted towards his teammates through “gamesplaining”. It is a term used to 

describe a process of one individual correcting another one for being errant during the play. 

This allows the former gaining dominance over the latter and one of the “tools” for that is 

sarcasm (Dashiell, 2020). In this case Jpanther has been sarcastic about VK 28.01 105 (further 

VK) and T-50-2's “nice spotting” and being “best lights ever”. That allowed them to gain certain 

dominance in the team over those two players. The player was clearly stigmatizing them. 

Stigma is a social devaluation of another person's identity by discrediting them (Bogart and 

Dunn, 2019). 



 

The respond of the VK player is a bit unclear when they ask: “who?” and later “I am light?” 

because their tank was a light class obviously, and having played 21,000 battles in total, they 

should have known that. And from their record we can see that they played 160 battles in it and 

have the first marks of excellence which means they played better than 65% of all players at 

that moment (Fig.4).  

 

 

Fig 4. Statistics of VK 28 01 player for that tank 

 

The player could no longer be considered a beginner (although there is no set norm which tells 

when does beginner's status ends and turns into experienced one; some generally accepted 

amount would be around 10,000 battles played). Wargaming considers a player to be a novice 

if “they have not played a single battle in a researchable Tier VII or higher vehicle in any game 

mode. If they show good performance in battles with novices, they will be assigned the status 

of a regular player. If they purchase a Tier VII–VIII Premium vehicle but continue to fight in 

low-tier (Tier I–V) battles, they will still be considered a novice” (World of Tanks.eu, 2010). 

Taking a look at player’s record of tiers and classes played, we can see that they played all the 

tiers; from 1 to 10 (Fig.5). 

 



 

 

 Fig 5. VK players statistics of tiers and classes played 

 

But the succeeding conversation might bring more insight into VK's behavior. When JPanther 

answered: “lol really?” to VK's question “I am light?”, meaning that they couldn't believe that 

VK was unaware of that fact, VK responded: “you said that?” (I believe the question mark was 

put accidentally) which might tell us two things: either the VK really doesn't know which tank 

class they’re playing (which might led us questioning their ability to grasp simple fact of the 

game even for a beginner, let alone after playing 21,000 battles) or they are being sarcastic, in 

which case they might have been trying to re-establish their status diminished by the JPanther, 

using gamesplaining themselves. 

After having other players joined the discussion, stigmatizing VK as a “bot” (a non-player 

character controlled by a computer) from Chi-Ri player, which clearly takes away VK player's 

human status and a “moron” (from T34/100) which makes them intellectually disabled, VK 

responds with simple: “yes” (sarcasm) to which T34/100 continues with further stigmatizing 

by saying: “no need to answer, we all know that”. JPanther then turns to another form of toxicity 

– ageism, by asking if VK was masturbating and apologizing for disturbing them. Ageism is 

defined a “discrimination against or in favor of any age group” (Ayalon & Tesch-Römer, 2018) 

and as such is included under the toxicity as a negative aspect of the game and an unexpected 

one. It certainly could fall under the male preserve concept, showing the predominant masculine 

attitude about sexual potency. 

The last respond from the VK was: “sorry I do not play this map”, which could explain their 

initial positioning and misplay, although there are a couple of alternatives that question their 

behavior in the chat. Since every player has an option to exclude one map (two, if having a 

premium account) from the rotation that they do not like, the player could have used it for this 

map, but it might be that they already excluded some other map, which is not uncommon thing 

because a lot of maps are designed poorly and unbalanced (I have excluded two maps and could 

probably do a few more). Another possibility would be to go to one of the two ideal scout 

positions and just stay there as a passive scout. It would have been at least some use for their 



 

team. Third peculiarity is their staying in the battle for a whole duration of it, instead of leaving 

and just play another tank on another map. Desertion gives a player a warning pop-up that says 

they are a deserter, but that doesn’t impact player’s account significantly (it penalizes them by 

taking all the credits and experience earned in that battle) (Fig. 6). So, the question remains:  

Why would the player stay inactive during the whole battle? Could it be that they enjoy 

annoying teammates? Consciously provoking them? Intentionally inducing the frustration, 

anger, toxicity? Having some of their own frustrations or complexes brought to the game? We 

cannot tell for sure without having an interview with them and get the qualitative data.  

 

 

 Fig 6. Desertion from battlefield warning 

 

Of course, one possible reason for staying could be that the player wanted to play only this tank, 

for which they had to wait until the end of the battle, because the vehicle is locked in the battle 

until very end, not just until it's been destroyed. But then, it would question their rejection of 

playing this map, since it is one of the oldest maps in the game and in their 21k battles, they 

would have had it played or skipped too many times so far. Anyhow, the feeling about the 

player’s actions is at best frustrating and when we add their comments that were also sarcastic 

it just added more “oil to the fire” and raised frustration to the level of toxicity.  

The final two comments of T34/100: “may I suggest 10 more maps you should not play?” and 

“or at least wait until i.m offline” present a degrading VK player’s very existence but in the 

way of transferring the agency to the VK, as if they should remove themselves from this world. 

The chances to meet them again in months or even a year time are slim due to great number of 

players on EU servers, with over a hundred thousand in a peak of the day. I have a few players 

on my black-list, which shows such a player in the battle team-list should we be in the same 

team (or the opponents) again in the future, and I cannot remember when the last time was I 

have met any of them again. 

This battle ended lost in just 5:25 minutes (out of 15 min. total), with a score of 5:15. The teams’ 

skill disparity was giving us a chance of winning of 41%.  

 



 

4.1.3 Example - 68 

In the example - 68 (“see Appendix”), I have presented is a combination of trash talk, ableism, 

gamesplaining that shows raging of one player with so much passion. This player was playing 

their tier-eight premium medium tank called Guard. They have played a total of 58 thousand 

battles of this game and had a rating of 3171, which is below average.  

- Guard (3171, 58k): ARYY NOB (probably arty noob) 

- Guard: IDIOTS TOP 

- Guard: ARTYY FUCV********** 

- Guard: IDIOTS TOP 

- UDES 03 (4238, 19K): su help me  

- Guard: IDIOTS TOP 

- Guard: FULL MAKS IDIOTS 

- Guard:  LOSERRRRRRRR 

- Guard: GO PLAU BARBIIIIIIIII 

- Guard: FV 2004 FUC********* 

- Guard: ARTYT TOP IDIOTS 

- Guard: LOSERRRRRRR IDIOTS SUPER 

- Guard: FV 2005 FUYC((((((((((( 

- Guard: DDG 

- Guard: .0. 

- Guard: ,I, 

- Guard: IDIOTS TOP 

- me: go to bush to spot, udes  

- me: dude 

- me: he cannot outspot you, ffs 

- Progetto 46 (8579, 37k): udes genius 

- me: udes, go to that bush to spot, and then back to shoot 

- me: do you know the bush mechanics 

- me: omg 

- me: he could have killed him  

- me: he had a perfect shot 

- me: take that bush now (pinging at the bush at their base) 

- me: or cap  

- SU-130 PM (7391, 29k): what !!  

- SU-130 PM: sorry 

- me: well, he's the best player in their team 

- me: gg 

Based on Guard’s first comment - ARRY NOB (arty noob), it is clear that the player was 

complaining about artillery player. I cannot be sure for the reason behind their complaints, since 

I haven’t been close to the player, but there are only two reasons for which players complain 

about artillery class in practice; either they have been hit by an opponent’s artillery shell or they 

did not get their ally artillery support. It could be that it was about ally SPG because we had 

that particular tier-eight FV 207 self-propelled gun (SPG) in our team. 

What toxic themes can we see in this chat? The first one is flaming. Term noob is used in games 

for newcomers but in derogatory connotation. Using that term for other players represents 

stigmatizing. As we explained in previous example, stigmatizing is a social devaluation of 



 

another person's identity by discrediting them (Bogart and Dunn, 2019) and, as I added, one of 

the sub-categories or sub-themes in my thematic analysis. 

The next sub-theme that I have found in this chat from the same Guard player is using sexual 

profanity word repeatedly, which might be considered as sexism. Another form of expression 

of sexism is using dots “.” and letter “I” (capital i) which depicts men’s phallus, similar to the 

gesture of showing the middle finger. Player did, also use dots and “0”, which meaning I am 

not familiar with. The last example of sexism in this player’s communication is the text – “GO 

PLAU BARBIIIIII” (go play Barbie), which is a form often used in the chat to call other players 

girls who should be playing “girls’ games.” 

