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1. Introduction


This investigation will explore and bring awareness to the issues and problems within the PC enthusiast and gaming communities that are both online but also occur in person and how this has affected mental health. The approach to this research is through autoethnographic experience and secondary research “Autoethnography is a research method that uses personal experience (“auto”) to describe and interpret (“graphy”) cultural texts, experiences, beliefs, and practices (“ethno”) ( Adams, Ellis and Jones, 2017) [1]. This type of qualitative research is from a personal perspective and as both a Sims gamer utilising all of the game that makes up of Create a Sim, Building and Full gameplay and a creative that specialises in 2D I find myself in numerous communities where problems can be observed.
As the gaming community shares a large proportion of its audience with the pc enthusiast space, this will also be included within this investigation. Although the Sims community does not have much of a connection to the PC enthusiast community that is one of the games that I have had the most familiarity with due to personal experiences and watching from a far how the fanbase behaves. The behaviour amongst the Sims fans can be very negative, and this affects the ability of being able to say you enjoy the game without receiving harsh criticism as it is a major unpopular opinion. Other players can often be rude if you do not share the same opinion as them and this has caused me to distance myself from the community as a whole including the Facebook groups and twitter feeds. 
The topics that will be discussed within these communities are toxic behaviour, discrimination, elitism and also current issues due to the pandemic and trends causing a chip shortage. This will also go into how these shortages do not just affect gamers but how they also affect the artistic community and other people who rely on higher end hardware. 
The platforms that these communities are mainly active in are Facebook groups, Instagram, YouTube, Discord and Twitter, with the worst behaviour being on Facebook groups and Twitter threads. Facebook groups and Twitter are where the Sims community is most active, I am no longer a part of these groups. The PC enthusiasts are active on any social media with an interest in Discord for gaming.
Cybersmile’s recent study states that “US and UK respondents identified Facebook as the social media platform upon which the most online abuse, bullying or harassment takes place (with 45.6% of 18 to 24s reporting some form of harassment on Facebook compared to 18.3% on Twitter, for example).... The highest percentage levels of online abuse on Facebook were amongst the 25 to 34 age group in the UK and the 55 to 64 age group in the US”[2]. This could be due to issues created within the Facebook groups feature as they are usually private, not available for just anyone to see and are managed by the general public and not usually moderated by Facebook employees. Facebook overall is a more private social media platform with most people keeping their accounts open to friends or friends of friends this means much more issues occur behind the closed nature the platform has. 
The top social media platforms for the PC enthusiast community are Twitter and YouTube, this is where a lot of the issues take place due to the bigger names in the tech space encouraging and firing up views because you can be completely anonymous on these two spaces. There is a specific issue with the larger tech influencers such as Linus tech tips, Gamers Nexus, Bitwitt, Jayztwocents and a couple of smaller creators. Although these people have not done anything to harm their own communities and they also create great content in my opinion, they do share the custom build elitism mindset, and all contribute to misinformation and the whole stigma surrounding prebuilt computers.

2. Pandemic Response and Mental Health

The two spaces, PC enthusiast and Gaming communities have increasingly become more online since March 2020, due to being unable to meet in person through the pandemic. 
 The pandemic has detrimentally effected peoples’ mental health. In a recent study conducted by the Mental Health Foundation (2022)  Coronavirus: Mental Health in the Pandemic the study states that  “Some socioeconomic groups, such as single parents, unemployed people, young adults, people with long-term disabling health conditions, and people with pre-existing mental health conditions, have been more likely to report mental distress than the population as a whole” (p.2) and “In early April 2020, one quarter of adults in the UK had felt lonely as a result of the pandemic" (p.17) [3].
This is because there was many restrictions on meeting with other people and this lead to loneliness due to lack of contact with other people, even when restrictions where changed there was many last minute changes . 
According to mind.org (2022) 88% of young people have mentioned having an increase of mental health problems because of loneliness during the pandemic with “Young people...more likely to have more negative coping strategies for example self-harm with 1 in 5 adults thinking that their problems were not serious enough to reach out for help during the pandemic and some people were not comfortable with asking” [4]. This could be due to the severity of the pandemic and this resulting in people thinking there where people less well off or their problems where not bad enough in comparison to the situation of the world at the time another major factor could be down to the fact some people who developed mental health issues due to the pandemic where feeling ashamed, too anxious to reach out or did not know who to reach out to. 
The situation of the pandemic and government guided social exclusion brough a greater level of online usage as people struggled to gain a sense of community, this also had an impact on mental health as many people struggled with the sense of isolation. Social exclusion can also happen throughout society as
“The causes of social exclusion are multiple and usually appear connected with factors affecting a person’s or community’s social or economic circumstances, where the effect prevents people from participating fully in society.  Communities might also self-exclude by removing themselves from the wider community” [5] 
which was seen on mass during the pandemic. 

