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Abstract. This paper aims to help people understand how the CSGO market
works and how does it become a stuff that could be similar to futures. In the
paper, the connections between the skin market and the futures were listed, also,
specific examples could be found there. Next, this paper provides how social me-
dia affects such market. Especially how the words mentally controlled the play-
ers who wants to buy skins. There are also clear examples that have been hap-
pened within 5 years. The motivation is to provide an insight for the mechanism
of such markets, generalizing the rules and proved analyzes to help beginners
better understand the system. Examples like pro gamer Slmple, who made the
skin price skyrocketed within one game, Kenny that shows their appreciation to-
ward one skin also boost its price and the stock. Streamers also provides case
opening service made the market keeping its heat within ten years. Those side
effects helped the game involving more new players and better community at-
mosphere. Moreover, famous icons advertising this game made more people who
don’t know it to start watching game plays and memes.
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1 Introduction

Since the debut of the first electronic game in the late 1950s, the global video game
industry has experienced rapid development. Today, the global gaming industry has
reached a market size of $180 billion, with PC games accounting for approximately
$70.8 billion. In 1994, Sony released the first PlayStation console, which sold over 100
million units and triggered an huge growth in demand for video games. The subsequent
release of the PlayStation 2 in 2000 further intensified this trend, becoming the best-
selling game console to date with over 157 million units sold. As the gaming industry
continued to expand, online multiplayer competitive games gradually became the core
driver of market growth and gave rise to a new digital economy.

Against this backdrop, CSGO was officially released in 2012 as the legacy of the
classic Counter-Strike series, retaining the core team-based competitive gameplay. In
CSGO, players are divided into two five-person teams and compete to either eliminate
the opposing team or defuse a bomb planted by the enemy. This fast-paced first-person
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shooter quickly amassed a large global player base and gained immense popularity
within online gaming communities [1].

With the release of CSGO in 2012, a unique virtual economic system—the skins
market—emerged. Skins are digital cosmetic overlays applied to weapons, altering only
their appearance without affecting gameplay performance. However, the scarcity and
visual appeal of these skins endowed them with significant collectible value, leading to
the development of a virtual item trading ecosystem centered around skins. Unlike most
games, CSGO allows players to buy, trade, and resell skins through the Steam platform
or third-party websites, forming a financial market driven by supply and demand, scar-
city, and player psychology. Some rare skins are even used on third-party platforms for
betting or value storage, fostering a multi-layered virtual asset economy. Meanwhile,
the growth of WLAN Games is closely intertwined with the skins market, with major
tournaments, streamers, and player communities collectively influencing price fluctua-
tions and market trends [2].

In this context, this study focuses on the CSGO skin trading market, analyzing its
operational mechanisms, player behavior, and economic drivers to explore why skins
have gained such high value recognition, as well as the impact of media on skin trading.

2 Theoretical Framework of the CSGO Virtual Skin
Market

2.1  CSGO Skin Exchange Market

In CSGO Skin Exchange Market, the scarcity of skins is artificially controlled by drop
rates, rarity tiers, and discontinued designs—much like how central banks or natural
scarcity regulate the value of physical commodities. Economics aims to use scarce re-
sources to maximize its usage. Limited-edition skins (e.g., “Howl” or “Dragon Lore”)
feature special colorways or patterns, appreciating in value due to constrained supply
and high demand. This mirrors macroeconomic concepts where controlled scarcity sus-
tains long-term value. This could be proved by a 2018 paper about Chinese futures.
Futures allow market participants to capitalize on substantial leverage. Hence, they are
seen as a good choice for statistical arbitrage trading. The trading signals come from
the model’s predictions and are tested carefully under practical conditions. To avoid
false returns caused by small market effects, it is assumed that futures are traded at the
average price based on trading volume over a longer period of time [3].

The volatility within the CSGO video market parallels that of traditional futures ex-
changes. External catalysts such as game updates, professional player endorsements, or
major tournament results cause dramatic price swings for in-game items. These factors
would change the market within one night. Also, content creators make money based
on this, their investment is the capital used to purchase keys and cases, and their return
is the viewer engagement generated by the gamble's outcome. Moreover, the skins
could represent the well-being of people living in such communities. One thing special
about the CSGO skin, is that they were not always limited, however, their difference
between same skin it the way that the worn, which means the skin with a higher worn
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rate would make it hard for collectors to identify the doodles on it. Nevertheless, there’s
still people collecting highly-worn skins, since some people really do think it is pretty.