The Guard player had multiple time written top idiots, full max idiots and losers emphasizing 

ableism referring to their mental abilities. 

What is interesting about Guard player’s ragging in chat is the usage of uppercase letters, 

meaning yelling or shouting, which is a form of flaming as verbally assaulting. Another 

interesting point here is that Guard player used entire chat space to dominate for good amount 

of time, that infinite attack on that one artillery player feels like cyberbullying, where the player 

kept attacking a single player. And no one interfered. It could also present the griefing, which 

is, as we said, obstruction of other players in playing. Of course, it refers more to a “mechanical” 

obstruction such as pushing another player’s tank with your own, damaging it and so on, but I 

would argue that verbal obstruction is equally significant, and it can impact player’s efficacy 

and performance.  

Another interesting moment is abrupt stop of that flaming. As if the player vanished. And then 

the conversation went in entirely other direction. From that moment I have started to occupy 

the chat by gamesplaining. Trying to influence another player by telling them what to do. The 

game was tense, and I started to overreact emotionally. Using abbreviations such as “ffs” (for 

f* sake) and “omg” (oh my god), indicating that I’m annoyed by other player’s incompetence, 

using sexism and stigmatizing. The Progetto 46 player joined me in discrediting Udes player 

with ableism and sarcasm, by calling him – “a genius”. 

A new sub-theme might have emerged in the chat, when SU-130PM over-apologized saying 

sorry for being destroyed, even though they played well. I’m not sure if this could be considered 

as a toxic form. My respond to them was consolatory, stating that the opponent was the best 

player in their team (since installed mod showed me statistics in the battle). After it was clear 

that we were going to lose, I wrote “gg” (good game) as a positive note, to reduce the negative 

feeling of loss. I have realized that I had overreacted before that and accepted the fact that there 

will always be different skilled players in the game. 

4.1.4 Example - 103 

In the next example 103 (“see Appendix”) of chat log we can see three different sub-themes of 

flaming; ableism, misogyny, and racism as well as gamesplaining: 

- AMX M4 51 (t-IX, no stats): must win c1 or we’re fa*ked  

- AMX M4: told you fackwads  

- AMX M4: fools 

- AMX M4: facking is7 tw*t  

- AMXM4: look at map is7  

- Leopard1 (no stats): wtf 

- Leopard1: team debiles  

- AMXM4: yeah, they are idiots, especially that is7 



 

- AMXM4: first he is afk then he goes there 

- Me: GG  

- Leopard1: turci dosli da ratuju  

- AMXM4: now die as foll u are is7  

- Jg.Pz. E100 (3962, 30k): turks fuks your mom isnt it  

- AMXM4: sry for rant team  

The very first comment was a clear example of gamesplaining where AMX M4 player 

explained the importance of winning one particular position on the map – “must win c1 or we’re 

facked” in combination with sexist word. After less than three minutes AMX M4 was destroyed, 

and then the player started their own rant continuing with gamesplaining – “told you…” and 

sexism “…fackwads”. The next word was – “fools”, which is an example of ableism. The player 

continues with an attack on one particular player in IS-7, who has been absent from the battle 

for the first couple of minutes, who probably did not know what happened so far, calling him – 

“facking is7 tw*t” that was a combination of sexism and misogyny. The player continues with 

gamesplaining – “look at map is7”. Their domination in the chat shortly interrupted Leopard 1 

with their – “wtf” and “team debiles”. The acronym wtf (what the f*ck) is used to emphasize 

the amazement or wonderment by some action or situation. In this case it was them being 

destroyed, but the true meaning behind it might be criticizing the team and blaming everybody 

for their failure. Which the player confirmed with – “team debiles”, which stands for team of 

morons, implying they are mentally disabled or ableism as a sub-theme. 

AMX M4 joins Leopard 1’s comment by confirming it (“yeah, they are idiots”) but also 

continuing that attack on an IS-7 player, adding – “especially that is7”, which I consider a 

cyberbullying. The AMX M4 player than uses gamesplaining to point out IS-7’s lack of 

knowledge where to go, saying – “first he is afk then he goes there”. Here, we can extract the 

sexism of player using pronoun “he” without knowing IS-7’s true identity. 

There is my comment using acronym GG (good game) which I often use lately but in two 

different ways. In this particular situation (as well as most of the loses, especially in heavy 

losses/easy wins) I’m referring to Wargaming’s bad matchmaking system (sometimes I would 

even add - “gg Wargaming”). So, I use it as sarcasm. The other meaning of it is the literal, 

honest praising when someone played well, regardless of victory or loss result. 

Back to the next comment of Leopard 1 – turci dosli da ratuju [Turks came to fight]. This 

distinctly tells me that the player is from Serbia (one of my homelands) and that they recognized 

the Turkish flag on the side of the Jgd.Pz. E100 player and mocking about their gameplay, 

insinuating that Turkish people are bad in fighting in general. That is a clear case of racism, 

regardless of Leopard 1’s questionable competence (since they did not realize that the position 

they were playing at the moment of their destruction was threatened long before they died, 

which implies that they haven’t had a good “situational awareness” (which means that a player 

has to pay attention to a whole map and react accordingly and in a timely manner to a 

developing situation that might be constantly changing). 

The next post from an AMX M4 was - “now die as foll you are is7”, using ableism again, calling 

IS-7 player a fool. Still focusing on that single player, blaming them for the defeat beside all 

other thirteen players in the team. That is a form of cyberbullying, as a continuous form of an 

aggressive act of one player against another (Smith et al., 2008). 

Jgd.Pz E100 player responded to the Leopard 1 player with sexism and misogyny saying – 

“turks (profanity) your mom is not it”. A bit surprising reaction to me because the Turkish and 

Serbian language have nothing in similar and yet the Turkish player understood what the 



 

Serbian player wrote. So, either the Turkish player took their time in the middle of the battle, 

to copy the sentence, put it in the translator software and respond to the provocation or they 

might be coming from Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the majority of the citizens are Muslims 

(some of them feeling strong connection with Turkey), with Bosnian language being practically 

the same as Serbian. This, of course is digression, but it might point out how some players 

might jeopardize the teamplay by responding to their teammates promptly instead of private 

chat after the battle. 

The very last comment in the chat was again from the AMX M4 player who apologized for 

their aggravation saying – “sry for rant team” (“sry” is an abbreviation for “sorry”). This is a 

sub-theme that, I must confess, I see very rarely in the battle chats (in fact, it could be the first 

time ever) and I do not know how to interpret it. It makes me feel like forgiving them, but at 

the same time, the IS-7 player might still feel the consequences of the cyberbullying. 

4.2 Content analysis 

As mentioned earlier, content analysis uses a descriptive approach in both coding of the data 

and its interpretation of quantitative counts of the codes (Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 

2013,) and it is the reason for my implementation of the content analysis in this research: to 

present the data with numbers. 

4.2.1 Themes and sub-themes 

The following data represents the occurrence of themes and sub-themes in regard to the number 

of battles:  

Table 1. Occurrence of themes/sub-themes in battle chats5 

Nr. Theme/ sub-theme Occurrence in 

383 total  

Percentage 

(%) 

Nr. of battles 

of 120 total 

Percentage 

(%) 

1. Gamesplaining 92 24 37 31 

2. Ableism 89 23 53 44 

3. Male preserve 60 15,7 36 30 

4. Sarcasm 53 14 29 24 

5. Positive 27 7 16 13,3 

6. Blaming others 18 4,7 12 10 

7. RNG complaints 13 3,4 4 3,3 

8. Sexism 10 2,6 10 8,3 

9. SPG complaints 5 1,3 2 1,7 

10. MM complaints 5 1,3 5 4 

11. Ageism 4 1 3 2,5 

12. EBR complaints 3 0,8 1 0,8 

13. Cyberbullying / / 3 2,5 

14. Game complaints 2 0,5 2 1,7 

15. Racism 1 0,26 1 0,8 

16. Map complaints 1 0,26 1 0,8 

 

From the content analysis of coded (sub)themes, we can see that two most presented sub-themes 

in the battle chat of World of Tanks game are Gamesplaining within 37 out of 120 battles (31%) 

and Ableism, which showed in 53 out of 120 battles (44%). Those two sub-themes also make 



 

the biggest presence within a total of all 383 comments, i.e., gamesplaining with 92/383 (24%) 

and ableism with 89/383 or 23% (Table 1; Fig 5.). 

