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ABSTRACT

As online gaming communities grow globally, Filipino gamers are increasingly
meeting international players whose languages, social norms, and communication
styles differ markedly from their own. These interactions present opportunities
and challenges for cultural exchange. Employing cyberethnography as a
research design, this paper examined how Filipino gamers engaged in cross-
cultural communication within massively multiplayer online role-playing games
(MMORPGs). The focus was on the impact of diverse cultural backgrounds
on interaction, collaboration, and conflict in global digital environments, which
traditional ethnography could not document. Data were generated through
participant observation within the game Ragnarok Global Origin, in which the
researcher was also a player; verified through semi-structured interviews with
seven Filipino gamers; and reinforced by digitally recorded in-game conversations
and interactions over an extended period. Thematic analysis was applied to all
data types to uncover recurring themes in communication styles, collaboration,
conflict resolution, and identity representation. The data gathered suggest that
Filipino gamers often employ humor, empathy, and bilingual communication
(Tagalog and English) to navigate cultural differences and promote positive
interactions. Nevertheless, players from various nationalities often face language
barriers, challenges in understanding humor, and varying expectations regarding
sensitivity, respect, and conduct within the game. Toxic behavior, which includes
trash talk and cyberbullying, is a prevalent issue; however, Filipino gamers
generally manage these situations through emotional regulation, muting or
evading offenders, or reinterpreting negativity as an inherent aspect of competitive
gaming culture. Despite the sociocultural difficulties, MMORPGs have emerged
as vital social environments where players can find companionship, alleviate
stress, and engage in cultural learning. Friendships often extend beyond gaming,
demonstrating that virtual interactions can foster genuine social connections.
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INTRODUCTION

n the contemporary digital landscape, online gaming plays a pivotal role in shaping
Isocial connections and enhancing enjoyment among players from various cultural
backgrounds. This interaction fosters a unique cultural exchange, providing insights
into how cultures intermingle in virtual spaces. Despite the rise in online engagement,
geographic location continues to significantly influence an individuals cultural
environment, affecting behaviors, norms, and values, and accounting for a substantial
portion of the variance in national cultural orientation.

Online games have transcended mere entertainment, emerging as vital
platforms for creativity, communication, and identity formation. Their allure
lies in the immersive experiences they offer, fostering a sense of belonging and
collaboration among players. Digital platforms have become extensions of everyday
social interactions, particularly for young people, who utilize these environments to
maintain relationships and express their cultural identities.

Furthermore, digital environments, including online games, are deeply
intertwined with real-life social practices, as argued by Horst and Miller (2012). They
provide opportunities for individuals to explore different roles, express emotions,
and build communities. The evolution of virtual gaming communities has facilitated
interpersonal connections among millions of gamers worldwide, leading to social
phenomena such as eSports, dedicated gaming fan bases, and distinct subcultures that
further strengthen bonds among online gamers (Kowert, Olds, & Quinn, 2017).

The global gaming population continues to expand rapidly. Statista (2025)
reports that the number of gamers worldwide has reached 3.32 billion, with Asia
leading at 1.48 billion players, representing 46% of the total, followed by Europe and
Latin America with 715 million and 420 million gamers, respectively. This growth
highlights gaming as a significant social phenomenon that transcends geographic
and cultural boundaries. In the Philippines, gaming has become a dominant cultural
activity. DataReportal (2025) notes that 97.1% of internet users in the country
participate in video gaming, positioning the Philippines as one of the most engaged

gaming populations globally. According to DataReportal, this trend is driven by
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affordable mobile connectivity, active social gaming communities, and the legacy of
internet cafés that became popular in the early 2000s.

Filipino gamers show a strong preference for role-playing games, particularly
MMORPGs, a trend that grew with the popularity of Ragnarok Online in the
early 2000s and the expansion of internet café gaming culture in the Philippines
(DataReportal, 2025; De Asis, 2021). The evolution of online gaming has fostered new
forms of interaction among players worldwide, encouraging cross-cultural exchanges.
However, it has also led to challenges, including toxicity, discrimination, and cultural
misunderstandings. Research indicates that toxic behavior in gaming is a growing
issue, manifesting as social exclusion, loneliness, hate speech, and cyberbullying,
which can result in negative emotional responses and hinder communication (Xu,
2024).

Moreover, virtual gaming communities have become vital social networks,
connecting millions of gamers worldwide and facilitating social events such as eSports,
gaming conventions, and the formation of unique subcultures. From the viewpoint
of digital anthropology, especially through the lens of Symbolic Interactionism,
online gaming communities illustrate the manner in which technology facilitates
social interaction by establishing environments where individuals generate meaning
via communication and collective experiences. These digital spaces serve as cultural
platforms where players articulate their identities, navigate values, and foster a sense
of community through symbols like language, avatars, and in-game behaviors (Horst
& Miller, 2012; Blumer, 1969).

