
 
 

What this article is about 

Loot boxes are virtual chests in video games that 
contain a range of in-game items. These items can be 
common or they can be rare. Loot boxes are obtained 
through game play or bought from game developers. 
Research on loot boxes is growing. Most research to 
date has mainly looked at whether loot boxes 
encourage addictive behaviour such as gambling. In 
contrast, there is a lack of research outlining 
appropriate policy responses to mininize the harms of 
loot boxes. Desipte this, calls have been made to 
regulate loot boxes.  

In this commentary, the researcher suggests that calls 
for regulation of loot boxes are hasty. This is because 
research has mainly looked at correlations between 
loot boxes and problem gambling. Correlation is a 
statistical techique that shows whether the two are 
related, but says little to nothing about whether a 
policy response is needed. It also does not inform 
what kind of policy responses might be effective. 
Therefore, a careful approach influenced by 
economics could help in the discussion about the 
regulation of loot boxes. 

What was done? 

The researcher provides a commentary on why a 
cautious approach is needed to public policy and loot 
box regulation. The researcher also suggests that an 
economic analysis is necessary to inform research and 
policy responses. 

What you need to know 

The researcher outlines three challenges to sound 
policy solutions. The first is showing that a serious 
public harm exists. The second is showing failures of 

non-governmental solutions to the harm. The third is 
providing evidence that the policy does not cause 
unintended harms. In other words, the benefits of the 
policy solution should outweigh its costs and 
unintended harms.  

The research to date has only focused on the first 
challenge. But, there are some methodological 

Why is this article important? 

Loot boxes are virtual chests that contain in game 
items. Research on loot boxes suggests that they 
are linked to problem gambling. These results 
have led some researchers to suggest public policy 
measures and regulation of loot boxes. In this 
commentary, the researcher argues that the calls 
for regulation of loot boxes are hasty. The 
researcher outlines three challenges to sound 
policy solutions. The first is showing that a serious 
public harm exists. The second is showing failures 
of non-governmental solutions to the harm. The 
third is providing evidence that the policy will not 
cause unwanted harms.  

Currently, research has only focused on the first 
challenge. With regard to the second and third 
challenges, game developers have begun to put in 
place some recommendations to reduce harms of 
loot boxes. In terms of the third challenge, 
potential costs of regulation of loot boxes include 
favouring larger gaming companies. It may also 
push the buying and selling of loot boxes into grey 
and black markets. The researcher recommends a 
more cautious approach to the discussion on 
public policy and regulation of loot boxes.   
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problems to current research. The second and third 
challenges have yet to be met. In fact, game 
developers have already incorporated some 
recommendations made by researchers.  

Regarding the third challenge, the researcher 
provides two examples of potential costs and 
unintended harms. First, restricting the marketing and 
sale of loot boxes will raise costs. This will favour 
bigger gaming companies and disadvantage smaller 
companies. It will also increase the marketing power 
of big companies who are already the most aggressive 
sellers. Second, restricting loot boxes may make 
addiction problems worse. This is because restricting 
loot boxes may push the buying and selling of loot 
boxes into grey and black markets, which will make it 
more difficult to monitor and enforce safety 
standards of loot boxes.  

In summary, the researcher recommends a cautious, 
nuanced, and multidisciplinary approach to public 
policy and reuglation of loot boxes. The researcher 
suggests that an economic analysis is necessary. An 
economic analysis helps trace the costs and 
consquences of public policy. This could help in 
determing the most effective policy responses. 

Who is it intended for? 

This commentary is intended for all stakeholders 
interested in the regulation of loot boxes. These 
include researchers, public policy-makers, video game 
regulators, game developers, and other industry 
stakeholders.   
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independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
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and practices. The work we do is intended for 
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Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
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