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Abstract: We examined whether celebrity worship predicts trolling via self-esteem and moral disengagement, and whether
perceived anonymity moderates these effects. A total of 1057 college students (females = 54.6%; mean age = 20.09
years, SD = 1.734) completed the measurements of celebrity worship, self-esteem, moral disengagement, perceived
anonymity, and online trolling. Structural equation modeling (SEM) results showed that higher celebrity worship was
associated with online trolling. Lower self-esteem and moral disengagement respectively played mediating roles between
them, exacerbating trolling behavior. Self-esteem and moral disengagement also played a sequential mediating role for
higher trolling behavior. Perceived anonymity moderated both the direct and indirect paths between celebrity worship
and online trolling to be stronger. With a high level of perceived anonymity, the predictive effects of celebrity worship
and moral disengagement on online trolling were exacerbated. Consistent with the I> model, celebrity worship and moral
disengagement enhance online trolling tendencies, and such effects are amplified when people perceived to be anonymous.
Those of self-esteem may be less susceptible to these tendencies. Interventions aimed at reducing college students’ online
trolling risk from celebrity worship should include strategies to rebuild self-concept and clarify speech boundaries for

rational discourse this digital age.

Keywords: celebrity worship; online trolling; self-esteem; moral disengagement; perceived anonymity

Introduction
Celebrities often attract a large and sometimes intense
following among college students, especially the younger
individuals (Giles & Maltby, 2004; Ouvrein et al., 2018).
Many are inclined to follow celebrities online on an ongo-
ing basis for vicarious gratification to an extent that incline
towards worshipping. Celebrity worship refers to the fact
that an individual shows their attention and emotional pro-
jection towards the person they subjectively recognize and
find inspiring. It encompasses both the individual’s internal
identification with and attachment to this person, as well
as their external behavioral tendencies (Li et al., 2023).
In their celebrity worship interactions, some may engage
in online trolling and inadvertently share opinions that
may provoke others or escalate into arguments (Nitschinsk
et al., 2022). The likelihood for conflicts from celebrity-
related discussions may be shaped by self-esteem statuses
and moral disengagement predispositions in ways yet to
be reported on. Self-esteem refers how a person views
and evaluates themselves, and it plays a crucial role in
shaping their overall personality. Moral disengagement is
when individuals less sensitive to hurtfulness to others and
the suffering endured by the victim (Bandura, 1999).
Celebrity worship and online trolling. Currently, the
phenomenon of celebrity worship in college students’
culture is becoming increasingly prevalent and has even
become a part of the daily lives of most college students
(Cui et al., 2022). Through celebrity worship, they can
fulfill their needs for belonging, emotional catharsis, and
social identification during the exploration of self-identity

(Pirzade et al., 2024). On the one hand rational celebrity
worship energize people serving as a driving force for
striving, and promoting their self-growth and progress. On
the other hand, irrational celebrity workship may trigger
intense online confrontations that could escalate into group
conflicts, including cyberbullying (Zhang et al., 2025).

Individual thought patterns and group beliefs. Firstly,
at the individual cognitive level, excessive celebrity wor-
ship will weaken an individual’s cognitive flexibility and
form a black-and-white thinking pattern (Maltby et al.,
2004), which refers to a rigid and absolutist cognitive
style that simplistically classifies things into two opposing
extremes while disregarding potential intermediate states.
Moreover, individuals may have an information bias that
could be amplified in the “echo chamber” environment
constituted by algorithmic recommendations and homoge-
neous communities (Putri et al., 2024). Secondly, in online
communities, netizens (i.e., Individuals who actively par-
ticipate in, contribute to, and are committed to improving
online communities; Hauben & Hauben, 1997) may have
a bias towards certain information (Putri et al., 2024), and
individual self-awareness is submerged by group identity,
leading to a state of ‘deindividuation’. This means that
individuals within a group lose their sense of self and deci-
sional autonomy being subservient to group norms in their
personal rational judgment. Furthermore, the disinhibition
effect of online anonymity could make people more prone
to engaging in aggressive acts on the internet. Therefore,
we speculate that higher celebrity worship is associated
with online trolling behaviour.