Boellstorff et al. (2012) argue that digital spaces, particularly online games,
provide legitimate ethnographic fields for studying human behavior, social structures,
and cultural transformations that occur in virtual environments. This perspective
positions MMORPGs not merely as entertainment but as significant cultural sites
that encapsulate extensive human experiences. Understanding these digital realms is
essential for grasping how individuals construct social realities online.

In digital ethnography, the distinction between insider (emic) and outsider
(etic) perspectives is crucial (Hine, 2000). The insider perspective allows researchers

to engage with a culture from within, gaining insights into meanings and practices
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that outsiders may overlook. Conversely, the outsider perspective offers an objective
analysis of cultural patterns and behaviors. Both viewpoints are essential in digital
anthropology, facilitating a balance between empathy and critical analysis.

The researcher adopts a dual role, acting as both an insider and an outsider,
thereby enhancing the study’s authenticity and reflexivity. As a gamer, the insider
perspective offers a direct experience of the gaming community’s communication
patterns and social hierarchies, fostering empathy and a deeper understanding.
The outsider stance, however, allows for critical interpretation of these interactions
through an anthropological lens. This dual approach aligns with Boellstorff et al’s
(2012) advocacy for blending immersion and observation in digital ethnography to
comprehend the complexities of online social worlds.

Online games, particularly MMORPGs, are identified as contemporary
cultural frontiers where players from diverse backgrounds, including Filipinos and
international participants, engage and interact. These platforms serve as arenas for
the convergence of identity, culture, and communication, making them significant
subjects for anthropological inquiry. The vibrant gaming culture in the Philippines
offers valuable insights into the coexistence and evolution of global and local cultural
identities within virtual spaces.

Exploring the complexities of online interactions within the digital gaming
community, focusing on the diverse perspectives and communication styles of
players through a cyber-ethnographic lens, is imperative. There is a need to highlight
how cultural backgrounds influence gamers’ interactions, revealing patterns of
collaboration, conflict, and community building. This kind of study is vital for
intercultural communication, as it offers insights into cultural differences in online
settings and provides practical examples from the gaming community. The findings
help create inclusive spaces that enhance player engagement and satisfaction by
accommodating various cultural expressions. Moreover, the research addresses a gap
in existing literature by focusing on the intersection of culture and digital gaming,
specifically highlighting the experiences of Filipino gamers in navigating cross-cultural

interactions in massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs).
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Mao (2020) has already examined cultural identities and communication
styles in online gaming, highlighting their role in fostering cooperation and
conflict resolution. Meanwhile, Hamari (2014) emphasized the importance of game
developers creating culturally inclusive platforms. The integration of local culture
with global gaming norms by Filipino gamers was also explored, thereby enhancing
our understanding of cultural exchange in digital contexts. Ultimately, the influence
of digital gaming on cultural identity, socialization, and global connectivity, as well
as its promotion of inclusivity in online cultures, needs to be determined (Vasalou et
al., 2008). Thus, this research explores how Filipino gamers adapt and interact within
cross-cultural gaming communities by identifying the key factors influencing their
social behaviors, communication patterns, and overall engagement with players
from diverse cultural backgrounds. Specifically, this study describes the interactions
of Filipino gamers with individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds, identifies the
obstacles they encounter when interacting in a cross-cultural setting, and assesses the

significance of MMORPGs for gamers in such settings (Nardi, 2010),

LITERATURE REVIEW

Online games and cultural interactions. In an increasingly interconnected world,
online interactions are evolving, particularly through multiplayer online games
(MOGs), which have become prominent platforms for cross-cultural communication
(Mao, 2020). The growth of these games indicates a sustained rise in popularity,
although geography significantly influences an individual’s cultural context,
explaining half of the variation in national cultural orientations. MOGs, however,
offer innovative real-time interaction opportunities that transcend physical locations
(Horst & Miller, 2012). A notable example is the globally popular game League of
Legends (LoL), which has also shown potential for application beyond entertainment,
including in gamified information systems and serious games (Hamari et al., 2014)
From the perspective of digital anthropology, online games act as “social
laboratories” showcasing how players build communities, negotiate identities, and

reinforce cultural values in mediated settings. These environments provide valuable
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insights into digital social structures where individuals express aspects of their offline
culture, emotions, and ethical values. For instance, games like World of Warcraft reflect
everyday human culture and redefine play as a significant social activity, prioritizing
community and interaction over mere entertainment. This suggests that the impact of
MOGs extends far beyond gaming, influencing social dynamics and global cultural
exchanges.

Online gaming communities can establish strong norms of fairness without
formal structures, as demonstrated by Strimling and Frey (2020). These norms
tend to be consistent within specific server communities but can differ between
them, indicating that cultural processes greatly influence game dynamics. The study
highlights the significance of understanding social structures in digital communities,
demonstrating that perceptions of fairness in gaming interactions are influenced
by personal experiences of justice. This aligns with anthropological perspectives on
how digital communities develop their moral frameworks and hierarchies, reflecting
and transforming real-world structures (Horst & Miller, 2012). Players develop
intercultural communication skills and empathy through these interactions (Chen,
2023).

