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ABSTRACT 
This study explains how the gacha, a random-type item provider system in mobile 
online games or game apps, is reported on in Japan by analyzing 233 newspaper articles. 
Results revealed that business frames were the most frequently used. After gacha 
became controversial in 2012, its problematic social nature was reported. After the 
controversy, news stories shifted focus more to the inaccuracy of probability rates of 
special items. The Japanese newspapers reported the innovative but controversial 
nature of gacha by balancing complaints from consumers, concerns and criticism from 
governmental organizations, and the profits and social responsibility of the game 
industry.  
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A HISTORY OF IN-GAME PURCHASES AND GACHA IN JAPAN 
The gashapon (gacha) is a random-type item provider system in digital games. It was 
first introduced in Maple Story, released in Japan on December 3, 2003, with a basic 
free-to-play and item-based billing system (Katsuta 2007). 

Mobile phone games have been popular since around 2003 in Japan. A free-to-play 
business model was adopted in online games, and gacha became increasingly popular 
in Japan. The number of companies involved in social games has increased and the 
Japanese social game market expanded rapidly from 2008–2011 (Ernkvist 2016; 
Koyama 2016). Simultaneously, the major Japanese social game platforms shifted from 
cell or feature phones to smartphones. 

Gacha can be paid for or free. However, some players are excited by the speculative 
spirit and purchase online gacha products with real money to obtain extremely rare 
items. Therefore, expenditure on gacha has increased rapidly and become a social 
problem in Japan. On May 6, 2012, Japanese media reported that the Consumer Affairs 
Agency would ban kompu gacha (complete gacha) based on the regulations of the Act 
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Against Unjustifiable Premiums and Misleading Presentations. Kompu gacha is a 
mechanism whereby players can obtain new items after collecting specific items of 
several different types (Consumer Affairs Agency 2012). 

In 2016, the Japan Online Game Association and Computer Entertainment Supplier’s 
Association (CESA) established guidelines about random-type item provision methods 
and the protection of minors in the Japanese game industry (CESA 2016; Koeder & 
Tanaka 2017; Koeder et al. 2018). The Japanese social game company also set 
monetary limits of ≤5,000 yen for players aged 15 years or younger and 10,000 yen for 
players aged 18 years or younger (Shibuya et al. 2015).  

In Japan, researchers have explored players’ motivations for playing social games (Arai 
2013), business models for social games (Tanaka & Yamaguchi 2015), and long-term 
effects of in-game purchases and event game mechanics on young mobile social game 
players (Shibuya et al. 2019). However, no study has assessed how gacha was reported 
in news media such as newspaper stories. Therefore, this study introduces the history 
and regulations of gacha in Japan and instances of reports on gacha in major Japanese 
newspapers. 

Research Questions 
Based on game industries’ social background in Japan, our research questions were: 

RQ1: Before, during, and after the 2012 gacha controversy, which news frames were 
frequently used to report on games in major Japanese newspapers? 

RQ2: Before, during, and after the 2012 gacha controversy, which issues were 
frequently reported in major Japanese newspapers? 

METHODS 

Time Periods and Materials of Analyses 
First, we used the Japanese keywords of gacha and game(s) in Japanese newspaper 
archives and analyzed 233 news stories from January 2001 to December 2019 in four 
major Japanese newspapers (Yomiuri, Asahi, Mainichi, and Nikkei). 

Categories 
For RQ1 and RQ2, we created the following frameworks and issues and coded all news 
stories concerning whether the frame and issues were included.  

(1) Business frame: (a) new game release, start and stop of distribution; (b) market size, 
sales amount; (c) game company stock price and stock market; (d) others 

(2) Social frame: (a) high-amount of in-game purchases (as social problems); (b) 
protecting children and adolescents; (c) similarity to gambling; (d) money debts of 
game users; (e) others 

(3) Consumer frame: (a) high in-game purchases (as individual complaints of game 
users); (b) display and accuracy of probability rates of gacha; (c) others 

(4) Health frame: (a) pathological gaming (e.g., gaming disorder, game addiction); (b) 
mental benefits relating to game play (e.g., happiness); (c) physical benefits 
relating to game play (e.g., exercise); (d) mental problems relating to game play 
(e.g., depression); (e) physical problems relating to game play (e.g., difficulty in 
moving legs); (f) others 
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Reliabilities of the two authors’ coding were tested using Krippendorff’s Alfa 
(2004), which were all above .84. 

Figure 1: Frequency of four newspapers’ stories on gacha and game(s) (January 2001–
December 2019) 

Figure 2: Ratio of newspaper stories of each frame on gacha and game(s) (January 
2001–December 2019) 

RESULTS 
Among 233 news stories, the most frequently used frame was business (71%, n=166), 
and the second and third were social frame (68%, n=158) and consumer frame (43%, 
n=101), respectively. The health frame only comprised 6% of the total (n=13). The 
business frame was continuously used during the three time periods. 
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Before the 2012 gacha controversy, newspaper stories did not focus much on gacha in 
digital games, but mainly on it as a capsule toy. There were only 25 stories.  

