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Play nicely 
Attempts by digital companies to curb unpleasant behaviour online could make the Internet  
a more welcoming and useful space.

Time out
Artificial fixes to make the most of summer 
time may do more harm than good.

Last week, Europe joined the United States in shifting the clocks 
forward an hour. Who doesn’t look forward to ‘summer time’, 
with its promise of long, warm evenings for strolling, al fresco 

dining and working the fields? Circadian biologists don’t; many of 
them greet the new time with a seasonal chorus of ‘Foul!’

For many, the time shift known as daylight saving is a burdensome 
disruption. Some people do not adjust well at all, as witnessed by 
reports of increased incidence of heart attacks and traffic accidents 
the day after the change. Our ‘chronotype’ — whether we are early-to-
rise larks or committed night owls — is set in our genes, and chained 
to the light–dark cycle of the Sun. It is not going to be that easily 
deceived by the hands of our watches and clocks, which now only 
loosely attach to true astronomical time, and to true biological time.

In fact, the very notion of an agreed time at which we should 

There are standard operating instructions for the Internet and 
you’ve probably heard them before: don’t feed the trolls, stay 
away from certain social-networking sites and whatever you 

do, however much they call to you, never read the comments at the 
bottom of the page. Many of the most popular features and facets 
of the online world, the ones that allow for the kind of community 
and broad conversation and idea sharing that only the Internet can 
provide, also have a reputation as an open sewer of vitriol — of racist, 
sexist, xenophobic, homophobic, threatening and just plain offensive 
language and activity.

How did it get to be this way? Social psychologists have a few ideas 
about the factors that might contribute. One is the disinhibition effect. 
The Internet is a place where people can be anonymous, invisible and 
part of a very large crowd. With users separated by physical distances 
and free from authority, consequences or social cues, the norms 
encoded into most face-to-face interactions fall away. 

Many who watched the early days of the Internet remember seeing 
how the culture emerged and norms solidified. There were the early 
Usenet flame wars: fierce and seemingly endless arguments about  
topics both important and banal. There were jokesters and pranksters 
who took pleasure in pushing people’s buttons and upsetting debates 
by voicing irrational, unpopular or downright nasty opinions. By the 
early 1990s, this activity had a name: ‘trolling’. The trolls were aided 
and abetted by a sort of bystander apathy. Many believed that someone 
else, surely, would speak up about what was going on — few did. 

That silence effectively gave the small number of trolls the ability 
to set the cultural standards for all. You hear it all the time: they’re a 
part of the digital fabric. You can’t do anything about it. Just ignore it.

But online toxicity and cyberbullying have grown out of control 
in the ever-connected world of social media and gaming. And their 
rancid fruits have spilled beyond the confines of digital space: reputa-
tions have been ruined, privacy invaded and other real harms inflicted. 

Online toxicity poses complex problems for companies whose 
networks host open forums and social interaction. Facebook and  
Twitter, for example, are private owners of what many deem to be 
public spaces, places where bullying and harassment can happen, but 
also where protest, civic action and calls for social justice take place. 
The question is open as to what extent these companies should be held 
accountable — whether they should protect targets of abuse, punish 
abusers and provide ways for society’s malcontents to assemble.

Promisingly, many companies seem to have accepted that efforts to 
control behaviour, although difficult, are worth it. Research on those 
who inhabit these online spaces and how they interact can reveal 
ways to tackle the complexities, but much of this useful work goes on 
behind the scenes. One of the companies most public about its efforts 
is Riot Games of Los Angeles, California, the maker of the popular 
online game League of Legends. The company has tackled a formi-
dable problem with toxicity by asking players to help set the game’s 

cultural norms. Its efforts are evidence-based and supported by classic  
psychological theory. And, as we explore in a News Feature on page 
568, it is collaborating with academic scientists, who may be able to 
inject new ideas into its work.

For the company, its actions serve the bottom line. League of Legends 
has a problem with toxicity that drives some people away. But many 
observers think that the sense of responsibility that Riot projects is 

sincere.
The company is to be lauded for shar-

ing what it has learnt and for collaborating 
openly and transparently. Games and social 
networks can provide a rich seam of behav-
ioural data free from the artificiality of labo-
ratory work, and the number of participants 

is incredible. There are certainly risks involved for the companies. 
Many users are unaware of the extent to which digital companies 
already manipulate and experiment with their individual experiences, 
as revealed in the backlash to a Facebook study (A. D. I. Kramer et al. 
Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 111, 8788–8790; 2014). And, of course, 
experiments designed to get people to spend more money or more 
time on the Internet will probably never be palatable to every user. 
But if the citizens of the Internet are willing to participate in the right 
kinds of studies and experiments, it could lead to a friendlier, more-
productive space. ■

“Online 
toxicity and 
cyberbullying 
have grown out 
of control.”
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