Gavrilova (2019) examines how national identities persist in MMORPGs, such
as World of Warcraft, where players often form groups based on language or culture,
thereby reinforcing real-world divisions. However, some players use these platforms to
challenge stereotypes and foster international communities, gradually reducing these
divisions. This process supports Mao's (2020) idea of “cultural identity negotiation,”
where players renegotiate their sense of belonging through digital means. MMORPGs
enable individuals to question and reshape cultural beliefs, increasing intercultural
awareness (Fu & Lu, 2020).

Furthermore, Fu and Lu (2020) explore social influence within MMORPG
guilds, which are goal-driven communities that operate in both fictional and
alternate realms. They highlight the importance of engagement behaviors for ongoing
participation, noting a gap in understanding how social identity influences players’
motivations. Whether altruistic or self-interested, when interacting through fictional

personas. Other research suggests that online games are powerful tools for promoting
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intercultural learning and community building, as shown by Filipino gamers who
exhibit collectivist traits that enhance cooperation and resilience in diverse digital
interactions (Mao, 2020).

Toxicity in online games. Interactions in MMORPGs can foster positive
experiences but also contribute to toxic behavior detrimental to players, with
underlying psychological processes yet to be fully understood. Digital anthropologists
view toxicity as a cultural indicator, reflecting competitive, masculine, and
hierarchical values in gaming subcultures (Horst & Miller, 2012; Liu & Agur, 2022).
In the Philippines, trash-talking is recognized as a form of digital expression that can
facilitate social bonding and conflict resolution.

Digital game addiction represents a significant public health concern that
necessitates an exploration of its psychosocial effects, especially in relation to
psychological distress (such as depression, loneliness, and aggression) and gaming
habits (Bhagat et al., 2019; De Asis, 2021). The anonymity provided by online gaming
attracts individuals who are facing social isolation, and research has established
connections between the desire for online social interactions, challenges in
interpersonal relationships, and problematic gaming behaviors (Bhagat et al., 2019).
On the other hand, video games can function as emotional outlets and provide social
support, particularly within collectivist cultures, thereby underscoring the intricate
relationship between gaming contexts and human emotions (Zsila et al., 2022; De
Asis, 2021).

Players in gaming communities often engage in harsh language and
inappropriate behaviors, resulting in negative experiences, according to Xu (2024).
Although MMORPGs can enhance social skills, they also predispose some gamers to
conflict and toxic behaviors, notably cyberbullying, which can mirror real-life bullying
effects like increased depression and anxiety. This toxicity is also an expression of
cultural values around pride and competition, particularly in collectivist societies like
the Philippines, where group identity influences emotional responses (Deloy, 2022).

In games such as Dota 2, “trash talk” is a cultural practice that expresses
aggression and reinforces psychological advantages within team dynamics. The

intensity of this trash talk tends to heighten during competitive situations, with
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various players interpreting this behavior differently. Some view it as integral to their
identity, while others see it as a necessary aspect of competition (Deloy, 2022). Filipino
gamers often frame their trash talk humorously, reflecting local communication styles
that promote social bonding (Horst, 2012).

Studies by Cole et al. (2020) indicate that MMORPGs can lead to social hostility
among players, placing them at risk of peer victimization akin to cyberbullying. Toxic
behaviors, including harassment and verbal abuse, are prevalent in online gaming
(Mértens et al., 2015), with cyberbullying manifesting through repeated harmful
behaviors (Nocentini & Menesini, 2009). The impact of these toxic behaviors includes
increased anxiety and depressive traits, akin to traditional bullying. Enhancing the
management of toxicity in gaming can lead to greater digital resilience and intercultural
competence, as players develop emotional regulation and adaptive communication
skills, bolstering digital empathy and intercultural understanding (Xu, 2024; Mao,
2020; Chen, 2023).

METHODS

Research design. The research design method employed was cyberethnography, which
involved investigating virtual communities through immersive engagement. Cyber
ethnography, also known as virtual ethnography or digital ethnography, is a qualitative
research method used to examine online communities, digital environments, and
virtual cultures. It involves applying ethnographic techniques, traditionally used in
physical fieldwork, to explore and comprehend social interactions, behaviors, and
cultural practices in digital or online spaces (Hine, 2000).

Research setting. The study collected data from the online MMORPG
Ragnarok Global Origin, which is available on both mobile and PC platforms. Set
in a vibrant fantasy world inspired by the classic Ragnarok Online, the game offers
players an immersive universe filled with adventure, mythical creatures, dungeons,
and a rich storyline. Players create avatars, join guilds, partake in quests, and engage
in interactions within this digital realm. The community surrounding Ragnarok

Origin, alongside its predecessor, was influenced by numerous factors, including
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the game’s detailed world, engaging mechanics, social elements, and the interplay of
player interactions within and outside the game environment.