Next (sub)themes are Male preserve with 60/383 (16%) in 36/120 battles (30%), Sarcasm with 

occurrence of 53/383 times (14%) in 29/120 battles (24%), Positive comments with 27/383 

times (7%) in 16/120 (13%), Blaming others with 11/360 times (3%) in 11/120 (7,5%), RNG 

(random generated number) complaints with 13/383 times (3,4%) in 4/120 (3%), Sexism with 

10/383 (2,6%) in 10/120 (8,3%). All the other (sub)themes are represented by less than 2% 

respectively: SPG (self-propelled gun) complaints with 5/383 times (1,3%) in 2/120 battles 

(1,7%), MM (matchmaking) complaints with 5/383 times (1,3%) in 5/120 (4%), EBR 

complaints with 3/383 times (0,8%) in 1/120 battles (0,8%), Cyberbullying in 3/120 matches 

(2,5%),  Game complaints with  2/383 times (0,5%) in 2/120 battles (1,7%), and Racism, and 

Map complaints each with 1/383 times (0,26%) in 1 battle out of 120 (0,8%) respectively (Table 

1; Fig 7.). 

 

 

Fig 7. Statistics of themes/sub-themes in battles. 
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Table 2. Occurrence of (sub)themes in my comments: 

Nr. Theme/sub-theme Occurrence in  

71 total 

Percentage 

% 

1. Gamesplaining 31 44 

2. Sarcasm 13 18 

3. Positive 11 15,5 

4. Male preserve 11 15,5 

5. Ableism 3 4 

6. Sexism 1 1,4 

7. RNG complaints 1 1,4 

 

From the perspective of my involvement in the battle chats, we can see that great majority of 

my comments fall under the Gamesplaining theme consisting 31/71 of my comments (44%), 

followed by Sarcasm with 13/71 of my comments (18%), Positive comments with 11/71 (22%) 

and Male preserve with 11/71 (22%) and Ableism with 2/71 (3%). Other themes or sub-themes 

such as Sexism, Stigmatizing and RNG (random generated number) complaints are represented 

each with 1 comment out of 71 (1,4%) respectively (Table 2; Fig 8.). 

 

Fig 8. Statistics of my comments 

 

4.2.2 Mechanics and dynamics  

As I have stated in my introduction of this paper, I consider certain mechanics and dynamics of 

the game World of Tanks as possible triggers for players’ toxic behavior in the battles’ chat, 

naming them as SPG’s (self-propelled gun, artillery or arty) splash and stun mechanics, the 

presence of overpowered tanks with their superior armor (such as Russian tier-ten heavy tank 

Object 279(e), Russian tier-ten medium tank Object 907 and British tier-ten heavy tank T95/FV 

4201 Chieftain), the presence of the wheeled vehicles (French light tank EBR 90 and 105) with 
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their ridiculous maneuverability and aiming/shooting mechanics and unbalanced matchmaking 

system. Here are the results of the content analysis:  

 

Table 3. Results regarding toxicity, neutrality, and positivity  

Nr. Result  Battles in 

120 total 

Toxic  Neutral Positive 

1. Total battles 120 (100%) 65 (54%) 50 (42%) 5 (4%) 

2. Heavy lost/Easy win total 72 (60%) 31(43%) 38 (53%) 3 (4%) 

3. Mediocre win/loss 27 (22,5%) 16 (59%) 10 (37%) 1 (4%) 

4. Tight win/loss total 11 (9%) 8 (73%) 2 (18%) 1 (9%) 

5. Draw 3 (2,5%) 3 (100%) / / 

6. Odd 8 (6,7%) 6 (75%) 2 (25%) / 

7. Team A heavy loss 29 (24%) 19 (65,5%) 10 (34,5%) / 

8. Team A mediocre loss 15 (12,5%) 5 (33,3%) 10 (66,6%) / 

9. Team A tight loss 4 (3,33%) 4 (100%) / / 

10. Team A loss total 48 (40%) 31(64,6%) 16 (33,3%) 1 (2%) 

11.  Team A easy win 43 (36%) 12 (28%) 28 (65%) 3 (7%) 

12. Team A mediocre win 16 (13,3%) 11 (67%) 4 (25%) 1 (8%) 

13. Team A tight win 7 (6%) 4 (57%) 2 (28,6%) 1 (14,4%) 

14. Team A win total 68 (56,7%) 26 (38%) 32 (47%) 10 (15%) 

 

When we look at the battle results, we can see that 62% of the battles ended with the result of 

15:7 or less (heavy loss or easy win). 22% of battles ended with the score between 15:8 and 

15:11 (mediocre win or loss). Only 10 out of 120 (8%) battles ended with results from 15:12 to 

15:14 (tight win or loss). The same number of battles ended by odd result, meaning either in 

draw when time goes down to zero (3 out of 120) or with wins/lost by meeting the “capturing 

the base” condition (Fig. 9). 

 



 

 

 Fig 9. Battle results by categories 

 

4.2.2.1 Toxicity 

Out of 48 loss battles, 31 was toxic (64,58%), 16 neutral (33,33%) and 1 was positive (2%). 

Within won battles, 26 out of 68 were toxic (38%), 32 were neutral (47%) and 10 positive 

(15%). When we look at the structure of the loss battles, with the score of under 8:15 (heavy 

lost), toxic chat occurred in 65,5% of battles while 34,5% were neutral. Within the results with 

range between 8:15 and 11:15 of losing battles (mediocre lost), the toxicity was present in 

45,45% of matches and neutral in 54,54%. Finally, in even matches that were lost with results 

between 12:15 and 14:15 (tight lost), all of them had toxic behavior in chat (4/4). When observe 

the won battles, 28% of easy won battles were toxic, 65% neutral and 7% positive. With 

mediocre win, 25% neutral, 68% toxic and 7% positive. Finally, with tight won battles, all three 

categories were distributed equally with 33,33% (3/9 each) (Fig. 10). 
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Fig 10. Toxic matches with regards to their results 

 

4.2.2.2 Wheeled vehicles (EBRs) 

There was a total of 38 out of 63 battles that included EBRs (tier IX or X). 48% of those were 

toxic, the same percentage was neutral and 6% was positive only. When it comes to 

representation by teams and win/loss conditions we have the following results: When EBRs 

were present only in opponents’ team, 54% of won battles were toxic, 31% neutral and 15% 

positives. With losing, 67% was toxic and 33% neutral. When both teams had EBRs, victories 

were toxic in 29% of battles and 71% neutral. When only my team had EBRs, 50% of wins 

were toxic (2/4), while one loss was neutral (Fig. 11).  

 

Table 4. Wheeled vehicles (EBRs) results  

Nr. Result Battles 

in 63 

Toxic Neutral Positive 

1. EBR battles total 38 (60%) 18 (47,5%) 18 (47,5%) 2 (5%) 

2. EBR win total 24 (63%) 11 (46%) 11 (46%) 2 (8%) 

3. EBR loss total 14 (37%) 8 (57%) 6 (43%) / 

4. EBR B-only total 16 (42%) 9 (56%) 5 (31%) 2 (13%) 

5. EBR B-only win 13 (81%) 7 (54%) 4 (31%) 2 (15%) 

6. EBR B-only loss 3 (19%) 2 (67%) 1 (33%) / 

7. EBR A-only total 5 (13%) 2 (40%) 3 (60%) / 

8. EBR A-only win 4 (80%) 2 (50%) 2 (50%) / 

9. EBR A-only loss 1 (20%) / 1 (100%) / 

10. EBR A-B total 17 (45%) 8 (47%) 9 (53%) / 

11.  EBR A-B win 7 (41%) 2 (29%) 5 (71%) / 

12.  EBR A-B loss 10 (59%) 6 (60%) 4 (40%) / 
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 Fig 11. Toxicity with EBRs present in matches 

 

4.2.2.3 Overpowered tanks (OP) 

When it comes to representation of overpowered tanks in played battles, the data shows that 

nearly 27% of battles consisted of any of those tanks in any team. 31% of those matches were 

toxic in chat. When those tanks were present in the enemy team only (team B), 40% of loss 

battles were toxic and none of the winning battles. When only my team had OP tanks, 43% of 

battles were toxic and 57% neutral and they were all winning (Table 5; Fig. 12). 

