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Summary 
In video games, a loot box is an in-game purchase consisting of a virtual container that 
awards players with items and modifications based on chance. They often appear as 
chests, crates, or card packs. Concerns have been raised that loot boxes may encourage 
children to gamble and lead to addictive behaviour. 

The Gambling Commission has said that loot boxes do not fall under the Gambling Act’s 
definition of gambling and it therefore cannot use its regulatory powers in this area. 
However, the Commission does recognise the blurring of the line between video gaming 
and gambling. 

The Government has said that it is aware of concerns that loot boxes could encourage 
gambling-like behaviour, could lead to gambling related harm, and will “look closely at 
any evidence around this issue”. 

The Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee is looking at the links between gaming 
and gambling as part of its inquiry on immersive and addictive technologies. 

This Paper gives a very brief overview of what has been said so far and on what action 
other countries have taken. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/home.aspx
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/news-action-and-statistics/news/2017/Loot-boxes-within-video-games.aspx
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2005/19/contents
https://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/lords/2019-01-08/HL12664
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/digital-culture-media-and-sport-committee/news/immersive-technologies-inquiry-launch-17-19/
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1. What is a loot box and why are 
they controversial? 

In video games, a loot box is an in-game purchase consisting of a virtual 
container that awards players with items and modifications based on 
chance. Loot boxes often appear as chests, crates, or card packs. They 
were originally popular in online multiplayer games, have now crossed 
over into single player games, and have increased in popularity. Loot 
boxes are considered to be a type of microtransaction.1 

As many children play computer game players, loot boxes have been 
criticised for encouraging gambling and for possibly leading to addictive 
behaviour – see, for example: 

 

• House of Lords debate of 17 January 2019 on children, young 
people and digital technology 

• “Gambling: ‘loot boxes’ in video games could be conditioning 
children”, The Conversation, 4 December 2018 

• “Video game loot boxes addictive and a form of 'simulated 
gambling', Senate inquiry told”, Guardian, 17 August 2018 

•  ‘Are loot boxes gambling?’, Eurogamer, 12 October 2017 

 

Petition calling for a change to gambling laws 

In 2018, a petition called for the Government to “adapt gambling laws 
to include gambling in video games”. This received nearly 17,000 
signatures.2 

Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee inquiry 

The Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee is currently looking at 
immersive and addictive technologies, including the links between 
gaming and gambling. Damian Collins, the Committee Chair, said: 

…During our recent inquiries, the committee has heard repeated 
concerns about the impact to society of the increasing amounts of 
time that people spend immersed in online worlds, and the 
potentially addictive nature of social media and gaming. We want 
to explore these concerns during this inquiry and consider what 
the right response should be in setting public policy for the 
future… 

The inquiry’s terms of reference include: 

…what are the links between gaming and gambling? What are 
the effects of in-game spending, especially on children, and does 
it need stronger monitoring or regulation? …3 

                                                                                               
1  Techtarget website, Definition of a loot box [accessed 15 February 2019]  
2  Petition number 201300. The petition closed on 4 April 2018 
3  “DCMS Committee launches new inquiry into the growth of ‘immersive and 

addictive technologies’”, Committee news release, 10 December 2018 

https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/2019-01-17/debates/3D73C90D-4375-4494-9B17-D6A5A0ED9389/ChildrenAndYoungPeopleDigitalTechnology
http://theconversation.com/gambling-loot-boxes-in-video-games-could-be-conditioning-children-107667
http://theconversation.com/gambling-loot-boxes-in-video-games-could-be-conditioning-children-107667
https://www.theguardian.com/games/2018/aug/17/video-game-loot-boxes-addictive-and-a-form-of-simulated-gambling-senate-inquiry-told
https://www.theguardian.com/games/2018/aug/17/video-game-loot-boxes-addictive-and-a-form-of-simulated-gambling-senate-inquiry-told
http://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2017-10-11-are-loot-boxes-gambling
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/201300
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/digital-culture-media-and-sport-committee/news/immersive-technologies-inquiry-launch-17-19/
https://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/loot-box
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/201300
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/digital-culture-media-and-sport-committee/news/immersive-technologies-inquiry-launch-17-19/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/digital-culture-media-and-sport-committee/news/immersive-technologies-inquiry-launch-17-19/
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2. Are loot boxes a form of 
gambling? 