3. Gaming and Social Inclusion

 The gaming community provides opportunities for greater social inclusion for example it can be more accessible for those who struggle with large groups as it is remote and also most servers can be limited in numbers so less people would be in one space at one time. It can also allow people from around the world to meet up as there is no added cost of travel and accommodation, and if someone could not attend a long-distance event for any particular reason this could bring them together with friends they have met around the world without having to get there. Another example would be that in some games or social networks you are allowed to be a character and for many people who suffer daily discrimination it could allow them to be their true selves or to be able to create a character to feel more safe and comfortable within that community. Games like the Sims although the community is majorly toxic there are small groups of people who are brought together by shared interest whether that be building, gameplay, family/Legacy players, Create a Sim players, challenge players or mod creators and many of these small communities within the Sims have a sense of belonging and can share ideas, learn from each other and support each other, sometimes these communities can cross over where Legacy and Gameplay players could choose to download a premade house from the gallery from someone that has uploaded it that specialises in building. From learning from each other items can be found within the game by players that are not as experienced or might have missed it. Players have also in the past learnt cheats from other players such as the “bb.moveobjects on” which allows free movement and placement of items in build and buy mode which can improve the users builds. Mod and custom content creators have also taught people how to create in 3D which could be used elsewhere in the future if someone wanted to use this within their art or other creative processes outside of the Sims and gaming in general. 
This creates a sense of power within the individual. Power can be achieved within gaming and one of the main examples could be world building or creating characters where you can control the outcomes and storytelling this may give someone the freedom they might not necessarily have in real life and because the game has many different outcomes and ways of storytelling it caters to most people , otherwise there is always mods available created by someone else in the community so you have almost full control of your own game. 
Shared interests and increased power can bring almost all players together as a close-knit family and offers the opportunity for feeling socially included and escapism from the daily struggles of reality, this might make people feel included that usually struggle to make and maintain friendships outside of the virtual space. 

The key components of social inclusion are outlined below:

1) Spatial: Social inclusion relates to the proximity and the closing of social and economic distances;
2) Relational: Social inclusion is defined in terms of a sense of belonging and acceptance; 
3) Functional: Social inclusion relates to the enhancement of knowledge, skills and understanding; 
4) Power: Social inclusion assumes a change in the locus of control.[6] 

Gaming has many advantages that tackles social inclusion, however, there is also the argument that a key element of social exclusion is poverty, many of the popular games are very expensive to buy and on top of that require additional purchases to get more content. 
When games like the Sims were created (2000) and started to become more popular it was rarer to have a computer of your own and decent hardware was very expensive, this meant games were also very expensive, although these games were created to work on almost all computers for example almost all lower end hardware due to them being less demanding graphics wise and taking up less space in storage making them more widely accessible to people. However, when the Sims 3 was launched there where many people left out and unable to play due to the game being open world and having too many features such as create a style, these were a great idea but not so enjoyable for people who loved the Sims 2 but some could not run the Sims 3 at all.  
The Sims team (Maxis) have made the Sims 4 (2014) more stripped back to allow people on lower end hardware to play the game and offer a legacy edition for those unable to run the game in its current configuration, due to it growing more advanced from future updates. The game is still very demanding which means you do not get the best experience unless you have higher end hardware. From experience hardware has been lost to the game. 
There are also many more packs than the previous games, there are 11 expansion packs costing £34.99 there are 11 game packs costing £17.99, 18 stuff packs costing £8.99 and 10 kits costing £4.99 and this varies from country to country. Most of this content could be included in free updates and a few packs could have been combined such as Spooky stuff and Seasons due to the holiday decor or it has been suggested that Vampires and Realm of Magic should have been combined to make a supernatural pack just like the Sims 3 had with werewolves and fairies added. 