 

Table 5. Overpowered tanks results 

Nr. Result Battles in 63 Toxic Neutral Positive 

1. OP tanks total battles 16 (25,4%) 5 (31%) 11 (69%) / 

2. OP tanks B-only total 9 (56%) 2 (22%) 7 (78%) / 

3. OP tanks B-only win 4 (44,4%) / 4 (100%) / 

4. OP tanks B-only loss 5 (55,5%) 2 (40%) 3 (60%) / 

5. OP tanks A-only total 7 (44%) 3 (43%) 4 (57%) / 

6. OP tanks A-only win 7 (100%) 3 (43%) 4 (57%) / 

7. OP tanks A-only loss / / / / 
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Fig 12. Toxicity with overpowered (OP) tanks present in the match 

 

4.2.2.4 Self-propelled Guns (SPGs)/Artillery 

According to my data collected from those 120 matches, we can see that 79 were including 

SPGs (65,83%). Out of those 79 matches, 43 (51,9%) were toxic while 31 (39,24%) were 

neutral and 5 were positive (6,32%). If we look at the structure of those 79 matches by number 

of SPGs per team/battle than we see the highest percentage of only one SPG per team of 67%, 

followed by nearly 28% having two per team and 5% with three SPGs per team (three is the 

maximum number of SPGs per team per battle). The toxicity levels differ regarding the number 

of SPGs per battle and win/loss result. Within one SPG/battle we have nearly 47% toxic battles 

when winning and 59% when losing. With two SPGs/battle we have 10% toxic winning battles 

and 46% of losing ones. With three PSGs/battle we have 67% of toxic chat in losing battles and 

surprisingly 100% toxic in winning battles (Fig. 13). 
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Table 6. Self-propelled gun (SPG) results 

Nr. Result Battles in 120 Toxic Neutral Positive 

1. SPG battles total 79 (66%) 43 (54%) 31 (40%) 5 (6%) 

2. SPG total win 41 (52%) 16 (39%) 20 (49%) 5 (12%) 

3. SPG total loss 36 (45,6%) 20 (55,5%) 16 (44,5%) / 

4. SPG total draw 2 (2,5%) 2 (100%) / / 

5. 1 SPG total 53 (67%) 28 (53%) 20 (38%) 5 (9%) 

6. 1 SPG win 30 (56,6%) 14 (47%) 11 (37%) 5 (16%) 

7. 1 SPG loss 22 (41,5%) 13 (59%) 9 (41%) / 

8. 1 SPG draw 1 (2%) 1 (100%) / / 

9. 2 SPG total 22 (28%) 7 (32%) 15 (68%) / 

10. 2 SPG win 10 (45,5%) 1 (10%) 9 (90%) / 

11. 2 SPG loss 11 (50%) 5 (45,5%) 6 (54,5%) / 

12. 2 SPG draw 1 (4,5%) 1 (100%) / / 

13. 3 SPG total 4 (5%) 3 (75%) 1 (25%) / 

14. 3 SPG win 1 (25%) 1 (100%) / / 

15. 3 SPG loss 3 (75%) 2 (67%) 1 (33%) / 

 

  

 

Fig 13. Toxicity in matches with SPGs 

 

4.3 Autoethnography 

As World of Tanks is being a war game, I can be taken as a representative case for this study, 

speaking of the military discourse aspect. Raised by a father officer in Yugoslavian Army and 

mother working in the military base canteen; being subject to occasional “babysitting” in their 
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bases, I had a lot of contact with a military environment from an early age. Spending my parents' 

entire daily work shift among male soldiers (back than in the '80s, there were no women allowed 

in the military service) and watching all sorts of weapons and vehicles, hearing their sounds, 

and smelling their scents.  

4.3.1 War in former Yugoslavia 

In the year 1991, at my age of 13, a war broke in Yugoslavia. A city where I lived was 

bombarded by the army of my parents, so we spent some days in the base outside of the city. I 

remember the effects of one of those bombarding when we returned to our apartment (the top 

floor of a six-store building), with our kitchen window crashed by a shrapnel of a grenade that 

went through the doors of a hanging cabinet leaving the burn mark on a shelf. And the grenade 

had fallen some fifty meters away from the building. This scene just engraved in my memory 

as a manifestation of a brute force of military weapons. The same manifestation, but in 

thousands time larger scale, I would experience eight years later during my military service and 

war against NATO treaty. Until the war in Yugoslavia broke in 1991, I have lived in Croatia, 

but soon, in 1992, we moved to Serbia. Only then I had realized how much stress and trauma I 

had had from hearing gun shots and bombs explosions every day, when distanced from it all. 

Thinking I will never hear it again. I was so wrong seven years latter: at the time of my military 

service. 

At the end of my elementary school, I dreamed to become a pilot and went through recruiting 

process of physical and mental examinations. Did not get into the top recruits and was 

disappointed for some time. In the year 1995, after two years of mechanics high school, I went 

into a military high school (third year), studying for an aircraft electrician but did not finish due 

to the lack of prior knowledge with electronics. That was another hard moment for me to grasp.  

4.3.2 Becoming a war veteran 

In September of 1998, I went into a regular, one-year military service which was then 

obligatory. At the half of my service, in March of 1999 NATO started a bombarding campaign 

against Yugoslavia because of Kosovo (southern Serbian region). I still remember the very first 

strike of a rocket some few kilometers away from our sleeping premises and the heat wave that 

came to us. It was early in the morning, and we all jumped in shock, quickly dressed, and put 

our equipment and ran into the woods. We stayed there for some time and then returned safely 

back. That feeling of a brute force that is so powerful and how we are just a trifle and fragile.  

That was my first closest physical experience of that sort prior to the picturesque one in the 

woods of our base, when few of their rocket missiles called Tomahawk, stroke the previously 

abandoned base where I was serving, which was settled in the woods outside of Belgrade. The 

big old trees were ripped and tore leaving the half of their trunks with the pikes sticking out, 

buildings demolished, cut on half. Such a sight: creepy, dreadful, and amazing at the same time 

all colored by the presence and screams of surviving peacocks that we had there as pets. We 

were probably taking a big risk there, because it could have been shelled again for whatever 

reason.  

With all that experience I went through; I have to say that it was not much hard for me during 

that period in terms of life threatening since I was a cook in the safe place in some hotel kitchen. 

But nevertheless, those 79 days was counted in my military service as a war experience, so I 

became an official war veteran at the age of 21. I thought, “I will never again hear the sound of 

war.” Twenty-three years later, I might be wrong for the second time. It is year 2022, I live on 

the Swedish island of Gotland and current situation in Ukraine caused the Swedish army and 

warplanes to come back to the island performing military exercises and trainings, being in a 



 

state of alert and raising the government to reconsider their military neutrality and non-

alignment status after more than 200 years. Still not a war, but the feelings are close to the ones 

I described earlier.  

4.3.3 War videogames 

In the realm of videogames, all of my military background has translated into genres of war 

games and strategy games as my favorite ones. I did play other genres as well (apart from sports 

games), but somehow these preoccupied most of my gaming time. The Commando (The 

Commando, 1985) was amongst my first favorite games played on Commodore 64 computer 

and Operation Wolf (Operation Wolf, 1987) was my favorite arcade game in the childhood. The 

Command & Conquer (Command & Conquer, 1995) was my first strategy game on Sony 

PlayStation console at the beginning of 2000s. Later, in 2005 came the Sid Meier’s Civilization 

III (Civilization III, 2001) which is still holding a place in my list of actively played games on 

my PC in the year 2022, beside World of Tanks (World of Tanks, 2010) from 2012 and Sid 

Meier's Civilization V (Civilization V, 2010) from 2018. 

4.3.4 World of Tanks (World of Tanks, 2010) 

My first game from the tank simulator branch was the Panzer Front (Panzer Front, 1999) on 

Sony PlayStation 1 console, which I played in the year 2000. Twelve years later, in May of 

2012., I was trying to install another tank game, whose title I can7not recall. Somewhere around 

those days, a good friend from Serbia suggested me to try the World of Tanks game. So, I gave 

it a try and got hooked immediately. Love on the first click. The graphics were fine for that 

time, mechanics were not easy to grasp, but that only enhanced the challenge to overcome it. 

Soon, I joined the clan he formed and began my history with the game. It was my first 

multiplayer online game and that might be another reason behind the excitement. I remember 

that whole summer spending all of my free time with it; impatient to come home from the work 

and sit in my chair immersing in that exciting environment. But, very soon, the game became 

more powerful in terms of minimal system requirements that my computer couldn’t follow. I 

would start the game only to realize I was still in our base frozen while everybody else already 

engaged in the battle. I couldn’t afford upgrading it and, just like that, the journey ended. 

Nevertheless, I have continued to follow the game on YouTube, watching streamers. 

