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Abstract

This study analyzed online conflict verbal behavior, coined as flaming, and hostility
perception initiated by exchanges of offensive, insulting, criticizing Internet messages.
Some psychologists claimed that flaming is caused by disinhibited environment of
cyberspace. Disinhibition refers to the situation when people ignore public evaluation and
socia constraints to act more loosely or exaggeratedly because they reduce concerns of
self-presentation and the judgment of others.  Joinson (1999) argued that flaming is one of
the external behaviors of online disinhibition, yet excessively long use of Internet is another
index triggered by this very context. Therefore, this study investigated hostility of Internet
users when they engaged in flaming warfare, either being a detonator, revenger, firefighter,
or lurkers. Then we analyze the relationship between Pathological Internet use and Internet
hostility to test the social disinhibition model. Four hundred and sixty four college students
replied an electronic questionnaire. A factor analysisrevealed 6 dimensions of Internet
hostility: Online nonverbal aggression, direct verbal aggression, expression of anger, group
aggression, disregards of rights, online relation suspicion.  College students confirmed that
Internet verbal conflicts occurred very often, especially on a popular Internet application in
Taiwan—BBS. Most of the conflicts happened in public forums, such as boards for
university events, graduate students, or complaints.  Subjects admitted that they seldom
actively engaged in flaming events and more often they passively watched the hostile verbal
warfare. Male expressed higher degree of Internet hostility than female and flaming
experiences was positively correlated with perceived hostility. Pathological Internet use of
male were more severe than female and higher pathological Internet use was related to
negative influence of Internet use. A path analysis showed: 1) online usage significantly
predicted pathological Internet use and flaming experiences; 2) experiences of flaming
successively predicted perceived Internet hostility which in turn was related to pathological
Internet use. Therefore, social disinhibition model was partially supported.
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