The number of articles increased suddenly in 2012 (Figure 1). During the 2012 gacha 
controversy, the most frequently used frame was the social frame (87%, n=117) (Figure 
2), and the stories focused on gacha’s similarity to gambling (76%, n=102) and high 
in-game purchases as social problems (50%, n=67). The articles also used the business 
(71%, n=96) and consumer (50%, n=68) frames.  

After the gacha controversy, the ratio of social frame articles decreased (53%, n=39), 
and the newspapers still used the consumer frame (42%, n=31), focusing more on the 
display and accuracy of probability rates of gacha (22%, n=16). 

DISCUSSION 
The gacha was an innovative but controversial game system; this study shows that 
Japanese newspapers frequently used the business frame during the three time periods 
rather than only focusing on social and consumer frames. During the 2012 gacha 
controversy, gacha’s similarity to gambling and the high in-game purchases were 
emphasized by newspapers, but the focus shifted to the display and accuracy of 
probability rates of gacha, based on Japanese game companies’ guidelines.  

Japanese newspapers reported each gacha issue in response to the regulations and 
suggestions by the governmental organizations, initiatives by the game industry, and 
claims from consumers. Our analyses suggest that Japanese newspapers balanced 
complaints from consumers, concerns and criticism from governmental organizations, 
and profits and social responsibility of the game industry. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Arai, N. 2013. “Sosharu geemu ni okeru yuuzaa no shinritokusei to kakinkoudou no 

kanrensei nitsuite [The analysis of the social psychological factors that 
influence the enthusiasm of social game].” Jouchi Keizai Ronshuu/Sophia 
Economic Review, 58, 277-287. 

Consumer Affairs Agency. 2012. Onrain gaeemu no “kompu gacha” to keihin 
hyouji hou no keihin kisei ni tsuite [About "kompu gacha" on the online game 
and gift regulation on the Act against Unjustifiable Premiums and Misleading 
Presentation]. May 18. 
https://www.caa.go.jp/policies/policy/representation/fair_labeling/guideline/pd
f/120518premiums_1.pdf 

Ernkvist, M. 2016. “The Role of Dual Institutional- and Technological 
Entrepreneurship in the Formation of the Japanese Social-Game Industry.” In 
Global Game Industries and Cultural Policy edited by A. Fung, 91-124. London, 
England: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Katsuta, T. 2007. “Maple Story,” Shin taisen sisutemu “Monster Carnival” shin 
mappu nado 4 shuu nen wo kinen shita oogata appudeeto wo jisshi ["Maple 
Story", new battle system "Monster Carnival" large-scale update of the new map 
for 4th anniversary, etc.]. Game Watch, Aug. 1. 
https://game.watch.impress.co.jp/docs/20070801/maple.htm 

Koeder, M. J. and Tanaka, E. 2017. “Games of chance elements in free-to-play 
mobile games. A freemium business model monetization tool in need of self-
regulation?” 28th European Regional Conference of the International 
Telecommunications Society (ITS): “Competition and Regulation in the 
Information Age,” Passau, Germany, July 30 – August 2, 2017 
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/169473/1/Koeder-Tanaka.pdf 



 

 -- 5 -- 

Koeder, M. J., Tanaka, E. and Mitomo, H. 2018. “Lootboxes” in digital games: A 
gamble with consumers in need of regulation? An evaluation based on learnings 
from Japan. The 22nd Biennial Conference of the International 
Telecommunications Society: “Beyond the boundaries: Challenges for business, 
policy and society, ” Seoul, Korea, June 24 – 27, 2018 
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/190385/1/D5_3_Koeder-et-al.pdf 

Koyama, Y. 2016. Nihon dejitaru geemu sangyou shi: Famikon izen kara Sumaho 
geemu made [History of Japanese video game industry: From before Famicom 
to smartphone games]. Kyoto, Japan: Jinbunshoin. 

Shibuya, A., Teramoto, M. and Shoun, A. 2015. “Systematic analysis of in-game 
purchases and social features of mobile social games in Japan.” Proceedings of 
DiGRA 2015, Lüneburg, Germany, May 14 – 17, 2015 
http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-
library/137_Shibuya_etal_Systematic-Analysis-of-In-game-Purchases.pdf 

Shibuya, A., Teramoto, M., Shoun, A. and Akiyama, K. 2019. “Long-term effects 
of in-game purchases and event game mechanics on young mobile social game 
players in Japan.” Simulation & Gaming, 50(1), 76-92. 

Tanaka, T., and Yamaguchi, S. 2015. Soosharu geemu no bijinesu moderu: 
Furiimiamu no keizai bunseki [Business model of social games]. Tokyo, Japan: 
Keisoshobo. 