Two years later, in 2014. I have moved to Sweden and, using my girlfriend’s laptop, I installed 

the game again. I couldn’t play it as much as before, due to job, going to school for foreigners 

learning Swedish, and relationship with my girlfriend, but at least having some hours weekly. 

One of the extraordinary moments was around Christmas that same year, when my girlfriend 

went to Croatia for two weeks and I was on winter vacation. It was a sort of experiment to see 

how much I would be able to play without taking many breaks. I would literally wake up, 

remaining in bed in sitting position and play for a whole day, maybe eating once or twice a day, 

and going to sleep long after midnight. Thirteen days in a row, same procedure every day.  

It is year 2022, in May the 28th it will be full ten years of World of Tanks journey. Of course, 

my relationship with the game have changed; I do not play so often, I get more frustrated and 

angrier when playing, then I stop for some time and come back. Mostly when I’m after a bit of 

excitement. I had a short period of playing with one of my old friends and neighbor from Serbia 

and he told me the same experience; he finds the graphics and mechanics of the game 

astonishing (graphics are in HD resolution) and he’s excited to come home from the job and 

play it every day, but as soon as we start playing it, he gets frustrated by the teams disparities 

and quits playing it, sometimes after only half an hour. It has been a while since he had last 

game played. 



 

As of my frustration, I have become better and that might be the main reason to aggravate at 

less skilled players, forgetting that I was like them in the beginning. I cannot say what is the 

reason behind my attitude from the sociological or psychological perspective, but I could bring 

one thought. The purchase of my new desktop computer with highest performances at that time, 

gaming keyboard, a mouse, and headphones, made me finally enjoy the game in its full 

capacity. My gameplay improved drastically, and I had some feeling of a need to prove myself. 

Now that I did not have any hardware restraints, I lost any possible excuse for my performance 

but my own motor skills. My statistics skyrocketed and that kept pushing me more and more. 

Only to realize now, that I have probably reached my peak and will stay around that rating for 

a long time (before the downfall of my reflexes prevent me from playing it any longer). My 

current statistics on 13th of May 2022, place me in top 10% of players (Fig 14; Fig 15.), and 

they are presented in Fig 16. 

 

 

 

Fig 14. Players’ rating color scheme from WORLD OF TANKSINFO.NET 

 



 

 

Fig 15. WN8 rating color scheme from modxvm.com 

 

 

 

Fig 16. My statistics on 13.05.2022. 

 

 



 

5 Discussion 

The aim of this study was to determine two problems. The first problem was of why toxicity 

emerged in the game World of Tanks. The second problem was of what could have been possible 

triggers regarding the game mechanics and dynamics that might have instigated the verbal toxic 

behavior in the battle chat. 

5.1 Gamesplaining 

As formulated in the introduction section, gamesplaining is a form of one individual correcting 

another individual or explaining certain aspects of the game for the purpose of establishing a 

dominance. It is mostly about white male dominance and nerd masculinity (Dashiell, 2020). As 

the results show, this is the most represented theme of the battle chats in the game; it showed 

92/383 (24%) times in 37/120 battles or 31% (Fig 5.). This might reflect and support the theory 

of World of Tanks being a male preserve for many young male gamers. Of course, we are 

missing the physical power aspect of sports environment or tabletop role-playing games 

(Dashiell, 2020), since we're not occupying the same physical space as other players, but we do 

not need a real world to be able to perform verbal violence and aggression and patriarchal 

narratives (Matthews, 2016). That's what game's channel of communication and game's 

mechanics allow us to do. World of Tanks does have an option in the settings for a player to 

disable the chat so that they do not see it at all, or to censor the chat by hiding the letters of a 

profaned words replacing them with asterisk (*), but that comes with the cost of being almost 

completely cutoff their team's communication, which might be important in the critical 

situations, especially towards the end of the battle, or if the battle is tight in terms of the score. 

Sometimes a good advice of the experienced teammate can help outplaying the opponents and 

securing the victory over them. This theme has a significant impact on toxicity in World of 

Tanks game. 

5.2 Ableism 

The second most represented sub-theme is an ableism. As defined earlier, an ableism consists 

of “stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination, and social oppression toward people with 

disabilities” (Bogart and Dunn, 2019). By disabilities we can include any “physical or mental 

impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities, a person who has a history 

or record of such an impairment, or a person who is perceived by others as having such an 

impairment some categorization might include physical, sensory and intellectual types” 

(ADA.gov, 2022). 

The quantity at which ableism shows in battles is 89/383 times (23%) in 53 out of 120 (44%) 

battles (Fig 5.). This high percentage of ableism aligns with many of the concepts brought into 

this research; from male preserve (or even better geek male preserve) where male geeks can 

enjoy disparaging or depreciating any subordinated groups or individuals without any social 

normative reaction (Dashiell, 2020), to Social Dominance Orientation (SDO), where skilled 

individuals tend to dominate over inferior ones because they feel threatened when engaged 

(Tang & Fox, 2016). 

This could imply that the high percentage of the players, which are young males, as we saw in 

the previous sections (Fig 11. & Fig 12.), falls under categories of young male geeks with higher 

social dominance orientation (SDO) and that one of the ways they tend to maintain their 

dominance is through discriminate other players through questioning their abilities. 

This theme has a significant impact on the toxicity within the game World of Tanks. 



 

5.3 Male Preserve 

In the context of the World of Tanks game, male preserve theme represents the space where 

young, male geek player impose his dominance over subordinated players without any 

consequences or sanctions from social norms (Dashiell, 2020). That implies that players with 

higher rating degrade the players with lower rating. In my research, the results showed that 

male preserve theme occurred 60/383 times (16%) in 36/120 battles (30%) (Fig 5.). That might 

be a rather significant impact on toxicity within the game, having every third battle toxic in that 

sense. The forms of male preserve I have noted were in using the f-words in any combination 

(e.g., “ffs”, “wtf”) as well as using pronoun “he” and nouns such as “dude” or “guys” when 

talking about third person. This theme has a significant impact on toxicity in the game World 

of Tanks. 

5.4 Sarcasm  

Defined as “verbal irony that expresses negative and critical attitudes toward persons or events” 

(Cheang & Pell, 2008), it is one of the white male nerd’s “tools” to gain dominance over others 

by accentuating their words while gamesplaining (Dashiell, 2020). Results have shown that 

sarcasm emerged 53/383 times (14%) in 29 out of 120 battle chats (24%) (Fig 5.). There are 

mainly two types of sarcasm that I have registered: sarcasm towards the teammates and towards 

the game (or Wargaming studio). The former could be interpreted as other sub-themes or 

themes such as blaming others or stigmatizing. The latter could be coded as matchmaking 

complaints or game complaints. Both types of sarcasm are coded as sarcasm, without 

categorization. This is also a significant theme that impacts the toxicity in the game World of 

Tanks. 

5.5 Sexism 

As we introduced sexism in the beginning, it is defined as two types: hostile (with “traditional 

male power, gender roles and exploitation of women as sexual objects through derogative 

perception of women”) and benevolent with “kinder and gentler justifications of male 

dominance and prescribed gender roles; it recognizes men’s dependence on women and 

embraces a romanticized view of sexual relationships with women” (Glick & Fiske, 1997).  

What the results show is that it’s the fourth largest sub-theme that emerged 10/383 times (2,6%) 

in 10 out of 120 battle chats (8%) (Fig 5.). This sub-theme aligns with the concept of geek male 

preserve (Dashiell, 2020), where players use c-words or b-words without any of socio-

normative responses degrading women to a form of their sexual organs or animals. It is easy to 

substitute sexism with misogyny, but as I have stated earlier, I have considered sexism as an 

umbrella term that consist of misogyny. Despite being the fourth largest theme in this research 

and having slightly over 1% of all players being females, it doesn’t present the notable influence 

on toxicity in the game World of Tanks. 

Two possible reasons might be behind these results: one is the lack of the markers of identity 

such as female avatars, as there are in other online multiplayer games such as League of 

Legends, World of Warcraft. In World of Tanks, everybody plays the same armored vehicles 

which do not differ much from the perspective of physiognomy, which might be hard to corelate 

with the sex of the players. One possible counter fact might be the option of painting the tank’s 

modules such as the gun barrel, the turret, or the hull with various colors (other than historical 

green, olive, brown or any camouflage combinations) which allows players to paint their tanks 

in purple, red, yellow. Those might insinuate the feminine colors, if such a thing exists outside 

of masculine thinking, or even making them look like a rainbow which might remind of the flag 

of LGBT population. 