Copyright © 2026 The Authors. Published by Tech Science Press.
@ @ This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits unrestricted
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Journal of Psychology in Africa is published by Tech Science Press on behalf of Africa Scholarship Development Enterprise (ASDE)


https://www.techscience.com/jpa
https://www.techscience.com/
http://doi.org/10.32604/jpa.2026.068011
https://www.techscience.com/doi/10.32604/jpa.2026.068011
mailto:lifang_sicnu@126.com

612 Yu et al.

Self-esteem mediation. Empirical studies have
reported lower online trolling with high self-esteem
(Zezulka &  Seigfried-Spellar, 2016). For instance,
individuals with low self-esteem tend to ward off feelings
of inferiority by shifting blame to others through hostility
and aggression (Tracy & Robins, 2003), any may be
predisposed to cyberbullying or other harmful acts. With
higher celebrity worship increases, their self-esteem
levels tend to decline (Stepanyan, 2019), perhaps from
upward social comparisons in which they self perceive
as less worthy (Fox & Vendemia, 2016). Therefore,
we speculate that self-esteem mediates the relationship
between celebrity worship and online trolling.

Moral disengagement mediation. Moral disengage-
ment is a stable predictor of aggressive behavior (Runions
& Bak, 2015), characterized by euphemistic labeling,
and irrational advantageous self-comparison (Bandura,
1999). Thus, moral disengagement serves as a crucial
psychological bridge connecting online self-entertainment,
cognitive rationalization, and conflict behavior (Saulnier
& Krettenauer, 2023). Even if the perpetrator recognizes
the immorality of their actions, moral disengagement
effectively inhibit the self-condemnation arising during the
commission of aggressive acts, while alleviating the psy-
chological discomfort triggered by the violation of moral
principles (Gasser & Keller, 2009). Apparently, celebrity
worship is associated with moral disengagement, with the
depth of worship being directly proportional to the degree
of disengagement and desire for in-group favoritism
rewards (Ouvrein et al., 2018; Tajfel et al., 1979). Thus,
we propose that moral disengagement mediates the associ-
ation between celebrity worship and online trolling.

Perceived anonymity as a moderator. A key feature
of online is its anonymity (Wright, 2013) and disinhibi-
tion provided by digital platforms (Singh, 2024). When
individuals perceive themselves as anonymous online, they
may be susceptible to online trolling behaviors (Wachs &
Wright, 2018). Specifically, anonymity removed the social
constraints and for real-world consequences. It can also
strengthen the norms of the immediate situation, reduce
accountability, and increase the likelihood of provoca-
tive, abusive, and other uncivil behaviors on social media
platforms (Sude & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2023).

Self-esteem—moral disengagement chain mediation
with perceived anonymity. As previously noted, low
self-esteem tend to exhibit a stronger tendency towards
aggression under anonymous conditions (Thomaes et al.,
2008), and would be predisposed to online trolling as a
self-worth compensation strategy in an anonymous envi-
ronment (Sest & March, 2017). These effects are amplified
with diffusion of responsibility in moral disengagement to
a group identity and weakening the perception of behav-
ioral consequences Consequently, perceived anonymity
plays a moderating role between the influencing factors of
online aggressive behavior and online aggressive behavior
itself (Chu et al., 2020). Since online trolling is one of
the current new types of online aggressive behavior, we
speculate that perceived anonymity can moderate both
the direct and indirect paths between celebrity worship
and online trolling. Specifically, perceived anonymity can
enhance the promoting effects of celebrity worship and
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model diagram

moral disengagement on online trolling, and weaken the
mitigating effect of self-esteem on online trolling.

