The Ethics of Loot Boxes in Video Games: Leading to a Gambling Problem NEW!!!!!

According to the House of Lord’s (2020) loot boxes have become a well-known topic when it comes to video games. They state that these virtual items can be purchased and exchanged by using in-game currency or by using real-world money. Loot boxes have also been known to raise ethical concerns when it comes to purchasing these kinds of virtual items states the Government’s Department of Digital, Cultural, Media & Sport (2020). Whenever a player decides to purchase a loot box, it impacts the player in wanting to purchase more and needing to complete their own locker or even a full collection on what they are intending to collect. Most games attract players to collect or purchase various collectables. In other words, these loot boxes have caused the gaming experience to add different pressures for players. The Royal Society for Public Health (2023) argues that loot boxes are on the same scale as gambling which is damaging young peoples’ health which could be argued as an ethic problem. The video games that will be considered in this paper will be Apex Legends. This paper will discuss the definitions and the benefits of loot boxes, analyse the ethics of loot boxes in specific video games, “pay to win” (P2W) mechanisms and scenarios on how it can make contact to a person’s gaming experience, the many concerns of gambling mechanics that are entitled with loot boxes, the psychological triggers and addictions that align with loot boxes and the many vulnerabilities and effects towards younger audiences.

Loot boxes are virtual items players can purchase in a certain video game and receive in-game goodies such as items, gadgets, power-ups, and many other attractive and exciting looking goods featured in the game (Evans, 2022). Loot boxes have become a very ubiquitous feature in video games nowadays, especially for free-to-play mobile games and free-to-play battle royal games dispatched for Xbox One and PlayStation. The true definition of loot boxes is meant to display rewards for the players who have either levelled up to a higher rank, tackled in-game challenges or even played the game for a certain number of hours, these virtual gadgets can come inside many creative in-game packages such as chests, crates, or card packs. One of the appeals for loot boxes is that game designers tend to use them to give the players a powerful feeling for acquiring the most legendary items and gear they can possibly find to play and use in-game. In the game Apex Legends, there are three types of loot boxes or as they call them ‘Apex Packs’. According to IGN (2019) it is listed that these packs have a drop rate on what you are most likely to receive.  In a regular pack, the probability for rare or a better item: 100%, epic or better item: 24.8% and legendary: 7.4%, in an epic pack, probability for epic or better: 100% and legendary: 7.4%, finally in a legendary pack, there is only one probability for this pack, and it’s guaranteed 100% a legendary item.


Players enjoy receiving in-game rewards in all gaming. The sense of accomplishment or the joy of acquiring a highly decent in-game gift can contribute to both a positive feeling and gaming experience. There are multiple ways to improve players benefits in purchasing and obtaining loot boxes, these benefits can make the player more powerful, competitive, or even skilful enough. It is also enjoyable to customise an in-game character’s avatar by giving them unique cosmetics found in loot boxes such as weapons, skins, emotes (IGN, 2019). By following these artefacts, this could make the game they’re playing feel more interesting and enjoyable enough to play. This is what game designers want and may encourage others to play the game. Although loot boxes can give out the intention of giving players the excitement within a game, many players underestimate the amount of risks these virtual items can have on players. This includes the payments as well as gaming behavioural problems that can affect players.

The reader may be aware of the term ‘Pay to Win’ (P2W) in video games which refers to players achieving higher advantages to in-game items if they put their very own real-world money into the game (Medium, 2022). These opportunities in gaming can leave players with various gaming experiences. The more they play they may fall into purchases of many microtransactions for these virtual items, thus loosing sight of the game and possibly effecting a person’s life such as behaviours and spending too much money.   According to Medium (2022), pay to win can be a frustrating aspect for video game developers as they want players to achieve the games levels through play rather than unfair advantages such as paying for levelling-up. For gamers P2W can be a benefit to winning however, Kabiri (2021) states that players who are at an advantage cannot benefit from the growth, show their skills and experience that others may undertake whist playing the game. Those who do not pay to win can have an unfair experience as they will be unable to accomplish certain things on that game.   Medium (2022) show a scenario and what P2W can accomplish. They state that a player slowly progresses their own in-game character by levelling them up and acquiring decent looking equipment for them within the game. However, the player and their team get wiped out by a much stronger group online. The assumption that the other players are much higher skilled or were just better at the game in general. But the access to P2W has allowed the other players to acquire items that were either unavailable until a scheduled date or to access other levels. Although P2W is very different to Loot Boxes they can still be an issue to gamers. Steinmetz et al (2022) states that P2W gamblifies gaming and is liked to psychological behaviours like other gambling. Gamers feel they need more due to the competitiveness of the game and may fall into a habit of play and paying too much. Loot boxes are also considered to be as dangerous to users. 