Study participants and sampling. The research explored the dynamics of
the Ragnarok Global Origin community through the experiences of seven active
participants, encompassing both seasoned and novice members from various age
groups: late adolescence (18-21 years), young adulthood (22-30 years), and early
middle adulthood (31-36 years). This diverse selection enabled a comprehensive
analysis of how age and life stage impact aspects such as communication, motivation,
and interaction within the gaming environment. Participants, all of whom had at
least six months of regular engagement, demonstrated varying levels of participation,
from regular members to guild leaders, enriching the study with diverse insights into
leadership dynamics, social organization, and collective behavior.

In gathering data, ethical considerations were paramount, as all participants
provided informed consent for their in-game interactions to be observed and
documented. The younger players focused on themes of socialization, identity
exploration, and entertainment, while the older ones reflected on maintaining
balance, leadership roles, and strategies for community management. Through this
participant-observer approach, the researcher actively engaged in gameplay and guild
activities, participating in discussions, quests, and social events. This immersion not
only enabled an authentic observation of player behaviors but also fostered trust and
rapport.

Veteran players contributed long-term observations and perspectives on
evolving social norms and leadership structures within the game, whereas newer
players detailed their experiences of adjustment and integration, offering insights into
the accessibility of the game and initial community experiences. The synthesis of these
diverse viewpoints, combined with the researcher’s active participation, provided a
nuanced understanding of the construction and maintenance of digital identities and
social hierarchies in online gaming spaces.

Research tool and data gathering procedure. This study utilized semi-
structured interviews and participant observation to investigate communication,

relationship-building, and social roles among players in Ragnarok Global Origin. The
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researcher directly engaged in the game by creating a character, joining guilds, and
participating in various activities, such as quests and guild events, over the course of
a year. This immersive approach enabled a firsthand understanding of how players
from diverse nationalities collaborated on strategies, forged alliances, and established
informal hierarchies.

The research included both participant and non-participant observation
methods. While actively playing, the researcher monitored in-game chats and external
communication platforms, such as Discord and Messenger, revealing insights into
the establishment of social norms, collaboration mechanisms, and trust dynamics
among players. Additionally, non-participant observation involved watching public
chat channels, in-game markets, and social media groups, which provided a broader
perspective on community behaviors, information sharing, trade negotiations, and
conflict management.

To enrich these observations, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with seven active Filipino gamers to delve deeper into their viewpoints on identity
formation, cooperation, and the sense of belonging within the gaming community.
Data collection spanned four months and included routine gameplay and key
events such as guild wars and seasonal updates. The complete immersion in the
virtual world allowed for the documentation of genuine player interactions and the
dynamics that influence their online experiences. By employing a combination of
participant observation, interviews, and content analysis, the study formed a detailed
understanding of how players in Ragnarok Global Origin constructed social identities,
maintained relationships, and upheld community values in their interconnected
virtual environment.

Data analysis procedure. Thematic analysis was used to investigate patterns of
identity negotiation, social bonding, and leadership in the context of gaming, following
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework. The researcher initiated the process
with data familiarization, which involved repeatedly reading interview transcripts and
records of in-game interactions, such as guild discussions and cooperative gameplay.
To maintain consistency in the analysis, only the English translations of the data were

utilized.
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In the coding phase, significant segments of dialogue and interaction were
systematically coded to capture social roles, communication practices, and group
dynamics. This procedure led to recurring codes such as “Use of Discord and other
platforms” and “Friends beyond gaming” These codes were subsequently organized
into broader thematic categories, including “Cross-Cultural Interactions” and “Barriers
in Cross-Cultural Settings,” thereby illuminating how players negotiated aspects of
belonging, authority, and collaboration within diverse gaming environments. The
voices of participants are represented through direct quotations that had previously
been translated into English.

The identified themes were subsequently examined and enhanced by cross-
referencing them with the original interaction logs to guarantee accuracy, coherence,
and relevance, leading to the consolidation or elimination of redundant or weak codes.
In the concluding phases, each theme was clearly articulated and analytically described
in relation to the study’s research objectives. The analysis culminated in a synthesis
of themes, supporting data extracts, and pertinent literature, while recognizing the
researcher’s dual role as both participant and analyst. This reflexive and systematic
methodology enabled a nuanced interpretation of the data, rooted in both empirical
evidence and lived experience.

Ethical considerations. Strict ethical guidelines were adhered to throughout
the study to protect participants’ rights and privacy, particularly in the context of
online gaming. Participants were fully informed about the study’s purpose, their
role, how their data would be used, and their right to withdraw at any time without
facing any repercussions before giving their informed consent via digital forms or
interviews. By using pseudonyms and securely handling any identifiable information,
anonymity and confidentiality were maintained. Data disposal was a fundamental
ethical principle supporting this study, ensuring it was done safely and securely.