Another thing that is special about it was that it uses multiple currencies: real-world
money (USD, EUR), platform-specific credits (Steam Wallet funds), and skins them-
selves acting as exchange. When Valve introduces new crates or skins, increased supply
can lead to inflation—where common skins depreciate, while rare skins retain value.
This mimics fiat currency systems where excessive money printing devalues currency,
but hard assets (e.g., real estate) remain stable [4]. Next, there were still downsides
about it as well, CSGO skin prices are driven by speculation, much like cryptocurrency
or stock markets. Traders hoard items anticipating future price hikes, sometimes creat-
ing bubbles. For example, during the 2020 pandemic, skin prices gone up due to in-
creased gaming and speculative investments. When hype fades, corrections occur, leav-
ing overleveraged investors with losses.

Furthermore, real-world events significantly impact CSGO markets. Global ten-
sions, game updates, or platform policies (e.g., trade bans) can trigger volatility. For
instance, China’s 2021 gaming restrictions caused a temporary market crash, akin to
how regulatory changes affect financial markets. This highlights the sensitivity of dig-
ital economies to externalities is a key macroeconomic concern and still needs to be
fixed [5].

2.2 The Impact on the Price of CSGO Skin

Here's comes a question, as what previously talking about, people make money by sell-
ing and buying those goods, but where could they do so? CSGO trading platforms (e.g.,
Skin Baron, Buff163) operate globally, integrating players from different economies.
Territories, currencies, transaction fees, and regional purchasing power influence trad-
ing behaviors—similar to cross-border trade in traditional goods [6]. This demonstrates
how digital markets replicate globalized economic interdependencies.

Next the article dive deep into the topic, how could the online gossips and news
affect the counter-strike trading systems. First, players need to brought out aspecial
system that counter strike and valve provide us, which is the sticker system, everyone
who won the chance to play in the annual major could have the chance to sign their
names on stickers and gets paybacks from the total sales of them [7]. As previously
said, they were also a part of the trading system, which means they could be easily
affected by the players’ performances and their latest news (especially gossips). Spe-
cific examples could be found in many social medias, including X, TikTok and Insta-
gram. People who want to earn benefits from the stickers would spread rumors about
those players, such as their terrible life outside of the game: cheatings, gambling, or
even their death. Just to make others who believe it to think that it is the only chance
for them to have those stickers to buy them. With higher demands, the price would
expectingly go higher. Likewise, in 2023, a rumor about “a skin potentially being
banned by Valve” caused a 20% single-day drop in related skin prices. Also, people
tend to follow the famous streamers idea’s, mainly their skin choices [8]. When famous
streamers (e.g., Shroud or slmple) use a rare skin during live broadcasts, demand for
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that item often surges instantly. For example, after slmple used the “AWP | Dragon
Lore” in a 2014 tournament, its price increased by 30% within a week.

In conclusion, media can provide skins with symbolic value beyond scarcity, but it
can also cause market imbalances through creating bubbles. Investors should be aware
of media-driven short-term bubbles, while players ought to rationally evaluate trends—
after all, the value of virtual skins is ultimately controlled by the game ecosystem and
player consensus.

3 A Comparative Analysis of CSGO Skin Market Trading
and Futures Markets

The Underlying Asset and Standardized Contracts. In futures markets, a contract is
based on a standardized underlying asset, such as crude oil or wheat. In CSGO, the
underlying asset is the specific digital item—for example, a StatTrak GROWL. Its
value is determined by rarity, condition (wear float), and demand. Weapon cases act as
the standardized contracts. Each case from a specific series (e.g., "Operation Breakout
Case") contains a predetermined, known pool of possible skins and their rarity tiers,
just as a corn futures contract specifies the grade, quantity, and delivery date of the
corn.

Spot Price vs. Futures Price. A fundamental concept in finance is the difference be-
tween the spot price (current price) and the futures price (price for delivery at a set
future date, which depends on its interest). This is the current market value of a skin on
a marketplace like Steam Community Market. Players pay the price and get the item
immediately. However, future price is the value locked inside an unopened case. The
price of a case key ($2.50) is the premium paid for a contract that will be "settled"
(opened) at a future date, with a payout (the skin) determined by the contract's (case's)
terms. The massive discrepancy between the key's cost and the potential value of the
skin inside is the very essence of high-risk, high-reward futures trading. This could also
be defined as a price of a future skin, since the pro players might use those skins to
create clutches and cause the skin price to rise [9].