Costs are huge element of feelings of inclusion within these communities and due to the discrepancies, people can be excluded for not having items or packs in their games that they may not necessarily afford, this can lead to being pushed out of the community, judged and trolled
Prior to the pandemic in 2019, The government brought out a white paper which promotes a respectful vision of online services and usage and has outlined several key areas that they are aiming for, these include: 

• A free, open and secure internet. 
• Freedom of expression online. 
• An online environment where companies take effective steps to keep their users safe, and where criminal, terrorist and hostile foreign state activity is not left to contaminate the online space. 
• Rules and norms for the internet that discourage harmful behaviour. 
• The UK as a thriving digital economy, with a prosperous ecosystem of companies developing innovation in online safety. 
• Citizens who understand the risks of online activity, challenge unacceptable behaviours and know how to access help if they experience harm online, with children receiving extra protection. 
• A global coalition of countries all taking coordinated steps to keep their citizens safe online. 
• Renewed public confidence and trust in online companies and services. [7]

However, currently this is far from reality. Toxic behaviour seems to still be part of the online community. Online comments seem to not have a filter, comments can be offhand, flippant and regarded as banter within these circles.  Even though the user on some platforms such as Instagram and YouTube can mute and block words people still often find a way around it with the usage of purposefully misspelling and adding emojis. 
4. Toxic Behaviour

Toxicity within gaming can be defined as " the use of profane language by one player to insult or humiliate a different player”  [8] Märtens, Shen, Losup, and Kuipers (2015, p. 2) another definition  which expands on this further states  
In the world of online gaming, this includes sexual harassment, hate speech, threats of violence, doxing (publicizing others’ private information), spamming, flaming (strong emotional statements meant to elicit negative reactions), griefing (using the game in unintended ways to harass others), and intentionally inhibiting the performance of one’s own team [9]. 
This shows that there are many more areas of toxicity within the space and it goes much deeper than rude remarks. 
The first definition is simplified, and toxicity is not just insulting or humiliating another player, the second definition expands on this and gives a more current view and interpretation of toxicity. There are numerous terms used that many people would not understand outside of the gaming community. 
Sexual harassment can go from remarks made about someone in an inappropriate way to sending other individuals inappropriate images or even going as far as physical harm. 
Hate speech can be using slurs that you are not allowed to reclaim in both a casual way and used in a derogatory setting to harm another individual. It can also mean targeting someone in a marginalised community such as the disabled community and attacking them verbally. 
Threats of violence usually take place when a game is lost or if someone is holding the group back. 
Doxing can happen in a range of different ways from sending a link and the person opening it to knowing the persons information and leaking it on a forum. This usually targets people from marginalized groups, but it has also been used at random. Every year there is always a rumour that a well-known forum threatens to dox people who are openly out as LGBT on the internet during pride month. 
 Spamming is where either a bot or an individual will post the same comment or message multiple times to get noticed. Sometimes these messages will include virus links, malware and can even hack someone's account. Other messages are usually self-promotion or bullying. Spamming is usually banned in most streamers twitch chats and discord servers and people usually have moderators (mods) or Admins who will work on deleting and banning individuals and bots.
Flaming is where people use hate speech and violent language to disrupt the game and to put people off so the person responsible has more of a chance at winning.
Griefing is where an individual will purposefully harm another person or multiple people by using the game in a harmful way.
There are websites that prepare younger people for these types of behaviours include Kidas[10] 
The fact that websites have to exist to prepare younger people for this behaviour means this situation is much more severe than many people think.
These types of toxicity can be found on numerous types of online communities such as blogs [11], online gaming sites [12] and also through online comments found on YouTube [13] and social media such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok and Twitch. Social media situations are where people are encouraged to comment and give views, the online format, where users do not need to give their real names is significant as supported by Lapidot – Leyfler and Barak [14] who found that three factors were important to toxicity with the online community. These being “anonymity, invisibility and lack of eye contact” which all led to Disinhibition. It was also found that the main reason for disinhibition was the lack of eye contact. 
Disinhibition can have two extremes that of attacking another person verbally, being verbally violent, encouraging people to be negative and flaming. At the other end of the spectrum is being open about issues online, being generous to others who post about being unwell or in a bad situation to seek public validation to look good to the public eye by giving advice and support. Disinhibition is where computer users show no restraint to what they post as supported by various researchers who found links between cyberspace communities and the previous areas of exclusion. 

