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On virtual venom casks and verbal poison trails 

I check the bushes, look around the corner. I strike the first one I see. Dead. I send 

out half my team to prepare an ambush. The rest of us swiftly attacks the objective. Bombs 

are landing at our feet, but we keep going. The ambush fails, most members of the team 

lie dead in the river. Enemies swarm into the pit. We are stunned, surrounded. The 

survivors hold our position, fight back, throw cleavers and venom casks. I keep hitting 

the objective. It all depends on me now, on my reactions. I smite – 

– I am dead. I was too slow. The enemy stole Baron Nashor. But it is not over yet. We 

destroyed their turrets, killed the dragons and claimed the Dragon Soul. I encourage my 

team to change our strategy, we can still win. Suddenly: “Nice, you lost the game. 

Thanks!” “Please uninstall, you are braindead.” “Jungler difference!” 

 

This situation arises too often in League of Legends, a multiplayer online battle arena 

published by Riot Games. The team is “tilted”, meaning they lost their motivation and 

stop playing seriously. Even though in this case we had perfect chances of winning the 

game, we lost. In “Summoner’s Rift”, the main mode of the game, two teams of five battle 

against each other with the aim of destroying the enemy’s “Nexus”, their base. Things get 

very heated because this game is highly competitive and evokes different emotions. One 

of them is anger, which is taken out on teammates and leaves a toxic online environment 

just like the playable character “Singed” leaves behind a trail of poison hurting enemies 

walking on it. Insults range from ironic comments to sexist or racist remarks and 

assumptions regarding the profession of a teammate’s mother. But video games are not 

meant to be toxic environments. On the contrary, they are supposed to be melting pots for 

all kinds of people around the world. 

There are many different reasons for why people play video games, but probably the most 

elaborated one is called escapism. People use video games as a shelter when they flee 

either their personal life, problems or reality with its political and social issues in general. 

Thus, people seek fun and distraction in games. Multiplayer games now add a social 

component to the gaming experience providing the possibility to play with or against 

friends or strangers. But this social aspect includes competition, which, in turn, adds a 

basis for conflicts. 
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“Ignorance more frequently begets confidence than does knowledge.” 

Charles Darwin 

One major type of toxic persons in online games is the ignorant player, who lacks skills 

regarding strategy or the handling of his in-game character, called champion, but thinks 

of himself as the most valuable player. He tends to ignore the principles of teamwork and 

just assumes that everyone else plays poorly anyways, so he gives orders to the team and 

tries to win on his own. Social psychologists David Dunning and Justin Kruger described 

this kind of behaviour under the term “Dunning-Kruger Effect”. According to them, 

incompetent people cannot recognise their own incompetence, because they overestimate 

their capabilities, nor can they understand the competence of others. When the team, 

however, does not follow this player’s lead or comes up with other strategic ideas, either 

better or worse, the self-proclaimed best player gets angry. He starts tilting and eventually 

“flames” the rest of the team, meaning he blames and insults them instead of giving advice 

or improving his own actions. That again causes other gamers to get angry, leading to a 

vicious circle of anger. 

“Give a man a mask and he will show his true face” 

Oscar Wilde 

Another reason of a toxic online environment is sexism. “Why do you even play, you 

belong in the kitchen” or “girls are bad at playing video games” are statements which are 

thrown at female gamers in online multiplayer games, comparable to the venom casks, 

the champion “Twitch” throws at his enemies. Streamers, who stream their gameplay on 

internet platforms, are told that they only get attention because of a “breast bonus”. 

Additionally, women are highly underrepresented in professional e-sports teams, even 

though a high percentage of fans is female. What adds to sexist in-game behaviour is the 

typical role allocation. There are champions designed to get most of the team’s kills to 

carry the game and there are the ones with supportive abilities to help achieve that goal. 

So, the frequently uttered thought “do what I say, I can carry you” reminds of the outdated 

roles of women and men, with the man providing for the family and his wife staying in 

the kitchen to support him. Situations can be so frustrating that women choose a neutral 

name in online games that does not reveal their gender. In the worst case, they stop 

playing online games at all. Additionally, the presentation of female characters in video 

games causes many debates. The characters show idealised versions of the female body 
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and their portraits and poses are perceived as sexist. “Tracer, a playable character of 

Overwatch, for example, provoked a public debate because some said her pose showed 

too much of her bottom. While sexism and other toxic behaviour happens everywhere in 

the world, it seems especially easy for people to be aggressive towards others in an online 

sphere because of the anonymity the internet provides. 

“The line between good and evil is permeable and almost anyone can be induced to 

cross it when pressured by situational forces.” 