The legislation covering gambling in Great Britain is the 
Gambling Act 2005. The Act is overseen by the Gambling 
Commission.  

In a November 2017 statement, the Commission said that loot 
boxes in video games do not meet the Act’s definition4 of 
gambling: 

(…) In early 2016 we identified loot boxes as a potential risk to 
children and young people as part of a wider review on our 
concerns around video games and gambling themes, resulting in 
publication of a position paper.   

Our starting point in deciding our position with any product is to 
look closely at whether or not it falls under UK gambling law. The 
definition of what is legally classed as gambling is set by 
Parliament rather than by us. Our role is to apply that definition to 
activities that we see and any changes to that definition need to 
be made by Parliament.  

The law sets a line between what is and is not gambling. As the 
regulator we patrol that line and where an activity crosses it and 
presents a risk to people, especially children, we have and will 
take robust action… 

A key factor in deciding if that line has been crossed is whether 
in-game items acquired ‘via a game of chance’ can be considered 
money or money’s worth. In practical terms this means that where 
in-game items obtained via loot boxes are confined for use within 
the game and cannot be cashed out it is unlikely to be caught as a 
licensable gambling activity. In those cases our legal powers 
would not allow us to step in.5 

However, the Commission recognised concerns about the blurring 
of the line between video gaming and gambling and the need to 
keep children safe: 

…many parents are not interested in whether an activity meets a 
legal definition of ‘gambling’. Their main concern is whether there 
is a product out there that could present a risk to their children. 
We are concerned with the growth in examples where the line 
between video gaming and gambling is becoming increasingly 
blurred. Where it does meet the definition of gambling it is our 
job to ensure that children are protected and we have lots of rules 
in place, like age verification requirements, to do that.   

Where a product does not meet that test to be classed as 
gambling but could potentially cause harm to children, parents 
will undoubtedly expect proper protections to be put in place by 
those that create, sell and regulate those products. We have a 
long track record in keeping children safe and we are keen to 
share our experiences and expertise with others that have a similar 

                                                                                               
4  Section 3 of the 2005 Act; See also p17 of Gambling Commission, Virtual 

currencies, eSports and social casino gaming – position paper, March 2017  
5  Gambling Commission, Loot boxes within video games, November 2017 

https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/home.aspx
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/home.aspx
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/news-action-and-statistics/news/2017/Loot-boxes-within-video-games.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/PDF/Virtual-currencies-eSports-and-social-casino-gaming.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2005/19/section/3
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/PDF/Virtual-currencies-eSports-and-social-casino-gaming.pdf
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/PDF/Virtual-currencies-eSports-and-social-casino-gaming.pdf
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/news-action-and-statistics/news/2017/Loot-boxes-within-video-games.aspx
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responsibility. Whether gambling or not, we all have a 
responsibility to keep children and young people safe.6 

The Gambling Commission’s website has a page on safer gaming. 
This states that, following a scoping review with other regulators 
and the industry, the Commission believes there is not a 
“persuasive case” for the Commission to move beyond its 
“watching brief” stance: 

(…) Based on the data we saw, and subject to its limitations, we 
do not consider there is a persuasive case to move from an 
historical ‘watching brief’ stance we had adopted: 

•While the data suggests that, in general, the vast majority of 
people who play social games spend very modest amounts of time 
and money, there is clearly a very small group who spend 
significant amounts. However, it is likely that this group is not 
sufficiently large to justify any form of additional regulatory 
intervention. 

•While playing social games does not appear to be harmful in 
itself (for the vast majority of players) we are much less clear on 
whether in some circumstances it leads on to, or causes, more 
harmful behaviours. 

We continue to monitor the market, getting regular updates from 
a number of key stakeholders and identifying any additional risks 
to players.7 

September 2018 Declaration 

In September 2018, the Gambling Commission joined other gambling 
regulators across Europe, as well as Washington State Gambling 
Commission, in signing an agreement to work together on loot boxes.8 

 

 

                                                                                               
6  Gambling Commission, Loot boxes within video games, November 2017 
7  Gambling Commission website, Social gaming [accessed 15 February 2019]  
8  “International concern over blurred lines between gambling and video games”, 

Gambling Commission News, 17 September 2018 

https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/for-the-public/Safer-gambling/Consumer-guides/Social-gaming.aspx
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/PDF/International-gaming-and-gambling-declaration-2018.pdf
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/news-action-and-statistics/news/2017/Loot-boxes-within-video-games.aspx
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/for-the-public/Safer-gambling/Consumer-guides/Social-gaming.aspx
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/news-action-and-statistics/news/2018/Blurred-lines-between-gambling-and-video-games.aspx
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3. What has the Government 
said? 