Theoretical basis. The I’ model proposes that an
individual’s aggressive behavior is influenced by three
aspects: instigation, impellance, and inhibition. Instigation
refers to situational factors or relatively stable factors.
Impellance refers to the clues or situations that induce an
individual to take action against a target object. Both of
these are promoting forces for an individual’s aggressive
behavior. Inhibition, however, is a factor that helps an
individual reduce the tendency of aggressive behavior. It
is a negative force that weakens the occurrence of an
individual’s aggressive behavior (Finkel, 2014). During the
occurrence and development of an individual’s behavior,
these three elements can act independently, or they can
interact with and influence one another, jointly contribut-
ing to the generation of the behavior (Finkel & Hall,
2018).

Based on the dynamic interaction logic of the I model,
in the specific context of online trolling, celebrity worship
acts as a stable internal impellance, sustaining a baseline
aggressive tendency and motivating protective behaviors
for the idol or group. Moral disengagement serves as a
cognitive impellance, reducing moral constraints and prim-
ing individuals for aggression. Self-esteem functions as the
key inhibition, with higher levels bolstering resistance to
identity-based or morally disengaged impulses.

The present study

We investigated how celebrity worship relates to online
trolling behavior, with a focus on the mediating effects of
self-esteem and moral disengagement and the moderating
effect of perceived anonymity (see Figure 1). Specifically,
the following five hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1: Higher celebrity worship is associated
with risk for addictive online trolling.

Hypothesis 2: Lower self-esteem mediates the rela-
tionship between celebrity worship and online trolling for
higher online trolling.

Hypothesis 3: Moral disengagement mediates the rela-
tionship between celebrity worship and online trolling for
higher online trolling.

Hypothesis 4: Self-esteem and moral disengagement
play a sequential mediation role between celebrity worship
and online trolling, for higher online trolling.
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Hypothesis 5: Perceived anonymity plays a moderating
role in both the direct and indirect paths between celebrity
worship and online trolling, such that these effects are
stronger when perceived anonymity is higher.

Method

Participants and setting

Participants were 1057 students from three universities in
Chengdu, China. They were predominantly trained post-
graduate students majoring in psychology. Among them,
there were 480 males (45.4%) and 577 females (54.6%).
The average age of the research subjects was 20.09 =+
1.734 years old.

Measures

Celebrity worship was operationalized through the Chi-
nese version of the Celebrity Attitude Scale (Peng et al.,
2010). This 27-item tool uses a 5-point Likert response
format, and total scores correspond to worship inten-
sity (higher scores = greater celebrity worship). In this
research, Cronbach’s o was 0.962.

The Self-esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) was admin-
istered to capture participants’ self-esteem. This 10-item
measure employs a 4-point Likert format; relevant items
were reverse-coded, with total scores reflecting the con-
struct. In this research, Cronbach’s « was 0.855.

The Moral Disengagement Scale (Yang & Wang,
2011; adapted from Bandura et al., 1996) was adminis-
tered. This 32-item tool employs a 5-point Likert format,
with total scores indexing moral disengagement. In this
research, Cronbach’s « was 0.944.

For the measurement of perceived anonymity, this
study adopted the Perceived Anonymity Scale developed
by Jung et al. (2012) for assessment. This scale uses a 7-
point Likert scale and consists of 4 items. The sum of the
scores of the 4 items is the perceived anonymity of the
participants. In this research, Cronbach’s o was 0.828.

Online trolling was assessed with the Chinese version
of the Online Trolling Scale (Sest & March, 2017; trans-
lated by Li et al., 2024). This 8-item measure uses a S-point
Likert format, with total scores indexing the behavior’s
frequency. Cronbach’s « in the current sample was 0.815.

Procedure

The Ethics Review Committee of Sichuan Normal Uni-
versity granted ethical approval (IRB No. SCNU-230904).
Consenting participants were assured that their data were
solely for academic research and statistical analysis, will
not be disclosed to any third party under any circum-
stances, and they may terminate their participation at
any time during the questionnaire completion process.
They elected to take paper or online versions of the sur-
veys. For paper questionnaires, sequential numbers were
used to replace personal identifiers during data entry.
Furthermore, online questionnaires were distributed via
a professional survey platform, where functions such as
IP address tracking and device information logging were
disabled. Although offline questionnaires were distributed
with on-site instructions, responses were still completed
via QR-code mobile submission, making online and offline
response modes essentially identical.