Philip Zimbardo 

It is not only bad persons who are aggressive and toxic in video games. It can happen to 

all of us. Someone performs poorly, or you make mistakes yourself, people insult you or 

another teammate. Eventually, you snap, you get angry and fight back verbally. 

Everybody can get caught in this vicious circle and it is difficult to get out of it again. 

This is remindful of the Stanford Prison Experiment, psychologist Philip Zimbardo 

conducted in 1971. Twenty-four healthy students were randomly assigned the roles of 

prison guards and inmates. The guards were allowed to do whatever they deemed 

necessary to maintain order. But soon, they began to abuse their power and punished the 

inmates with cruel methods like sleep deprivation or tasks like cleaning toilets with their 

bare hands. Zimbardo proved that even mentally healthy people show sadistic behaviour 

under the right or wrong circumstances. 

Online, everybody wears a mask. You do not know the person you insult, and you will 

most likely never see them again. There are possibilities for players to report your 

behaviour so that you receive a chat restriction or even a banishment from the game. But 

if there is only one person reporting you, chances for a punishment are rather low, except 

maybe for overt racism and highly sexist comments. It is easy to take out your anger on 

dehumanised anonymous players. On the other hand, it is difficult to stay calm and 

patient, despite the knowledge that insulting teammates leads to nothing but bad 

consequences in one way or another. Given that people see video games as an escape tool 

from reality, it is very interesting how real these games can get when it comes to social 

interactions and conflicts. 

More and more video games deal with social and political topics, like Far Cry 5, which 

depicts a virtual religious cult with its leader violently ruling over a fictious county in 

Montana. While gamers are free to decide whether they want to acknowledge or rather 
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ignore references to reality, some games are meant to be completely or at least almost 

free of these. People want to escape their everyday life by delving into roleplay games, 

shooters and action adventures. Online multiplayer games, such as League of Legends, 

are a source of entertainment, too. Far from public or private real-life problems, gamers 

can train skills in strategy, teamwork and their reaction rate or they can just play for fun. 

Toxicity in these games, however, takes the fun away and confronts players with the same 

social conflicts they tried to flee. Online communities are a mirror of society and the 

anonymity of the internet reveals beliefs and emotions that may remain hidden in some 

other fields. Obviously, sexism, racism and other toxic behaviour still is an issue of 

society in general and we need to work hard on overcoming that. Here, the sphere of 

online video games must not be forgotten and there are several options to change the 

aggressive, angry atmosphere to a more positive and supportive one. 

Video game companies are perfectly aware of the mood in their gamer communities and 

try to keep it as positive as possible. Since 2018, Riot offered in-game content for League 

of Legends to celebrate and support the International Day Against Homophobia, 

Transphobia, & Biphobia (IDAHOTB). There is a report system that allows players to 

report inappropriate behaviour of teammates. There is the possibility to report an in-game 

bug that disturbs the gameplay. There is an in-game mute button for every player so that 

you do not have to read everything they write in the chat. There are, nonetheless, more 

ways to improve toxic atmospheres in gamer communities. For example, the mute button 

could be advertised, and players informed why muting a raging teammate helps keeping 

a cool head and ultimately win more games. In League of Legends, it is possible to end a 

game early in a draw if a teammate does not connect to the game in the first three minutes. 

If this teammate, instead, is connected but does not move or play, this is not an option. 

That needs to change. Online gaming platforms could offer videos or articles on how to 

control one’s own emotions. It would additionally, at least in my opinion, be a good idea 

to set a minimum age for competitive online games to ensure a certain degree of maturity 

concerning social interaction and competition. Furthermore, players could be offered one 

free name change and especially girl gamers could be motivated to pick names that are 

recognisable as female to normalise the sight of women in this field. Then again, the 

report system needs to be improved so that it does not need the whole team to successfully 

report a toxic teammate. On the other hand, unjustified reports must be filtered out 
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accurately and gamers should be notified more quickly if the person they reported got a 

punishment. 

There are as many possibilities to minimise toxicity in online games as there are sources 

of the same. The internet and especially online multiplayer games offer opportunities to 

connect and socialise with each other, to compete and have fun playing together, even to 

meet new friends. It is a shame that some people forget about basic manners and hide 

behind their masks of anonymity. But we must not forget that toxic people are a minority. 

There are many more decent, polite and tolerant gamers. We just do not recognise them, 

because friendliness is calm whereas anger is loud. This circumstance needs to be 

reversed and online video games need to be made the “safe haven” that they are supposed 

to be. By stopping “Singed” from running around in circles, spreading his poisonous trail 

and by drying out “Twitch’s” venom casks, we get one step closer to a better society. 

Instead of waiting for the universal community to change, while the mask of anonymity 

of the internet still provides a possibility for inappropriate behaviour to survive, it seems 

wiser to work on this online mirror image of society to cause a successful change. 