Margin and Leverage. Futures traders use leverage—controlling a large contract
value with a relatively small deposit (margin). CSGO unboxing is a potent form of
leverage. Specifically, a creator invests a small amount of margin ($2.50 for a key) to
control a contract that could have a payout worth 20000% of its original price (e.g., a
rare knife). This is extreme leverage. However, just as a leveraged futures trader can be
hit with a "margin call" and lose their deposit if the market moves against them, the
CSGO unboxer's "margin" (the key cost) is instantly lost if the case opens to a low-
value skin. Their investment is wiped out, mirroring a total loss on a leveraged position.

Speculation and Hedging. Participants in the CSGO trading market adopt classic
roles from the futures world. Firstly, the vast majority of unboxers are speculators. They
have no intrinsic need for the underlying asset (the skin); they are purely betting on a
price increase (getting a rare item) to profit from market changes. They provide liquid-
ity and assume the risk (also hoping to lower them). Furthermore, Larger traders and
investors use the market to hedge their positions [10]. If a collector owns a portfolio of
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expensive skins, their value is vulnerable to market crashes (e.g., a new case devaluing
old skins). They might diversify by investing in different skin categories or even by
creating content about market trends, generating revenue from views regardless of their
portfolio's daily changes. This content revenue acts as a hedge against a downturn in
the value of their inventory [11].

Valve's official communication about game updates on platforms like Twitter or the
official blog directly causes market volatility. Furthermore, the community's reaction
on Reddit (r/Global offensive, r/CS2) can amplify or mitigate these effects. An update
that boosts a weapon directly impacts the demand for skins related to that weapon. So-
cial media is where this news breaks and where the collective reaction is formed. Fake
news also provides similar effects as well. The main reason was the trait of the fluidity
of news without certifications. Valve announces a buff to the M4Al rifle. Within
minutes, posts on Reddit declare "M4A1 is the king for CT side players" The market
reacts instantly, with the price of high-tier M4A 1 skins (like the M4A1-S | Print stream)
beginning to increase as owners raised the price of the skin 231% than previously prices
[12].

Internet culture and inside jokes can increase the value for special items, people use
Photoshops or such applications to create new features on weapons. Though it was not
adopted into the game, there’s still owners who aim to higher the skin prices. One of
the most significant examples could be found in the story of AWP | Lightening Strike.
One content creator has sent a rendered video on YouTube, in the video, the lightening
on the weapons seems shining after the player gets a frag; though, this was featured in
the game, but this still made the demand of this skin higher.

4 Conclusion

In conclusion, the market provides everyone an opportunity to make money and also
some potential threats of being a part of large quantity owners’ plans. A better trading
environment and price control could be established. Also, a reliable resource sharing
account created by valve officials and less spoilers to keep the accuracy of such infor-
mation. This study examines the CSGO skin trading market and explores its similarities
with traditional financial systems.

The results indicate that the CSGO market exhibits financial characteristics, with
value primarily influenced by scarcity, speculation, player behavior, and external fac-
tors. First, artificial scarcity is central to value of the skins. Through rarity tiers, drop
probabilities when open cases, and discontinued designs, limited-edition skins (e.g.,
Howl, Dragon Lore) maintain high value over the long term. Second, the market
demonstrates strong speculative tendencies. Players and traders hoard skins in antici-
pation of appreciation, driving price increases and forming price bubbles. For instance,
during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, skin prices surged significantly before declin-
ing as hype subsided. Additionally, external factors significantly impact prices. Game
updates, esports events, streamer usage, and online rumors can trigger sharp price fluc-
tuations in the short term. Finally, the structure of the CSGO skin market resembles
that of a futures market—weapon cases function like "standardized contracts,"
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unopened skins resemble "futures prices," and unboxing behavior reflects leveraged
risk. Overall, the CSGO skin market has evolved into an emerging digital asset econ-
omy. What’s more, attention must be paid to risk management and regulatory policies
to ensure its sustainable development.
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