To prevent any potential recovery or misuse, all data, including audio recordings,
transcripts, and digital files, were securely erased at the end of the study, following any
necessary retention period. This entailed clearing the data from encrypted storage
devices and ensuring that any third-party storage services complied. These protocols

were crucial for reducing participant risk and boosting confidence in the study process.
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Throughout the study, data were kept on encrypted devices, and transparency was
maintained regarding participation in the online community. Ultimately, the study
sought to strike a balance between the ethical duty to respect and safeguard individuals

in virtual spaces and the pursuit of academic knowledge (Bruckman, 2002).

RESULTS

Cross-cultural interactions. Filipino gamers have reported engaging in a wide range
of interaction modes when connecting with international players. While in-game chat
remained a crucial aspect, participants also heavily utilized third-party applications,
including Discord, Yahoo Messenger, and TeamSpeak. Nouzen, a veteran RO
player since the debut of the first Ragnarok game, recounted their usual methods of

interaction with other players.

Usually, Discord... I am not really a chat person; sometimes, I ignore
chats in games and other online activities. However, we started with
Yahoo Messenger, which had groups. We also had TeamSpeak and
Discord. There were times when we video-called with our guildmates,
so people from other countries would also join to say hello (Nouzen, 34
years old, Discord Interview, August 23, 2025).

Correspondingly, a former competitive player underscores that even the
slightest creative communication can effectively surmount language obstacles in fast-
paced gaming scenarios. He explained: “Sometimes, even simple phrases or emojis are
enough to coordinate” (Reon,31 years old, Discord Interview, August 21, 2025). An
additional point to consider is that possessing bilingual skills is crucial for overcoming
cultural barriers. Reon later emphasized once more and elaborated that: “Since I can
communicate in both Japanese and English, it is easier for me to connect with Japanese

and Filipino players”
Furthermore, the data offers a clear perspective on the interaction patterns

among different nationalities. Filipino players were characterized as humorous and

laid-back, frequently switching between Tagalog and English (Taglish). In contrast,

VOLUME 11 NUMBER 1 2026



Lavosa 51

Japanese players were viewed as courteous and organized, Thai players as tactical,
and Europeans as receptive to strategizing. Additionally, one participant remarked
that certain Indonesian guilds were “image-conscious,” prioritizing the maintenance
of their group’s reputation. Reon elaborated: “They are more focused on their image,
the guild image, like they want to protect their image.

Cross-cultural barriers. Despite the opportunities for collaboration and
cooperation, participants identified a significant challenge, particularly about
language, which often leads to miscommunication that disrupts teamwork, especially
during dungeons or quests. This illustrates how breakdowns in communication
have detracted from collective success. Reon (Discord Interview, August 21, 2025)
stated: “Common problems, I think the biggest challenge is the language barrier.
They later added, ‘Even the most skilled player can struggle if they can’t coordinate
properly” Although translation tools existed, players still regarded them as lacking,
underscoring their frustration with automated translation’s shortcomings in conveying
intent, humor, or emotion. According to Nouzen (Discord Interview, August 23,
2025), “Google Translate is still different from the real meaning of what you want to
explain” Cultural differences add complexity to interactions, both within the game
and through the platforms utilized for communication with fellow players. Humor,
in particular, has been noted as challenging to translate. Their humor is different. You
cannot just joke about what is funny to us; it’s different from what they find funny.
(Aiyanaterra, 35 years old, Discord Interview, August 18, 2025). In addition, some
participants noted differences in sensitivity around religion and values, with one
reflecting, “Other races are sensitive about religions” (Kaito, 21 years old, Discord
Interview, August 24, 2025).

The presence of cultural differences, often resulting in confrontations, has
contributed to the development of stereotypes, particularly in the way foreign players
were characterized by Astrocigarette, another experienced player from the original

RO, as:

What’s the problem with them? What are they, um, how do I put it?
They're like crybabies, I guess. Theyre too... what did I say? It’s just that
they’re, what do you call it? Just a little bit of a narrow-minded way
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of reacting, sensitive (Astrocigarette, 36 years old. Discord Interview,
August 23, 2025).

Concurrently, Myko presents another angle regarding why Filipinos view the

actions of foreigners as unlike those they have encountered before; they clarified that:

Maybe with fellow Filipinos, because we are more about grinding, we do
not spend too much, so we have an advantage in that sense. Aside from
enjoying the game, we also learn more strategies. We may be more open-
minded, so we do not cry, get angry, or get offended over small things
(Myko, 30 years old, Discord Interview, August 22, 2025).