The Government has been asked whether it intends to take action on 
loot boxes in video games.9 

In a January 2019 response, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media 
and Sport (DCMS) said: 

Mystery boxes in video games, also known as loot boxes do not 
fall under gambling law where the in-game items acquired are 
confined for use within the game and cannot be cashed out. 
However, the Government is aware of concerns that loot boxes 
could encourage gambling-like behaviour and longer term lead to 
gambling related harm, especially amongst children, and will 
continue to look closely at any evidence around this issue. 

In September 2018, 16 regulators from Europe and the USA, 
including the Gambling Commission signed a declaration which 
outlined common concerns around gaming and gambling. The 
regulators agreed to work together to monitor the characteristics 
of video games and social gaming and where there is potential 
cross-over into gambling. 

We welcomed the introduction last year by the VSC Ratings Board 
and PEGI of a new label for video games to warn parents where 
they include the opportunity to make in-games purchases such as 
loot boxes. Microtransactions in games—including loot boxes—
are further subject to the Consumer Protection from Unfair 
Trading Regulations 2008 which protect against misleading or 
aggressive marketing. 

DCMS is working closely with the games industry, agencies such 
as the Video Standards Council (VSC) and others to improve 
online safety in games, including promoting healthy and 
responsible gaming. To better understand the relationship 
between social media and the mental health of children and 
young people up to 25 years old, the Chief Medical Officer will be 
leading a systematic review to examine all relevant international 
research in the area.10 

The Government’s response to the 2018 online petition, referred to in 
section 1 of this paper, makes similar points to the above reply. 

 

 

                                                                                               
9  This is a link to the parliamentary database and questions on “loot boxes” 
10  HL12664, Answered 19 January 2019 

https://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/lords/2019-01-08/HL12664
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/201300
https://search.parliament.uk/search?q=%22loot+boxes%22+type%3A%22Parliamentary+questions%22
https://www.parliament.uk/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/lords/2019-01-08/HL12664
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4. What have other countries 
done? 

Loot boxes have prompted action in other countries as briefly set out 
below. 

Belgium 

In April 2018, the Belgian Gaming Commission found that a number of 
video games with loot boxes violated Belgian law.11 A Commission 
report (in English) gives further detail. 

Australia 

In November 2018, the Environment and Communications References 
Committee of the Australian Senate completed an inquiry on loot 
boxes. The Committee’s report acknowledged the concern that children 
and some vulnerable adults may suffer gambling-related harms as a 
result of interaction with loot box mechanisms included in video 
games.12 However, it also noted that neither video games nor 
interactive gambling were unregulated in Australia.13 The report 
recommended that the Australian Government should undertake a 
comprehensive review of loot boxes.14 

Pages 9 to 15 of the report summarise the position on loot boxes in: 

• Denmark 

• the Netherlands 

• France 

• Germany 

• the United States 

• China 

• New Zealand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                               
11  “Video game loot boxes declared illegal under Belgium gambling laws”, BBC News, 

26 April 2018 
12  Environment and Communications References Committee of the Australian Senate, 

Gaming micro-transactions for chance-based items, November 2018, p72 
13  Ibid, p72 
14  Ibid, p73 

https://www.gamingcommission.be/opencms/export/sites/default/jhksweb_nl/documents/onderzoeksrapport-loot-boxen-Engels-publicatie.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/Gamingmicro-transactions/Report
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/Gamingmicro-transactions/%7E/media/Committees/ec_ctte/Gamingmicro-transactions/report.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/Gamingmicro-transactions/%7E/media/Committees/ec_ctte/Gamingmicro-transactions/report.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-43906306
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/Gamingmicro-transactions/%7E/media/Committees/ec_ctte/Gamingmicro-transactions/report.pdf
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