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics, independent samples 7-test, medi-
ation and moderation effect analyses, and multi-group
analysis, among others, were conducted on the data. First,
we employed a single-factor confirmatory factor anal-
ysis to test for common method bias by constructing
a model in which all items were loaded onto a single
latent variable. If the single-factor model had demon-
strated good fit, it would have indicated severe common
method bias. The results showed that the model fit was
extremely poor: x*/df = 10.238 > 5, CFI = 0.441 < 0.9,
TLI = 0426 < 0.9, RMSEA = 0.093 > 0.08,
SRMR = 0.126 > 0.08. These outcomes demonstrate
that common method bias is not a major problem in the
present study.

Since gender, age, and residential address showed sig-
nificant correlations with the main research variables, these
variables were included as controls. Celebrity worship
was treated as the independent variable, self-esteem and
moral disengagement as mediators, and online trolling
as the dependent variable. A structural equation model
was constructed to analyze the chain mediating effects of
self-esteem and moral disengagement between celebrity
worship and online trolling.

In the supplementary analysis, using structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM), we conducted a multi-group
analysis by gender based on the chain mediation model and
compared the moderated mediation models across genders
to examine potential gender differences. Based on the
mediation analysis, we further examined the moderating
effect of perceived anonymity.

Results

Descriptive statistical results

The results of the Pearson correlation analysis are
presented in Table 1. Celebrity worship was also posi-
tively correlated with moral disengagement and perceived
anonymity (r = 0.378, 0.258, ps < 0.001), while it
was negatively correlated with self-esteem (» = —0.112,
p < 0.001). Self-esteem was negatively correlated with
moral disengagement, perceived anonymity, and online
trolling (» = —0.370, —0.201, —0.326, ps < 0.001). To
further explore the association between celebrity worship
and online trolling, this study calculated the mean score
for each of the five dimensions of the celebrity wor-
ship scale—entertainment-social, emotional projection,
complete identification, relational fantasy, and patholog-
ical edge—and conducted Pearson correlation analyses
between these dimension scores and online trolling scores.
The results indicated that all dimensions of celebrity wor-
ship were significantly positively correlated with online
trolling (ps < 0.001), with variations in the strength of the
correlations. Overall, the findings exhibited a characteris-
tic pattern wherein higher levels of worship involvement
were associated with stronger correlations with online
trolling. Specifically, the entertainment-social dimension
(low involvement) demonstrated the weakest positive cor-
relation with online trolling (» = 0.228, p < 0.001),
classified as a weak positive correlation; the emotional
projection dimension (» = 0.332, p < 0.001) and relational
fantasy dimension (» = 0.335, p < 0.001) showed similar
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Table 1. Results of correlation analysis among variables
Variable M £ SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Gender - -
2. Age 20.090 £+ 1.734 0.001 -
3. Residential address - —0.019 —0.030 -
4. Celebrity worship 2.379 £0.925 0.072* 0.293%**  —(0.094** -
5. Self-esteem 2.819 £ 0.540 0.128*** 0.029 —0.032 —0.112%** -
6. Moral disengagement 1.977 £0.651  —0.207%%* 0.074* —0.065* 0.378***  —(.370%** -
7. Perceived anonymity 4308 £1.493 —0.009 0.036 —0.036 0.258***%  —0.201***  (.285%** -
8. Online trolling 1.589 £ 0.657  —0.174*** 0.164%**  —0.091** 0.391%%*%  —0.326%**  0.609***  0.190***

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 2. Bootstrap test for mediating effects