Ultimately, toxicity in gaming has surfaced as both a cultural and structural
barrier. Participants acknowledged that, apart from foreign players, Astrocigarette
even noted that Filipino players frequently participated in trash talk themselves: “We
were the ones who usually trash-talked them.” On the other hand, Reon saw toxicity
as an unavoidable element of competitive play since they had transitioned from being
a competitive player abroad to playing Ragnarok Origin: “Toxic behavior is something
that comes with gaming. You know, there’s always some level of it” While someone like
Myko embraced trash talk as playful, others coped by dismissing it: “It really doesn't
affect me, no matter what they say”

Social and cultural significance. Despite communication obstacles, MMORPGs
were regarded as significant social environments. For Aiyanaterra, gaming served as
a substitute for in-person social interactions. This illustrates how games operate as a

secure social outlet.

That’s because I'm not really fond of going out. I think I prefer to relax at
home. That’s it, I don't like going out. I'm not social, I'm an introvert. But
there you go. Like, the only time I go out is usually if we have a gig, you
know? (Aiyanaterra, Discord Interview, August 18, 2025).

Myko, on the other hand, described MMORPGs as part of their daily routines

and stress relief:

For me, it is not just a hobby. It is another way for me to relieve stress,
and at some point, it also helps when things are lacking. Sometimes,
that is when you realize what you are lacking in yourself, or so you can
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enjoy it too, because it depends on the person. Some people always want
to be outside. Because I am more of a homebody, it has become part of
my daily routine. Moreover, as I said, while others unwind by partying,
drinking, or going out, this is the part where I unwind (Myko, Discord
Interview, August 22, 2025).

Friendships formed in gaming frequently transcend the online spaces where
they first connected. Participants have recounted experiences of meeting guildmates
face-to-face, sharing meals in computer cafes, or cultivating friendships that endure
for many years. One individual shared their thoughts: “These friendships go beyond
the game... they create a sense of belonging and shared experience” They later added
that shared in-game goals also unified culturally diverse players: “Even though they
have different cultures, they still come together for the same goal” (Reon, Discord
Interview, August 21, 2025).

MMORPGs functioned as a venue for cultural exchange. During casual
conversations, players shared details about their holidays, food traditions, and daily

routines. One participant narrated:

While playing MMORPGs, I meet alot of people from different countries,
and we often chat about food and traditions, and sometimes we include
terms or words they usually use. By simply talking to them in-game, you
can actually understand some of the cultures and backgrounds (Myko,
Discord Interview, August 22, 2025).

In summary, MMORPGs have promoted personal development and progress.
Players indicated that, in addition to enjoying the game, they acquired skills vital for

everyday life, including adaptability, patience, and resilience. One player summarized:

The most important lesson is adaptability. It really taught me that every
culture has its own way of communicating and solving problems. For
me, respect and patience are the keys to smoother interactions. (Reon,
Discord Interview, August 18, 2025).

Others reflected on becoming more cautious about online scams, more
empathetic, and more aware of differences between in-game and real-life personalities.
Coping, strategies, and recommendations. Given the difficulties of cross-

cultural interactions, participants proactively devised strategies to ensure positive
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experiences. For Reon, it was common to ignore, mute, or report toxic players:

Of course, I've experienced toxic behavior from time to time. I think
toxic behavior is something that comes with gaming. You know, there
is always some level of it, no matter what game or community you join.
For me, the important thing is how you deal with it. Personally, I usually
mute or ignore those players because reacting only fuels the negativity if
the situation becomes too serious. And also, if there are like report tools
or options, I usually use them, and over time I've also learned not to take
it personally and to focus on enjoying the game with my friends. (Reon,
Discord Interview, August 18, 2025).

Some opted for solo play to avoid misunderstandings altogether.

You see, I usually solo-play even in MMORPGsS; they often don't
communicate when they don’t understand you (foreigners). As for PH,
they mock people whether or not they are understood (Jelly, 30 years
old, Discord Interview, August 19, 2025).

Others described learning to manage their emotional responses over time:
“just ignore him so he’ll stop too” (Nouzen, Discord Interview, August 23, 2025). They
turther emphasized the importance of empathy, adaptability, and open-mindedness in

fostering healthy relationships. Nouzen added:

Perhaps the best of the best is the saying, “if they were in my shoes,”
meaning we should sometimes consider their perspective or what they
might say instead of our own. It is like putting on your own shoes or
trying on someone else’s; that is their insight. It may differ from our
insight because we are among the top 5 countries with a very hospitable
culture. Not all countries are like that (Nouzen, Discord Interview,
August 23, 2025).