5. Cyber Bullying and Effects on Mental Health 
 
There are two major areas of toxicity within social media platforms one is cyber bullying and the other is trolling. Cyber bullying can be defined as aggression that is intentionally and repeatedly carried out in an electronic context against someone who cannot easily defend themselves. Whereas trolling is the result of indiscriminate targeting, involving any subject matter; [15]. Trolling is most likely to take place in comment sections and also in situations where the person on the receiving end gives out very little information and this could be due to the indiscriminate nature of trolling, it is mainly to get a reaction and comes from complete strangers. Cyberbullying is much more targeted and could include being bullied by individuals you have met for example class members, work colleagues and ex online friends. 
This can seriously affect someone mental health with children and people from marginalised groups, more likely to be on the receiving end of cyberbullying this is for example "online gaming toxicity and hostility against marginal groups does not discriminate and is evident across gaming platforms” [16], especially within social media platforms such as Twitch and Discord where livestreaming can happen.

For this investigation, it will review particular demographics within society that are more vulnerable including children, young people, disabled and gender related. 
Children 
Children do not have a break from bullying due to social media being more accessible to people, this is due to the wider usage of phones and social media and this results in bullying following children regardless of where they are, data from a crime survey shows that around 1 in 5 children aged 10 to 15 have undergone bullying online in the last 12 months. 
"This compares with 2 in 5 children who experienced bullying in person, and whilst these data were collected before the coronavirus pandemic, children’s isolation at home and increased time spent on the internet is likely to have had a substantial impact on the split between real world and cyber bullying." [17] This shows that increasing social media usage and time spent alone at home has increased the amount of cyberbullying, however, this could be due to lack of in person classes so there would be no bullying within school, so this form of bullying moved online making an increase in cyberbullying altogether. boredom could also be a factor due to more time spent at home away from peers. 
Young People 
In a study by the Office of National Statistics [17] concerning Online Bullying Sophie Sanders (Crime and Justice ONS) states that prior to the pandemic young people were twice as likely to be bullied in person than online, however this information is out of date as it was prior to the pandemic and there was a dramatic increase in peoples’ usage during this period.
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 Fig. 1 Abusive Behaviour (Office of National Statistics )