Model paths Mediation effect 95% LLCI 95% ULCI

1. Celebrity worship — Self-esteem — Online trolling 0.015 0.007 0.026

2. Celebrity worship — Moral disengagement — Online trolling 0.165 0.127 0.212

3. Celebrity worship — Self-esteem — Moral disengagement — Online trolling 0.018 0.009 0.029

4. Total effect 0.368 0.309 0.427
correlation strengths with online trolling, both categorized 0,307 Moral

.. . . . Self-esteem disengagement
as moderate-weak positive correlations; the pathologi- 8ee
cal edge dimension (high involvement) was moderately e RITEY _—
positively correlated with online trolling (» = 0.448, L0.122%%% \/\/ 0,468+
p < 0.001); and the complete identification dimension mﬂ
(moderate-high involvement) yielded the strongest cor- 001/
relation with online trolling (» = 0.481, p < 0.001),
. e . Celebrity 0.170%** . .

representing a moderate positive correlation. worship Online trolling

Celebrity worship and trolling behavior

The regression analysis with celebrity worship as the
independent variable and online trolling as the dependent
variable revealed that celebrity worship had a significant
positive effect on online trolling (b = 0.368, p < 0.001).
Specifically, celebrity worship predicted an increase in the
level of online trolling, thereby validating Hypothesis 1.

Analysis of the mediating effects of self-esteem and moral
disengagement

The structural equation model demonstrated a good fit
(x*/df = 6.943, RMSEA = 0.075, GFI = 0.964). The
results showed that celebrity worship positively predicted
online trolling (b = 0.170, p < 0.001), negatively predicted
self-esteem (b = —0.122, p < 0.001), and positively
predicted moral disengagement (b = 0.353, p < 0.001);
self-esteem negatively predicted moral disengagement
(b =-0.307, p < 0.001) and online trolling (b = —0.119,
p < 0.001); and moral disengagement positively predicted
online trolling (b = 0.468, p < 0.001). The results of
the significance test of the mediation tests showed that
(see Table 2) the mediating path of celebrity worship —
self-esteem — online trolling was significant (b = 0.015,
95% CI = [0.007, 0.026]), indicating that self-esteem
mediated the relationship between celebrity worship and
online trolling, which supported Hypothesis 2; the medi-
ating path of celebrity worship — moral disengagement
— online trolling was significant (b = 0.165, 95%
CI =10.127, 0.212]), indicating that moral disengagement
mediated the relationship between celebrity worship and
online trolling, verifying Hypothesis 3; the mediating

0.060%| /.

Perceived
anonymity

Figure 2. A moderated mediation model diagram. Note.
*n < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.

path of celebrity worship — self-esteem — moral disen-
gagement — online trolling was significant (b = 0.018,
95% CI = [0.009, 0.029]), indicating that self-esteem
and moral disengagement had a chained mediating effect
between celebrity worship and online trolling, supporting
Hypothesis 4.

Analysis of the moderating effect of perceived anonymity
Figure 2 shows the moderated mediation model dia-
gram. The results showed that the interaction term
between celebrity worship and perceived anonymity has
a significant impact on online trolling (b = 0.060,
p < 0.05), indicating that the moderating effect of per-
ceived anonymity between celebrity worship and online
trolling was significant; the interaction term of moral
disengagement and perceived anonymity had a significant
effect on online trolling (b = 0.090, p < 0.001), indicating
that the moderating effect of perceived anonymity between
moral disengagement and online trolling was significant,
partially verifying Hypothesis 5.

A simple slope test was further conducted. As shown
in Figure 3, among individuals with high perceived
anonymity (bsmpe = 0.230, p < 0.001), the positive
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Figure 3. The relationship between celebrity worship and online
trolling among individuals at different levels of perceived
anonymity
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Figure 4. The relationship between moral disengagement and
online trolling among individuals at different levels of perceived
anonymity

predictive effect of celebrity worship on online trolling
was higher than that among individuals with low per-
ceived anonymity (B = 0.110, p < 0.01). This
indicates that perceived anonymity strengthens the effect
of celebrity worship on young people’s online trolling. As
shown in Figure 4, among individuals with high perceived
anonymity (bgimpe = 0.558, p < 0.001), the positive pre-
dictive effect of moral disengagement on online trolling
was higher than that among individuals with low perceived
anonymity (bsmpe = 0.378, p < 0.001). However, the
research results found that the interaction term of self-
esteem and perceived anonymity had no significant effect
on online trolling (b = 0.019, p > 0.05), indicating that
the moderating effect of perceived anonymity between
self-esteem and online trolling was not significant.