Kaito (Discord Interview, August 24, 2025) also offered another perspective
on how to approach not just the game but also the people, regardless of nationality.
“My only advice is that when you play MMOs or other games, you should just chill.
If you want to be competitive, it should not be more stress or less chill; it should be a

balanced approach. Furthermore, be respectful; that is really it”
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These reflections highlight that players do not merely accept toxic culture;
instead, they actively negotiate the engagement rules that foster respect and inclusion,
thus influencing the gaming culture. Such insights emphasize that players are not
merely passive recipients of toxic culture; they actively negotiate the rules that foster
respect and inclusion, thereby shaping the gaming culture. These considerations
demonstrate that players are not merely passive recipients of a toxic culture; they
actively negotiate the rules of engagement that promote respect and inclusion, thereby

shaping the culture within gaming.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study highlight the intricate and profoundly human aspects of
cross-cultural communication among Filipino gamers in Ragnarok Global Origin. My
dual capacity as both a gamer and a researcher enabled me to both experience and
analyze how players create meaning, navigate misunderstandings, and foster a sense
of belonging within a diverse gaming environment. The primary argument that arises
is that Filipino gamers convert the challenges of cross-cultural online interactions into
opportunities for empathy, adaptability, and cultural education, employing humor,
bilingualism, and social resilience as tools to maintain harmony and collaboration.
Viewed through this perspective, online gaming transcends mere recreational
diversion; it evolves into a significant sociocultural setting that reflects the real-world
dynamics of identity, respect, and belonging.

From a theoretical perspective, this study corresponds with various
frameworks that elucidate the behaviors witnessed during gameplay. Firstly, Symbolic
Interactionism elucidates how meanings within the game environment are socially
constructed through shared symbols, language, emojis, gestures, or even forms of play
such as “trash talk” (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). Filipino gamers attribute context to
these symbols based on their cultural heritage, fostering mutual understanding even
in the presence of language barriers. For example, exchanges in ‘Taglish’ or playful
banter convey camaraderie and a sense of belonging, echoing Horst and Miller’s (2012)

assertion that digital environments replicate the social norms of offline interactions.
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Secondly, Social Identity Theory provides insight into how players establish
in-groups and out-groups in cross-cultural gaming contexts (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).
Filipino guilds frequently evolve into close-knit communities that reflect collectivist
principles like pakikisama (smooth social relations) and bayanihan (mutual support)
(Jocano, 1998; Enriquez, 1992). These principles influence their reactions to outsiders
and competition, favoring cooperation, humor, or silence rather than confrontation.
This observation aligns with the collectivist social orientation highlighted by Deloy
(2022) and corresponds with Mao’s (2020) research, indicating that identity negotiation
in online gaming is influenced by cultural background and group affiliation.

Third, Goftmans (1959) dramaturgical theory sheds light on how players
navigate their “front-stage” performances within digital environments. Gamers,
including myself, meticulously construct their online identities, projecting calmness,
humor, or competence to foster favorable impressions. Even expressions that may be
deemed toxic or competitive are performances shaped by societal expectations. What
outsiders may interpret as aggression often functions as cultural signaling, a means
to demonstrate competence, preserve dignity, or reinforce status, aligning with the
perspectives of Xu (2024) and Liu & Agur (2022), who suggest that toxicity can serve
as both an emotional release and a marker of identity.

Finally, Cultural Adaptation Theory encapsulates the wider phenomenon
observed in this study, the capacity of Filipino gamers to communicatively adapt to
various cultural norms while upholding their local values. The ongoing balancing
act between conformity and cultural authenticity illustrates that online interactions
represent arenas of cultural hybridization, where global and local sensibilities converge
to create new digital behaviors.

The findings strongly validate previous research while also broadening it
by offering a distinctly Filipino viewpoint. Nardi’s (2010) notion of “cultural play”
alongside Mao’s (2020) research on the negotiation of intercultural identity both
reinforce the concept that MMORPGs serve as venues for cultural exchange rather
than merely isolated entertainment environments. However, this study builds upon
their contributions by anchoring it in Filipino cultural principles, where collectivism,

humor, and resilience reshape the management of conflicts and miscommunications.
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The “Taglish” communication style and the inclination towards lighthearted reactions
to aggression illustrate that culture influences communication even within virtual
realms, as highlighted by Kordyaka et al. (2023) regarding the impact of offline
cultural factors on digital conduct.

Furthermore, although Gavrilova (2019) noted that national identities endure
in online contexts, the experiences of Filipino gamers reveal how these distinctions
are softened through empathy and adaptability. Despite initial stereotypes or
misconceptions, players actively work to bridge divides through open-mindedness,
patience, and a readiness to find humor in mistakes, transforming conflict into
connection. This cultural flexibility aligns with Chens (2023) concept of digital
empathy, where emotional insight is essential for fostering intercultural harmony.