“7 out of 10 children ( 68% ) were affected by online bullying experiences” [17] with 34% of boys not reporting their experiences this is in direct contrast to girls ( 15%) who did not report their experiences.  
From my own experience reporting bullying in school about both cyberbullying and in person bullying due to not being believed or taken seriously, most of my friends where male and if they reported their experiences, they would get it resolved very quickly. Mean behaviour towards girls especially from other girls can be very normalised. I also found the majority other students refused to help me out for example there was a rumour spread that I had broken something when I was not even present, when the class was asked everyone except one person said I did it. This can result in feeling singled out and powerless, this could also be a major factor in why girls are less likely to report their bullying due to situations like these especially when autistic due to double standards and expectations that would not be held against a male student. 
Younger people were the highest rating category to experience online abuse with “41.2% of 18-30 year olds” seeing “cruel/ hateful content online compared 7.4% of 76+ year olds” [17] and those in older age brackets.    This could be because the older generations have less access to computers and skills related to technology due to not growing up with it. Older people could also be more cautious with who they contact and share their email and social media with and might only keep it for family and close friends. 
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Figure 2: Experiences of online abuse, split by age (OxIS 2019 data)
Additionally,  statistical data has been recorded of online abuse for disabled people with 
“40.7 % of respondents who have a disability have seen cruel hateful content online compared with 26.1% of respondents who did not have a disability” [18] therefore, this shows the discrepancy between abuse directed at disabled people. 
Disability 
This is because the disabled community is still not taken seriously and helped when it comes to ableism, hate speech and microaggressions. Sia is a major example with the backlash she received for her film that was made using poor representation of autism, then once called out on it by the community she resorted to calling autistic people bad actors and bullying people. From personal experience I only saw the autistic community talk about this issue and autistic people did not gain a large amount of support with the public. 
However, this must be a common problem as nearly everyone under the age of 50 has access to the internet [19]
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Fig 3 Differences in Experiences of Online abuse split by Disabilty status (OxIS 2019 data)

 Gender based issues 

According to the Scholars Strategy Network, “problems are worsened by gaming community leaders who claim that genderbased harassment is a ‘non-issue’ and dismiss their responsibility” [20] Therefore, most community members do not believe this kind of harassment exists and don’t take full responsibility for their actions. There is a large difference between male and female bullying. Men can show a lack of unawareness and are also louder with their bullying and feel like it's an achievement for upsetting a member of a marginalised community. Men often take part in banter and this is very different from harassment and bullying, however, it can still make someone feel very uncomfortable and this could also be an excuse in covering up harassment because it is perceived as a joke. This can often lead to women being uncomfortable and feeling pushed out of male dominated subject areas due to feeling not as accepted, more men need to do better with calling out their friends when bullying and harassment arises. Very few young women see computing and computing-based subjects as a choice for their future occupation, this is because there are many circumstances that are responsible. These situations include feeling unwelcome, lack of belonging within the community and very little encouragement due to there being not many computing role models for women and this affects them when learning about the subject. Cyberbullying for women is usually based on misogyny and can be very different from cyberbullying their male peers would experience and this includes harassment this can be improved if tech companies did more. 
A further consideration is how strong content must be for it to be considered abusive. UK Law and the big tech platforms’ policies only protect against explicit hostility, such as making threats or using ‘dehumanizing’ language. In contrast, academic studies of prejudice have drawn attention to more ‘subtle’ forms, such as microaggressions and ‘everyday’ acts [21] Therefore, tech communities really need to rethink their strategies when it comes to the reporting system and responding to those complaints about a specific situation or individual and need to do more to safeguard vulnerable people who are more prone to the abuse that comes with a daily usage of social media platforms, for example disabled people should feel comfortable and feel valued as a human being sharing their own experiences on social media without being harassed for their looks, disability and more specifically for autistic people, their focussed interests. 
There is going to be a long time before change is seen on a large scale if people continue to normalise these behaviours and “unless hostile online behaviours are reduced, vulnerable people, marginalised groups, and the public generally will all be further harmed” [22]. Therefore, people do not take these situations very seriously and can easily dismiss the seriousness of ablism, racism, homophobia and transphobia and this also results in a lack of consequences for the individual responsible for such harassment and bullying. Other people also do not do enough to call out harassment they have witnessed, this could be due to many factors such as having a fear of getting harassed by the person responsible or because of the behaviour being so normalised, they do not notice this could be problematic. 