Collateral findngs

First, in the multi-group analysis, a freely estimated model
(M1) and a constrained model (M2) were constructed
respectively, and nested model comparison was conducted.
The results showed that both M1 and M2 had good model
fits, and there was a significant difference between the
two models (Ax*/df = 5.248, p < 0.001), indicating
that the serial mediating effect exhibited a significant
gender difference. Further comparisons of the specific path
coefficients in the structural equation models for males
and females are presented. The results indicated that three
path coefficients—celebrity worship — online trolling
(p < 0.01), celebrity worship — self-esteem (p < 0.05),
and self-esteem — moral disengagement (p < 0.05)—
exhibited significant gender differences, while the other

path coefficients did not show significant differences
(p > 0.05). Specifically, compared with females, celebrity
worship had a stronger predictive effect on self-esteem
and online trolling among males, and self-esteem had
a stronger predictive effect on moral disengagement
among males.

Second, gender-comparative analyses of the moderated
mediation model yielded distinct results. Among male
participants, significant indirect effects were observed for
moral disengagement and for the self-esteem — moral
disengagement chain, whereas self-esteem alone failed to
mediate. Perceived anonymity moderated only the path
from moral disengagement to online trolling. Among
female participants, all three mediating pathways attained
significance; perceived anonymity again exerted modera-
tion exclusively on the moral disengagement—trolling path.
Detailed outputs appear in Supplementary Tables S1-S2
and Figures S1-S4.

Discussion

Analyses showed that celebrity worship was significantly
and positively correlated with online trolling in the univer-
sity student sample. Due to the convenience of the Internet,
individuals engage with like-minded netizens on platforms
such as INS, Weibo, and WeChat, fostering a sense of
belonging and identity (Pirzade et al., 2024). Social iden-
tity theory posits that in-group favoritism emerges among
members of the same group, wherein they exhibit more
positive evaluations of their own group and negative biases
toward out-groups (Tajfel et al., 1979). Furthermore, inter-
group comparisons during such interactions often trigger
group polarization—a phenomenon where specific view-
points within the group are amplified and radicalized
(Van Swol, 2009). Heightened levels of celebrity worship
contribute to cognitive rigidity and selective information
processing, which psychologically legitimizes aggressive
behaviors, ultimately escalating online trolling among
college students.

Celebrity worship exhibited a significant positive
association with online trolling behavior, aligning with
previous evidence linking celebrity worship to cyberbully-
ing (Zhang et al., 2025). When celebrity worship mainly
remains at the entertainment-social level, it more satisfies
individual social needs and entertainment needs rather
than deep emotional dependence (McCutcheon et al.,
2002). This may be because individuals begin to project
emotional needs onto celebrities and may develop vir-
tual relational fantasies (Li et al., 2023). In contrast, the
strong correlations between the complete identification
dimension and pathological edge dimension with online
trolling further confirm the danger of extreme worship
forms (McCutcheon et al., 2002). When individuals com-
pletely internalize celebrities as part of their self-concept,
maintaining the celebrity’s image becomes equivalent to
maintaining self-worth (Li et al., 2023).

The mediating effect of self-esteem between celebrity
worship and online trolling was significant. Specifically,
as individuals’ celebrity worship intensifies, they may
develop pathological fixation (McCutcheon et al., 2002),
and by negative self comparisons between themselves and
idols (Tesser et al., 1988). Such comparisons often result
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in frustration and self-deprecation, thereby lowering self-
esteem (He & Xu, 2023). Low self-esteem is characterized
by reduced confidence and impaired emotional regulation,
which compromises rational responding during stressful
situations (Tracy & Robins, 2003). Consequently, they are
more prone to online trolling behaviors.