 

Another possible reason behind the insignificant occurrence of sexism is the failure of the 

existing voice-chat in the game. That option exists, but barely anyone uses it. I have experienced 

it only once in my 57 thousand of battles played. Using voice-chat would undoubtedly signify 

the sex of the players and that might impact the results of sexism in the written chat. 

5.6 RNG complaints, matchmaking complaints, self-propelled guns (SPGs), wheeled 

vehicles (EBRs), map and game complaints 

These sub-themes, although different in their meaning and implications on the game and 

players, might be considered the same in terms of correlation to the theories and models used 

as lenses for this research. Therefore, I will use random generated number (RNG) theme as an 

example of such correlation. 

RNG stands for Random Generated Number or randomness in general. Since World of Tanks 

is completely based on RNG when “deciding” whether a shell shall hit, bounce off or penetrate 

the target and how much damage it will deal i.e., all battle mechanics (Wargaming.NET, 2011-

2022). This theme emerges in 13/383 times (3,4%) in 4/120 battles (3%) (Fig 5.) indicating 

RNG is not as much of a problem to players as other sub-themes previously described. 

Since one of the scopes of this research was about game mechanics and their impact on toxicity 

in the World of Tanks game, in particular with the presence of wheeled vehicles (EBRs) and 

self-propelled guns (SPGs) I can confirm here that those two categories were represented with 

roughly 1% in a total of 383 comments and do not present the significant impact on toxicity in 

battle chats. 

Blaming the game mechanics might fall under the theory of Achievement Motivation, where 

“the need for achievement results from a conflict between striving for success, on the one hand, 

and a disposition to avoid failure, on the other” (Covington, 1984, p.6). Based on this theory, 

there are two types of individuals: a success-oriented person and a failure-avoiding person. The 

former type of person will tend to pick the challenge with nearly equal probability of success 

and failure, because it brings them enough success to maintain the interest and endeavor, while 

failure-avoiding person will either pick a too easy or too difficult task, thus ending in lower 

achievement background or failure (Covington, 1984). Complaining about RNG in this regard, 

might come as a result of person’s failure of achievement the goal due to their incompetence. 

And achievement is, beside belongingness and approval, one of the learned psychological 

drives for motivation (Covington, 1984). 

Another lenses through which we can interpret this phenomenon is proposed by Richard Bartle 

in his book Designing Virtual Worlds (2004) where he introduces four types of virtual role-

playing game players: achievers, explorers, socializers, and killers. Explorers like to discover 

the world they are engaging in, find undiscovered things. The socializers like to meet and 

interact with new people in the game worlds. Killers tend to dominate others. Achievers are the 

kind of players that focus on the goals of the game, progressing through the game. They tend 

to have fun by acting on the game. Therefore, I believe achievers would be the ones that 

complain when the game doesn’t provide them “fair” mechanics or mess with their chances of 

progress. 

What Bartle further elaborates on are the relationships between these types of players, similar 

to the lions and their prey in wilderness; the rise of the quantity of lions reduces the quantity of 

the pray, which reduces the number of lions, which raises the amount of the pray, until it gets 

to the equilibrium (Bartle, 2004). Without going too deep into these rather complicated 

relationships, I will mention just the one between achievers and killers, simply because I believe 



 

that World of Tanks is not a game that offers any chance of exploring the world because the 

maps are rather small and the battles rather short; about seven minutes average (there is however 

an option to jump in the training room and pick any map to wonder around, against only one 

opponent, which is usually a friend, but that is not the “true” gameplay). And, for the same 

reason of quick battles, there is not enough time for socializing (sure, friend request and 

conversations can be performed after the battles, but it’s rare and somehow reserved for clan 

invitations and/or members). This does not mean that there aren’t any explorer or socializer in 

this game but that they might be a minority.  

Therefore, I argue that the game genre attracts mostly achievers and killers and there we have 

the following relationships: more achievers lead to more killers, which leads to less achievers, 

which leads to less killers, which leads to more achievers (Bartle, 2004). This combination of 

player types might be one of the reasons for toxicity in the game. 

5.7 Blaming others  

A self-explanatory theme that emerged 18/383 times (4,7%) in 9/120 (7,5%) of battle chats (Fig 

5.) could be associated with multiple theories and models included in this research; from the 

theory of achievement motivation (Covington, 1984), where players find others responsible for 

their incompetence; to Bartle’s model (2003) where killers might be griefers, obstructing 

teammates with constant insults in chat (overlapping with cyberbullying); to male preserve 

concept having a white male masculine geek trying to position himself over the others by 

denigrating them; to social identity model of deindividuation effect, where that same geek 

accepts the “whining” option as acceptable normative. This theme does not represent a notable 

effect on toxicity in the game World of Tanks. 

5.8 Cyberbullying 

Cyberbullying in gaming represents any repeated, aggressive behavior of one or more players 

against another player who struggles to defend themselves (Smith et al., 2008). Cyberbullying 

in the context of World of Tanks game have occurred as a theme three times out of 120 battles. 

One difference between this theme and other (sub)themes (apart from griefing) is that this was 

not a single word or phrase that could be depicted from the conversation but rather a whole 

ranting procedure of occupation of the communication space from (usually) one player against 

another as we could see in the example - 57 (“see Appendix”), where a player coded as 4644 

started to call names their allies in heavy tanks using gamesplaining, ableism, blaming others, 

pinging on them on the minimap and continuing until very end of the battle when the player 

focused on the last remaining player on that position.  

Another example would be battle - 68 (“see Appendix), where one player under a codename 

Guard started to rant on another player in artillery class (SPG) using uppercase letters, ableism, 

and sexism. Guard has occupied the great deal of the communication space for the first half of 

the battle (a few minutes). The last case occurred in the example – 103 (see Appendix), where 

a player named AMX M4 started the chat from the very beginning of the battle using 

gamesplaining and, after quickly dying first in the team, started to blame others, using sexism, 

ableism and then turned their focus on one player using stigmatizing, ableism and misogyny 

until the end of the battle. 

What might be the reasons for such a behavior? One answer could be found in the Social 

Dominance Orientation theory, where a young, male player felt endangered of losing their 

status of the competent player by crushing another player, degrading them into an inferior 

position in order to maintain the superior position (Tang & Fox, 2016). Another explanation 

might lie in the male preserve theory, where a white male geek performs the same degradation 



 

of any subordinated player in order to preserve his dominance (Dashiell, 2020). And, Social 

Identity model of Deindividuation Effect (SIDE) could also provide an answer, having a player 

that deindividualized themselves and accepted the norms of the cyberbullying without 

consequences that they have experienced in this game (Festinger et al., 1952). This theme does 

not present a notable effect on the toxicity in the game World of Tanks. 

5.9 Racism 

One of the scarce definitions of racism is presented as “a global hierarchy of superiority and 

inferiority along the line of the human that have been politically, culturally and economically 

produced and reproduced for centuries by the institutions of the ‘capitalist/patriarchal western-

centric/Christian-centric modern/colonial world system’” (Grosfoguel,2016). The same author 

further states that in racist beliefs, there is a line between “humans” and “sub-humans” where 

the former enjoy all the rights and the latter – none. Not even their existence is confirmed. There 

are markers by which racism can be constructed or categorized: skin color, ethnicity, language, 

culture, and religion (Grosfoguel, 2016). 

There were two cases of racism in one of 120 battles (0,8%) and 360 comments (0,55%) and 

both emerged in the example – 103 (“see Appendix”). There we can see a comment of the 

player called Leopard 1 – “Turks came to fight” (in Serbian) to which the Jgd.Pz. E100 player 

responded with racism, sexism, and misogyny – “turks f* your mom is not it”.  

The reason behind this might be the historical generalized animosity between Serbs and Turks, 

because of Serbia being the colony under the Ottoman empire from 1455 (Miljkovic, 2009) 

until 1878 (Luković, 2011) and fighting many wars with the Ottomans.  

One aspect of racism, the degradation of one nation through their inability to fight (in this case 

the Turkish) could align with the Dominance Orientation theory where the Leopard 1 player 

tries to maintain their dominance over the Jgd.Pz. E100 player (Tang & Fox, 2016). It could as 

well mean that Leopard 1 was a white, young geek male that preserved his status of a superior 

warrior over any Turkish warrior (Dashiell, 2020) by stigmatizing. This theme is insignificant 

for the toxicity in the game World of Tanks. 