6. The Sims 4 Custom Content drama 

Recently there has been a large upset within the Sims 4 community where Custom Content creators have been keeping their content behind a paywall and subscription and this is against EAs terms of service, it has also gone as far as these creators doxxing and harassing their patreon members to buy more of their content. 
As Jovan from Sims Community explained 
“As if violating EA’s Terms of Service wasn’t enough, a certain group of Custom Content Creators who don’t release their content to the public have started putting “trackers” in their CC downloads. All to find out who is avoiding their permanent paywall. Which, I should remind you again, is against Terms of Service” [23]
This has made the community take a long overdue stand on twitter against Custom Content creators who exploit their supporters by either over charging or charging monthly subscriptions. 
Other creators such as ladysimmer94 and mack3030 have noticed the issues with harrasment, doxxing and the building for a few months. This content should be offered for free to download and should not result in people being harassed [23]

7. Conclusion

Since looking into various topics I have found that this has developed from what was originally intended on the original proposal, the first intentions were to mainly investigate the toxicity of the PC Enthusiast space, however, as time progressed the discussion shifted to focus almost exclusively on the gaming community and in one area in particular: The Sims community. Many issues had come up since the start of this investigation which changed the outcomes of certain topics such as pricing on graphics cards becoming more reasonable various YouTube creators have spoken about the pricing on cards being closer to the originally intended Manufacturers Suggested Retail Price and this meant for the time being the chip shortage did not have the major effect on the PC enthusiast community as it did at the time of the proposal and computers have become more accessible again so this means content creators have had content to make once again. 
This is proof that the PC space is always developing and changing and hopefully improving, however, the gaming community still requires a huge change regarding bullying, harassment and toxicity. These two communities do overlap due to the PC enthusiast space being built up of mainly gamers and this could also explain the change in direction due to the two communities being very close together. 
Toxic behaviour can be in the form of harassment, hate speech, bullying and using threats of violence and these events occur daily within both the gaming and PC enthusiast community.
The reason behind why it happens can be a variety of issues such as when a player loses a game, because they are a bad person in general just looking to harm someone, as it is made easier due to less confrontation due to potentially being miles apart, or just because someone is having a bad day and want to take it out on someone else.  
Toxic behaviour has detrimental effects to people's confidence, mental health and also contributes to the exclusion of so many people especially if they are a part of a marginalised group such as the disabled community or are part of the LGBT community. This can result in making games less enjoyable or wanting to enjoy computers in general for so many people when both of these communities should be escapism and should bring people closer together as a community. 
There are still too many grey areas to decide how exactly these groups of people can have a positive change and removing toxicity all together however, I do believe with education as early as possible, this can change how people act within these spaces when they do join them. This unfortunately will not stop everyone from being toxic, but it will help towards making these two areas safer. 
These grey areas a result of a lack of detailed research within individual marginalised communities, and not just the general public as a whole, more needs to be done to have inclusion within research specifically research on behaviour and social settings where this can vary for each person. 
There is one major negative that comes with research based on behaviour is that it does not take into consideration of different neurotypes for example above in the section about disinhibition there is a sentence that highlights that a lack of eye contact is a major factor in disinhibition, from my own experiences as an autistic person eye contact is way too important to neurotypical people and it is not particularly necessary. There are also blind people who may struggle with eye contact due to varying reasons so more needs to be done to include disabled people within research in the future. 
The one positive that really stands out from this research is that there have been websites set up to prepare children for the internet and possible toxic situations so they could be more aware and potentially more likely to ask for help, these should not have to exist in the first place, however, having these resources available should help the situation even if it is only a small amount, some children may be able to get the help and support they need. 
Another positive is the inclusion that gaming can introduce as this can bring communities together, help disabled people connect with their friends when they would usually struggle to do so in a public setting and finally, provide escapism. Being able to play a game and join your friends on sporting matches, first person shooter style games and simulation games can really help someone escape their struggles or their mind for a short period of time and also spend some time with friends in the process or even make new friends that can make a massive positive impact on their life. The sense of community is one of the greatest things about the gaming community and this research has really brought that to my full attention.
The gaming community has so many positives but the negatives leave a lasting impact on young and vulnerable peoples mental health, more effort needs to be put in place to un-normalise toxicity and cruel behaviour and really change how the community operates as a whole when it comes to abuse, boys should be encouraged from a young age to call out and educate their friends if they do something really problematic and due to the increase usage of the internet and phones early education on such topics needs to be a fundamental part of a child's school education, like mentioned above this will not outright resolve the whole situation, however, it should help un-normalise toxicity and build a better and safer community for gamers and PC Enthusiasts. 
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