The mediating effect of moral disengagement between
celebrity worship and online trolling was significant. This
may stem from the online communities where college stu-
dents with high celebrity worship are embedded (Pirzade
et al., 2024). When engaging in conflict-prone behav-
iors like online trolling, individuals may deflect personal
responsibility by emphasizing their group membership
(Postmes & Spears, 1998), thereby distributing blame
across the collective, which is also consistent with moral
disengagement theory (Bandura, 1999). The activation
of moral disengagement mechanisms allows them to act
more recklessly, as perceived shared responsibility miti-
gates negative emotions directly triggered by aggression
(Runions & Bak, 2015). Consequently, reduced guilt or
anxiety further amplifies their likelihood of initiating
online trolling.

Celebrity worship exerted a significant indirect effect
on online trolling through the sequential mediators of self-
esteem and moral disengagement. This could be explained
by low self esteem and celebrity worship intensifying
upward social comparisons result in a progressive decline
in self-esteem. To mitigate this cognitive dissonance, indi-
viduals may activate moral disengagement mechanisms.
These mechanisms buffer guilt associated with immoral
behaviors, ultimately facilitating online trolling.

Perceived anonymity significantly moderated the
relationships of both celebrity worship and moral dis-
engagement with online trolling. First, higher perceived
anonymity strengthened the predictive effect of celebrity
worship on online trolling. This may occur because
anonymity decouples online identity from offline social
roles, reducing social constraints and accountability con-
cerns (Suler, 2004). Moreover, online disinhibition, lowers
the psychological costs of aggression (e.g., social eval-
uation anxiety), and helps translate sacralized cognitions
about the celebrity/stance into trolling motives (Suler,
2004; Postmes & Spears, 1998). Second, the positive asso-
ciation between moral disengagement and online trolling
intensified with elevated perceived anonymity. High
anonymity may further reduce perceived accountability
and concerns about offline consequences, thereby increas-
ing the likelihood of misconduct (Sude & Dvir-Gvirsman,
2023). Concurrently, moral disengagement (e.g., framing
trolling as “upholding justice” or “the law does not punish
the masses”) reduces guilt and thus amplifies trolling.

However, this study did not identify a moderating
role of perceived anonymity between self-esteem and
online trolling. This indicates that perceived anonymity
fails to additionally modify the self-esteem—online trolling
association. Regardless, core of the P model lies in the
dynamic interplay of instigation, impellance, and inhibi-
tion (Finkel, 2014; Finkel & Hall, 2018). For a situational
factor to exert a moderating effect that amplifies or atten-
uates a relationship, the inhibition process itself must
possess a certain degree of moderating potential (Finkel,

2014; Finkel & Hall, 2018). However, as inhibition, the
effect of self-esteem on online trolling may exhibit a
“threshold effect.” For individuals with high self-esteem,
(Campbell, 1990). Also, the disinhibiting effect induced
by perceived anonymity may struggle to override the indi-
vidual’s internal self-regulatory standards (Jannati et al.,
2020). The behavioral motivation stemming from insuffi-
cient self-esteem may be driven by compensatory needs
and identity processes for self-esteem repair (Tracy &
Robins, 2003; Sest & March, 2017). However, once a
group identity is activated a norm-driven deindividuation
may reduce the additional influence of anonymity (Postmes
& Spears, 1998).

We observed a significant gender difference in online
trolling, whereby males exhibited elevated scores relative
to females, corroborating prior research (Lee & Soonah.,
2023). In addition, there were significant differences in
online trolling by place of residence, with individuals
living in towns and cities having significantly higher online
trolling scores than those living in rural areas, consistent
with previous research (Cabrera et al., 2024). This may
be due to the fact that internet penetration and usage are
higher in urban areas than in rural areas, and the popularity
and use of online technologies may increase the risk of
individuals becoming online trolls.