5.10 Griefing 

Griefing is considered as any action of a player that serves the obstruction of the game and 

harming teammates (Adrian, 2010). Griefing in World of Tanks is rather a process of obstructing 

another player by pushing their tank with the griefer’s or blocking their line of fire but with a 

clear and unambiguous and continuous intention. That distinguishes it from accidental push or 

an ambitious greedy and rude player who wants to deal as much damage as possible or to “steal 

a kill”. Griefing is not words or phrases that might be coded in thematic analysis, although I 

was searching for comments such as “thank you for pushing me” (sarcasm) or “why are you 

blocking me?” or any other explicit comment in that regard, but I did not find any in 120 

analyzed battles. Since I haven’t witnessed any such activity, I cannot confirm any occurrence 

of griefing. However, just recently one of the famous streamers had a crystal-clear situation of 

griefing and has put it on his YouTube channel, for those who might want to see what it looks 

like (Squadrado, 2022). As of my experience with griefing, I can say that I had been griefed 

maybe a handful of times in ten years and 57,324 battles played and never have I been griefer. 

This theme has no meaningful influence on toxicity in the game World of Tanks. 

5.11 Ageism 

Ageism could be broadly defined as “prejudice or discrimination against or in favor of any age 

group” (Ayalon & Tesch-Römer, 2018, p.3). The results show occurrence of 4/383 times (1%) 



 

in 3/120 battles (2,5%) (Table 1). Ageism in this research has been explicitly represented by 

words such as “kids” or implicitly with phrases such as – “go play barbie” as presented in the 

example-68 (“see Appendix”) or insinuation of masturbation – “are you w*nking yourself?”  in 

the example-74 (“see Appendix”). This theme emerged as an unexpected one and it doesn’t 

represent a significant impact on toxicity. 

5.12 Positivity 

With this theme, I wanted to highlight all the positive moments that happened in battle chats, 

which might counter all the negative ones that are plentiful in this game. Those comments 

emerged 27/382 times (7%) in 16/120 battles (13,3%) (Table 1.) In the example-57 (“see 

Appendix”), those comments were represented with honest and full of understanding meaning 

which I have written– “they will learn” and “it takes time” or in the example-75 (“see 

Appendix”) when AMX 50100 player writes – “nice job” for cleaning one flank from 

opponents, or a beautiful example-77 (“see Appendix”) where I was apologizing for blocking 

my ally’s shot saying – “sry” (sorry) to which they responded with – “np” (no problem). Most 

of the time, positivity is presented with the acronym “GG” which means “Good Game”. 

Although, the results show small occurrence of positivity in the game World of Tanks, I believe 

that any positive comment attributes to reduction of toxicity and it is significant. 

5.13 Toxicity  

As the results showed, 65/120 battles were toxic (54%). 65% of loss battles (31/48) were toxic 

while the winning battles were less toxic with 38% (26/68). The high toxicity was registered in 

a heavy-loss battles with 65,5%, within mediocre loss it went down to 33,3% (5/15) but it went 

up to 100% (4/4) in tight loss matches. The toxicity in the easy-win category was reduced to 

28% (12/43), raised in mediocre-win battles to 67% (11/16) and down to 57% (4/7) in a tight-

win battles (Table 3). 

These results represent a significant percentage. The reasons behind it might be multiple, 

regarded to personal psychological and sociological traits and background of players. It could 

be related to Social Identity model of Deindividuation Effect where players abandon their 

individuality and accept the group norms of a highly masculine environment; using slurs to 

harass other players and denigrate them without any social sanctioning, players gain status and 

behavioral approval from the general audience, which, as I have stated earlier, consists of 98% 

of young male players (83% under the age of 35) (Festinger et al., 1952). This also coincide 

with the concept of the male preserve or, to be more precise, geek male preserve where players 

are free to disparage or depreciate women or any other inferior player with less skills or statistics 

using slurs and gamesplaining, safe from any social normative reaction. (Dashiell, 2020). The 

high toxicity could also be related to fragile masculinity, where men who perceive themselves 

as less masculine than an average man and feel distress about it, suffer from masculine anxiety 

through which they tend to prove or preserve their masculinity by harassing other players 

(Rubin, Blackwell & Conley, 2020) using slurs, for example. 

5.14 EBRs, Overpowered tanks, Self-propelled guns, Matchmaking system 

These categories of the game, from the perspective of game mechanics, that I have primordially 

considered as main reasons behind the toxicity in the battle chats could not been taken into 

accountability when trying to prove causation through thematic and content analysis method. 

The reason for this is that I could not explicitly prove what exactly might be the element or 

category which could have caused the percentages, i.e., was it the people or the battle result that 

have caused it. For example, a battle that contained EBRs that showed toxicity and was 

registered as a toxic under EBR category, which has not taken into account any other aspect 



 

from the list of mechanics (a presence of SPGs that might as well impact the score of the battle, 

the toxicity and the result of analysis) or personal traits of players that might have influenced 

the result of the battle and the result of the analysis Therefore, I have excluded these data from 

the results of the research, i.e. did not take them into consideration. 

5.15 Autoethnography 

My presence in 120 chat logs of all 120 battles occurred 71 times (60%) (Table 2.). The 

following themes are explained in this section: 

5.15.1 Gamesplaining 

This theme occurred by far the most times in my communication; 31out of 71 times (44%) (Fig 

6.). This might imply that I am an achiever type of the player (Bartle, 2004) that gets 

emotionally involved with the game result and success. It might suggest that I’m also a white, 

male, experienced player that tries to dominate over young inexperienced players, thus 

maintaining my male dominance (Dashiell, 2020). 

5.15.2 Ableism 

The results showed my participation in this sub-theme in 3 out of a total of 71 (4%) comments 

that I had in 120 battles or 1,7% (Fig 6.). I really tend not to discriminate people and what I 

have realized is that I’m using ableism when I think that they are deliberately obstructing me 

(griefing). That act of rudeness I experience as belittling, as a way of stigmatizing, treating me 

as less than human, removing my existence, and I’m very sensitive about that. What I have 

noticed as well, was that I tended to react more frequently the longer I play the game, especially 

when getting into the “losing streak”. 

5.15.3 Sarcasm 

As of my contribution towards the results of sarcasm, I have participated with 13 comments out 

of 71 (18%) (Fig 6.). The greatest portion of those comments were addressed to the Wargaming 

regarding the matchmaking; expressing my disagreement with their matchmaking system, 

contributing to one of my scopes of this research, i.e., proving that unbalanced matchmaking 

system instigates toxicity in the battle chats. Very few of my sarcastic comments were 

addressed to teammates. One of those was in the example 60 (“see Appendix”), where my ally 

in medium tank (T62A) wanted us in heavy tanks to push one flank and I responded with – 

“sure”, meaning quite the opposite (no way I was going to move when all the other heavies did 

not even take proper frontline positions. Their positioning clearly showed me that they were 

scared or waiting enemies to attack first, and I couldn’t have relied on their support if I had 

push that flank). 

 It could imply that, by complaining a lot about the game, I was trolling, which could be a theme 

that emerged unexpected, outside of my initial scope (although, it is hard to imagine a massive 

multiplayer online game without expecting trolling). Trolling in videogames could be defined 

as a form of triggering a conflict amongst a targeted group of players, by disguising behind 

sincere intentions (Hardaker, 2010) and it is considered to be one of the forms of toxic behavior. 

5.15.4 Male Preserve 

As results show, I had 11/71 (15,5%) of male preserve theme presented in my comments (Fig 

6.). I have used all the forms of it as described earlier and it could be the impact of this game 

where I encounter those phrases often enough to accept the normativism. This aligns well with 

the Social Identity model of Deindividuation Effect (SIDE) (Festinger et al., 1952) where I lose 

my inner social restraints and accept group norms such as using f-words or “he” pronoun. My 



 

background of growing up through teenage in a small place in northern Serbia, where swearing 

was really common phenomenon amongst youth and elder, and the f-word has lost its 

“strikingness”, could explain my usage of it, but there is one thing interesting to note; swearing 

in foreign language in not something that comes easy and naturally. It must have taken a bit 

longer time to start cursing in English. Some of the reasons could be working with two young 

colleagues here in Sweden, in one restaurant kitchen for about two years, communicating in 

English, using the f-word too often in our communication and my intense watching of the South 

Park (Parker & Stone, 1997) in that same period. 

5.15.5 Sexism 

Having “only” one out of 71 (1,4%) (Fig 6.) of all my comments falling under this sub-theme 

might sound paltry but it could be one too many. I have used the c-word. Similar to already 

described male preserve and f-word history, I could say that my background of swearing 

originates from that Serbian place of growing and the acceptance of the foreign language for 

swearing comes from the usage of English language throughout my last eight years of life in 

Sweden. The c-word definitely comes from watching British movies in that same period, 

especially from the Guy Ritchie movie director.  

