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This article is not really about Brexit and I’m not 
even going to hint at my own position. However, 
I have recently become acutely aware of the 

activities of internet trolls through following Brexit 
coverage online.

Of course, trolling is not specific to political 
discussion. It has recently been reported that Jesy 
Nelson of Little Mix was driven to a suicide attempt by 
a barrage of abuse from trolls. You might want to begin 
by reading about Jesy’s experience and an account of 

trolling in the political domain — links are provided 
below.

The changing face of trolling
Trolling existed well before Brexit — it has been with 
us for as long as the internet as we know it has been 
around (Wallace, 1999). However, there has been a 
shift from light-hearted ‘trolling for lolz’ (sometimes 
called classical trolling), which dominated 1990s 
trolling activity, to more diverse activity, including but 
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Matt Jarvis discusses psychological perspectives on the phenomenon of trolling online

The psychology of 
internet trolls
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Activities
1 If deindividuation accounts for malicious 

trolling, this implies that making people 
identifiable should reduce the behaviour. 
Design a study to test this hypothesis.

2 Explain how the tension between personality 
and social process explanations for internet 
trolling is part of the situation-disposition 
debate in psychology.

Weblinks

You can read about Jesy Nelson’s experience of 
trolling in this article:

www.tinyurl.com/yy887bfj

Guardian article about the conviction of a prolific 
internet troll:

www.tinyurl.com/y69co83j
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not limited to aggressive forms (Bishop, 2014). These 
are just some of the current troll breeds:
• ‘Snerts,’ who aim to cause others psychological 

harm for personal gratification.
• ‘Flirts,’ who use mild teasing to engage reluctant 

social media users.
• ‘Jennies’ use humour to help serious-minded social-

media users see the lighter side of life.
• ‘Wizards’ make up stories for the purpose of 

amusement.
• ‘e-vengers’ look to provoke unpleasant social-media 

users to reveal their ‘true colours’ .
• ‘Iconoclasts’ post links to evidence in order to 

challenge social media users’ entrenched views.
So what might these different varieties of troll look like 
in the Brexit context? A snert might insult members of 
the other side or hint at reprisals, even violence. A jenny 
might use a meme to amuse, while a wizard might set 
out to achieve a similar effect by making up a ridiculous 
pro- or anti-Brexit story. An e-venger might provoke a 
Remainer into calling Leavers stupid, or a Leaver into 
saying something racist (of course, I’m not suggesting 
that all Remainers or Leavers hold these views, just that 
these are the reactions e-vengers might try to provoke). 
Iconoclasts post links to articles supporting their own 
side in the debate.

Personality characteristics  
of malicious trolls
Research into the personality of the troll has focused 
very much on the snert, and we know much less about 
those practising other forms of trolling. A study of 
400 Australian Facebook users (Craker and March, 
2016) found that those identified as indulging in 
malicious trolling behaviours were psychopathic (cold, 
manipulative and hungry for power over others) and 
high in cognitive (though not emotional) empathy.

We normally think of empathy as a positive 
characteristic — the more empathic we are, the better 
we are at picking up and responding to emotional states 
in others. However, those who experience cognitive 
empathy alone are skilled in understanding others’ 
emotions but are not motivated to make people feel 

better. This equips one to be a ruthless manipulator of 
others’ feelings.

Social processes in trolling
Although it seems that some people are more likely 
than others to indulge in malicious trolling as a 
function of their personality, trolling is a social 
phenomenon and we cannot understand it without 
reference to social processes. Bishop (2013) highlights 
the role of deindividuation in trolling. Deindividuation 
results when people view themselves as part of a group 
rather than as individuals — this reduces inhibition of 
social behaviour. So, in the relative anonymity of the 
internet, otherwise inoffensive people might become 
disinhibited enough to say things they would not 
dream of saying in the physical world.
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