This research tackles a notable deficiency in the fields of digital anthropology
and communication studies: the insufficient attention given to the intercultural
experiences of Filipino gamers. While earlier investigations have focused on gaming
cultures from Western and East Asian perspectives, there has been a scarcity of studies
that highlight Southeast Asian viewpoints, especially the Filipino cultural traits that
emphasize humor, social connections, and resilience. By amplifying the voices and lived
experiences of Filipino gamers, this study positions the Philippines within the context
of global gaming culture, illustrating how local values can impact and potentially
transform international gaming communities. It enhances the comprehension of how
collectivist values endure and adapt in a globalized digital landscape, a subject that
has not been thoroughly examined in previous research (Mao, 2020; Hamari, 2014;
Nardi, 2010).

The behaviors noted throughout the study indicate a more profound
phenomenon: cultural convergence facilitated by digital anonymity. The lack of
physical identity indicators in online gaming allows players to communicate with
greater freedom; however, it also heightens the potential for misunderstandings when
cultural assumptions vary. The inclination of Filipino gamers to address toxicity
through humor, empathy, or withdrawal exemplifies both collectivist emotional
regulation and a commitment to maintaining social harmony, even in the face of

provocation. This observation aligns with the findings of Xu (2024) and Bhagat et al.
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(2019), which suggest that emotional regulation and social connectedness serve as
protective factors in online contexts.

The adaptability of Filipino gamers, demonstrated by their utilization of various
languages and platforms (such as Discord, Messenger, and TeamSpeak), further
exemplifies a hybrid cultural competence, a fusion of local warmth and global digital
literacy. This adaptability is not coincidental; it arises from the collectivist nature
of Filipino society, where cultivating relationships and empathy is fundamental to
effective communication (Hofstede, 2001). Ultimately, Filipino gamers participate in
what can be termed “digital bayanihan,” employing cooperation and humor as means
to foster inclusion, even within competitive environments.

As a participant-researcher, my engagement with the Ragnarok community
enabled me to observe how digital environments mirror actual cultural experiences.
My own sentiments of belonging, frustration, and adaptation reflected those of my
participants. There were instances when jokes did not resonate, when translation
was inadequate, or when cultural disparities led to silence, but these instances
served as learning opportunities that enhanced intercultural comprehension. This
reflective process supports Hine’s (2000) assertion that ethnography in virtual realms
necessitates involvement rather than detachment. It reaffirmed that my Filipino
identity, characterized by humor, patience, and relational warmth, shaped my
understanding and navigation of the field.

In summary, this research demonstrates that MMORPGs serve as evolving
cultural frontiers where global and local values intersect, collide, and merge. The
experiences of Filipino gamers indicate that digital gaming is not an escape from reality
but rather an extension of it, a realm where cultural identity, emotional intelligence,
and social values are perpetually negotiated. The underlying phenomenon of these
behaviors highlights the human desire for belonging and mutual understanding
amidst diversity. The capacity of Filipino gamers to discover humor in tension and
empathy in competition transforms online interactions into a medium of intercultural

learning, representing cultural resilience in the digital era.
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CONCLUSION

This research investigated the experiences of Filipino gamers as they engage in cross-
cultural communication within MMORPG settings, specifically in Ragnarok Global
Origin. By employing a cyber-ethnographic methodology, the study demonstrated
that online gaming functions not merely as a source of entertainment but also as
a significant cultural arena where communication, identity, and community are
perpetually negotiated. The results highlighted how Filipino players utilize humor,
empathy, and adaptability to navigate linguistic and cultural challenges, thereby
turning potential misunderstandings into opportunities for intercultural education.
Furthermore, the research highlighted that Filipino collectivist principles, such as
pakikisama (smooth social relations) and bayanihan (cooperation), extend into digital
environments, influencing how players collaborate, address toxicity, and cultivate
virtual relationships.

Theoretically, the research endorsed frameworks such as Symbolic
Interactionism, Social Identity Theory, and Cultural Adaptation Theory to elucidate
the intricate dynamics of communication and identity within online environments.
The capacity of Filipino gamers to establish connections across differences exemplifies
the concept of “digital bayanihan,” which represents a type of intercultural empathy
that closes cultural divides through relational warmth and collaboration. The
incorporation of local cultural practices into global digital contexts illustrates that
culture is not obliterated but rather reinterpreted in virtual realms.

Going forward, subsequent research has the potential to enhance this
investigation by incorporating larger and more varied participant samples from
different MMORPGs and digital platforms. Comparative analyses between Filipino and
non-Filipino gamers could shed light on wider intercultural trends and demonstrate
how localized behaviors impact global gaming culture. Longitudinal studies can also
aid in tracking the evolution of cross-cultural interactions as gaming communities
expand and technology advances. Furthermore, the inclusion of psychological and
linguistic evaluations could enhance the understanding of emotional regulation,
humor, and identity expression in digital communication.

Ultimately, this research enhances thefield of digital anthropology by positioning
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online gaming as a modern social frontier where cultural diversity, empathy, and a
sense of global belonging are actively developed. As digital environments continue to
grow, it will be crucial to promote inclusive gaming spaces that acknowledge cultural

subtleties in order to cultivate healthier and more interconnected online communities.
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