5.15.6 Random Generated Number (RNG) complaints 

 As the results show, I had one comment (Fig 6.) in which I was complaining about RNG which 

was about me being hit and destroyed from a far distance, staying close to the rock-solid cover 

by a tank that just stopped moving and fired and which has a catastrophic dispersion value after 

moving (the speed at which an aiming circle narrows to its minimum, i.e., being most accurate). 

I know that those situations exist, though rarely, but I just have a hard time to accept them, 

regardless of me being destroyed or me destroying others. I believe that I am an achiever type 

of player, by Bartle’s definition (2003) and even though I had only one such a complaint in 120 

battles, while half of the scope of this research is related to complaining about mechanics, which 

I will address further in this section. 

5.15.7 Positivity 

My contribution to occurrence of this theme was writing 11 times out of 71 (15,5%) (Table 2.). 

The words were usually “gg” (good game) or literal encouraging words such as “nice”, “you 

got this”, “thank you” etc. Sometimes it combines with gamesplaining like - “you got this, just 

careful” or male preserve – “you got this, guys”. This theme I cannot connect to any of my 

framework or concepts, since it was not a targeted theme, and it could be considered as an 

unexpected one.  

5.15.8 Game mechanics 

As I have stated in my introduction section, I have considered certain mechanics and dynamics 

of the game as possible triggers for players’ toxic behavior in the battles’ chat, naming them as 

SPG’s (self-propelled gun, artillery or arty) splash and stun mechanics, the presence of 

overpowered tanks with their superior armor (such as Russian tier-ten heavy tank Object 279(e), 

Russian tier-ten medium tank Object 907 and British tier-ten heavy tank T95/FV 4201 

Chieftain), the presence of the wheeled vehicles (French light tank EBR 90 and 105) with their 

broken maneuverability and aiming/shooting mechanics and unbalanced matchmaking system. 

The reason for that might come from my professional background of being a game designer 

through which I tend to question and test any possible flaw in the design. For example, general 

conception of the role of the artillery class among the player base, is to prevent players from 

passive play (general term in the community is – camping) and possible “stuffiness” of the 



 

match, where players would not engage in the frontline fight but rather “sit” behind in safety, 

waiting for occasional target to pop-up to shoot at, thus making the match slow and boring. But, 

in practice, the opposite is the case; those players that are engaged early and, in the front line, 

get targeted by the artillery players more often than the “campers” behind. Another “need” for 

the artillery is to “dig out” some heavily armored vehicles that are safe behind cover and 

impossible to damage their weak spots by majority of other tanks (e.g., T110E3, IS-7), but there 

are enough tanks in the game that could penetrate their hard turrets (e.g., majority of tank 

destroyers or heavy tanks with high penetration of premium rounds) thus, I argue diminish the 

need for the artillery class. 

Wargaming.NET claims that the reason behind the existence of an artillery class of tanks 

(SPGs) is “to punish the enemy’s foolhardiness. Rain hellfire upon misbegotten foes and cackle 

gleefully. See the bigger picture, contribute suggestions for coordinated attacks or redistributing 

forces. Answer allied calls for support, bolster offensive pushes, and eliminate entrenched 

forces. Clustered enemies will fear your splash damage. Your watchful eye is a constant but 

often unseen threat” (Wargaming.NET, 2009–2022a). 

Another reason for my frustration regarding artillery is when I get to play with a passive team 

that does not follow my playstyle of engaging the front line which frustrates me and then get 

focused by artillery which additionally distract me from the progress, which only sums up the 

frustration to the point of anger. Perhaps, the cause of my frustration lies in my lack of patience 

to play passively which, in a way might be a form of gamesplaining, where I force the “proper 

play” and then blame others for my failure (Dashiel, 2020).  

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

6 Conclusion 

The problem this study sought to solve was regarding the toxicity in the game World of Tanks. 

One of the important questions was about the reasons behind the toxicity of the players in battle 

chats. Since some of the previous research connected the personal traits of players and their 

psychological or sociological background with their behavior while playing the games 

(Lemercier et al., 2021), I believe that it was far better approach to answer the question – Why 

does toxicity emerge in the World of Tanks game? The lack of this method of gaining qualitative 

data about players’ psychological and/or sociological background and barely focus on the 

themes that I extracted from the data that I have collected, gave me space to only maneuver 

around manifestations of those personal traits. This reflected in the discussion section where I 

was assuming what could have been possible reasons behind players’ reactions in the battle 

chats That might imply the fragility of masculinity that this game challenge quite well by 

creating the moments of tension in which players that suffer from a masculine anxiety tend to 

react toxically in the battle chat, blaming others using slurs, degrading them through 

gamesplaining and ableism within male preserve so that they could maintain or preserve their 

masculine status. For the future research, qualitative interviews and/or surveys are 

recommended for acquiring qualitative data about the players that could be combined with the 

qualitative data from the thematic and/or content analysis. 

This research did answer the second question of whether game mechanics and dynamics 

instigate a verbal toxic behavior in the battle chat. Based on the results, the answer is negative. 

The presence of unbalanced tank classes such as wheeled vehicles (EBRs), Self-propelled Guns 

(SPGs) and those three overpowered (OP) tanks such as Object 279(e), Object 907 and T95/FV 

4201 Chieftain did not significantly influence the toxicity in the game. This implies that the 

mechanics have not been the reason behind the toxicity but rather players’ personal traits that 

underly deep inside them.  Perhaps, some qualitative research using surveys and/or interviews 

that might be more accurate and explicit with targeting those mechanics in correlation with the 

toxicity of players could give different results and conclusions. 

An interesting and surprising finding was that the highest emergence of toxicity has happened 

in tight battles that have been loss as opposed to my expectations that battles with heavy loss 

would be the most toxic ones. As a reminder, I have argued that unbalanced matchmaking 

system was one of the primary reasons for toxicity, which was reflected with the great disparity 

between teams which in return give battles with heavy loss. Since those types of battles together 

with mediocre wins/losses make 84% of all battles and tight games making only 8% of all 

battles (Fig.7), I have expected that it could be the reason for frustration. On the other hand, the 

tight wins were the ones with the most positive comments which might imply that having more 

balanced matchmaking system might bring more even distribution of win/loss battles increasing 

the positive environment and reducing the negative one. Certainly, a test worth of trying in 

some future research. 

Another surprising finding might be the insignificant occurrence of sexism in the game that has 

over 98% of male players. The reason behind this could lie in the fact that there are no gender 

markers in the game such as feminine avatars or voice-chat. The voice-chat option exists in the 

game but is almost never used. In my 57 thousand battles, I have experienced my platoon-mates 

using the voice-chat only twice. This means, that there is an absence of female voices in the 

game. An interesting future research would be about implementing the voice-chat in the battle 

and observe how the sexism occurrence correlate with the female voice presence. Or 

implementing the female names of players, indicating, and accentuating their gender to 

correlate the sexist slurs with their existence in the game.  



 

Towards the positive outcomes of the game might be an implementation of positive comments 

that Wargaming.NET already does in battle loading screen, but those screens last too short due 

to player’s internet connection (the better connection the shorter the loading screen) which 

switch to the team list screen, thus reducing the possibility and impact of those positive 

messages to reach the players. Something worth of changing in the future. 

The in-game reporting system also contributes to reduction of toxic behavior with options of 

reporting the toxic player on several basis such as: Inappropriate behavior in chat, 

Unsportsmanlike conduct, Offensive nickname or clan name, and Inaction/Bot 

(Wargaming.NET, 2009–2022b). 

The autoethnography part has helped me to realize my personal traits and the background which 

I have brought to the game and expose them in the paper. For example, my white male status 

of a person that grew up in a traditional, military family where militarism permeated in my 

everyday life and environment outside home, where a bullying and sexism was accepted as a 

norm. This background perfectly aligned with the concept of male preserve (Dashiell, 2020) 

with gamesplaining, sarcasm and male preserve being major forms of my (and other players) 

engagement through the chat with the game and the teammates. This research has also raised 

the concerns for my own behavior and emphasized the impact of my online toxic behavior on 

my off-line life which is not insignificant at all. It manifests in me being nervous after playing 

the game for quite some time. That is why it would be important for me to research about the 

toxicity and consult with developing companies to try to address the toxicity and reduce it as a 

potential future step. 
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