Implications for research and practice

Research on the relationship and underlying mecha-
nisms between celebrity worship and online trolling
provides actionable insights for mitigation. Targeted
intervention strategies can be implemented from four
aspects: First, psychologists may adopt CBT-informed
“self-concept reconstruction” techniques for boosting self-
esteem, delivering tailored group counseling to foster
self-worth that is independent of celebrity evaluations
(Kolubinski et al., 2018), alongside scenario-based role-
plays to clarify communication boundaries and reduce
responsibility diffusion under anonymity. Second, plat-
form designers can optimize technical governance by
piloting at-posting moral reminders for high-risk com-
ments and adding “diverse perspective” features on
celebrity topics to increase exposure to rational dis-
course, with ongoing evaluation (Windisch et al., 2022),
given that homogeneous discussions can foster polariza-
tion (Van Swol, 2009). Third, policymakers may enforce
collaborative supervision via targeted policies: requiring
agencies and platforms to issue rational-fandom guide-
lines and strengthen moderator training with graduated
enforcement, and establishing cross-platform coordina-
tion mechanisms for repeat offenders. Fourth, educational
institutions and media outlets can deliver scenario-based
guidance: colleges can integrate digital literacy and online
civility training into curricula, while mainstream media
and platforms promote “rational fandom” initiatives and
misinformation-refutation content.

Limitations and future directions

This study had the following limitations: First, although
it provided empirical evidence of the association between
celebrity worship and online trolling, it did not dif-
ferentiate between groups with distinct worship types.
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Future research could compare trolling tendencies across
clearly defined celebrity/fandom types (e.g., “traffic
celebrities” vs. “talented idols”) and test whether key
associations differ across types. Second, as a cross-
sectional design, this study could not infer causality
or capture temporal changes in celebrity worship and
trolling behaviors. Future research could use multi-wave
longitudinal designs to examine temporal ordering and
cross-time effects among key variables, and complement
this with diary/experience-sampling methods to capture
short-term fluctuations, thereby strengthening dynamic
inference and causal interpretation. Third, the sample
surveyed in this study is predominantly drawn from
urban populations. Future studies could use stratified
sampling across urban—rural regions and socioeconomic
contexts and test whether key effects are consistent across
regions, thereby clarifying whether the proposed mech-
anisms are general or context-dependent. Fourth, Future
studies could implement standardized mode differentiation
(e.g., fully paper-based offline responses vs. web-based
online responses) and test mode equivalence to evalu-
ate whether findings are robust across collection modes
and to strengthen external validity. Finally, the extent of
social desirability is unknown, as participants might have
concealed their true attitudes to present themselves more
positively. Future research could mitigate this bias by
triangulating self-reports with behavioral indicators (e.g.,
platform activity logs or simulated commenting tasks) and
alternative reporting approaches.

Conclusion

Drawing upon the P’ framework (Finkel, 2014), the cur-
rent study tested a model linking celebrity worship to
online trolling among college students, with self-esteem
and moral disengagement as sequential mediators and
perceived anonymity as a moderator. Findings pointed to
a significant positive correlation between the two focal
variables. Both self-esteem and moral disengagement inde-
pendently mediated this relationship, and their sequential
chain mediation further explained the mechanism. Fur-
thermore, perceived anonymity moderated the direct and
indirect pathways between celebrity worship and online
trolling: among high-perceived-anonymity individuals, the
positive predictive effects of celebrity worship and moral
disengagement on trolling were significantly amplified
compared to low-anonymity counterparts. As a criti-
cal trigger of online trolling, celebrity worship warrants
deeper exploration. Investigating celebirty worship and
trolling behaviour underlying psychological mechanisms
offers novel perspectives for mitigating trolling behaviors
and suggest innovative intervention strategies to enhance
healthy cyber-governance frameworks.
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