Loot boxes has generated significant revenue for many industries but has also sparked debates about its ethical implications and its many concerns. Arguments over the use of Loot boxes and the overuse of purchasing for entertainment especially where Loot Boxes are more attractive to the younger and more vulnerable generation of gamers.  This raises the ethical concerns for players and the makers of these games. 
Regarding gambling, loot boxes tend to share the same striking similarities in the events of online gambling, in many games, items are listed by mainly five priorities on how valuable they are: thus, being common, uncommon, rare, epic, and legendary. Players would view the specific type of items they are most likely to receive in a loot box and invest their own real-world money into purchasing it to try and receive the most valuable item, this goes to show that this is the games way of trying to lure them in wanting to buy the products. According to Davies (2021), in approximately 5% of opened loot boxes in video games generate a sum of over £700m in revenue for companies. Davies also identifies gambling problems are shown in nearly 40% of children who are regular gamers. The attraction to change the characters of the game or get access to rewards is appealing to young users. However, they may not fully understand what they will get with these rewards, thus is an ethical argument for loot boxes in video games is that it is trying to lure the player in wanting to purchase the items. For many vulnerable players the attraction of rare and valuable rewards may be seen by players as a must need and therefore will continue to purchase or seek these rewards without considering the consequences. 
Loughborough University (2022), experts believe that children find it difficult to keep track on their personal spending-in games and so at risk financially as children do not understand the real value of money due to their age. They also identify that children make poor decisions. One due to their age and experiences but also the need to purchase attractive gaming items without fully understanding their decisions and needs making them guilty of poor spending decisions. Newcastle University recommend that the UK needs an independent regulator, restrict loot boxes to over 18-year-olds, stronger parent controls and currencies should only be in local currency.   
The Gambling Commission (2022) research of 2,559 pupils aged 11 to 16 years old found the following. 31% of children spent their own money in gambling activities. Although, ‘gambling’ was from various activities such as Lottery purchases, placing bets, playing cards or using money machines such as claw or money machines. The research found that 23% of those asked spent their money on regulated forms of gambling.  If children can get around such regulated gambling then regulation of loot boxes many be much harder.

Gaming developers also need to consider the attraction to consumers in their development. Some games have rewards that can be seasonal or only out once a year for the player to obtain. Having this limited time or sessional rewards can push players to keep purchasing these items. For the designers it gives an opportunity to show their own designs, but do they consider the consequences? In 2018 the Belgian Government and the Belgian Gaming Commission banned loot boxes due to the concern of gaming had on young people and other consumers concerns and rights. They also stated that those companies would be prosecuted if they didn’t comply (Xiao, 2023). Although this ethically movement to protect the exposure they were still available on iPhone games as well as those for older gamers. 
The UK Government Department of Digital, Cultural, Media & Sport (2022) called for the evidence of the harm that loot boxes causes. So much they discuss the review of the Gambling Act to be redeveloped to consider loot boxes so that the government can protect children who game. Changes would bring the changes that access to loot boxes would not be possible without parental consent and like gambling webpages have restrictions such as money and time limits place on them.  
In conclusion, loot boxes in video games have become a highly debated and contentious topic in the video game industry, with Governments and with users. There is no argument that the gaming industry a growing but with that also comes a responsibility from designers and those who hold licences for these games to protect all users. Although some game developers continue to increase the monetization of designing various modules and other content that are designed for loot boxes, the debate of attempting to underscore a fair gameplay and ethical concerns without the use of loot boxes will remain a fair gaming experience for the many players. However, as the gaming industry along with many areas from gambling industry to the social media industry continue to evolve but will always be questioned about their ethical ideologies.  New and current gaming designers must consider these ethics for future new games. They can be the pioneers for other industries to step away and protecting all gamers.  However, for the time being the strategies of increasing monetization will remain a challenge for both video game players and the landscape of in-game player engagements that aligns with the subject of loot boxes. 
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