
 
 

What this research is about  

Loot boxes are now featured in many video games. 
They are ‘boxes’ that contain random in-game reward 
items. Loot boxes have been compared to gambling. 
They are similar to electronic gaming machines as 
both activities allow people to continuously engage 
with them. Both activities also give out rewards at 
random intervals.  

Loot box spending has been reported to be associated 
with problem gambling. One study found that around 
half of the top 5% of spenders on loot boxes 
experienced problem gambling. To date, only one 
study had investigated the role of income in loot box 
spending. This study analysed data that had been 
gathered for three separate studies and found no 
association between loot box spending and income. 
However, income was measured in different ways 
across the three studies. Therefore, aggregating data 
across the studies might not be appropriate.  

In this study, the researchers re-analysed data from 
one of the three studies to understand how income 
might interact with problem gambling to influence 
loot box spending. Participants were from three 
countries, including Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, 
and the United States.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data that had been gathered by 
a previous study. Participants in the study all reported 
playing video games. The few participants who 
reported spending an extreme amount of money on 
loot boxes were excluded from data analysis (i.e., 
spending $104.20 USD or more per month than the 
average amount spent).  

In total, there were 1,049 participants from three 
countries: 339 from Australia, 323 from Aotearoa New 
Zealand, and 387 from the United States. Of the 
participants, 663 were women (63.20%).  

The researchers focused on three key measures: 

• Loot box spending, which was measured by one 
question asking how much participants had spent 
on loot boxes in the past month. Participants 
responded in the domestic currency of their 
country. This was then converted into USD.  

• The Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI), 
which was used to measure gambling problems in 
the past year. Participants were placed into four 

What you need to know 

Past research has reported that people with 
problem gambling spend more money on loot 
boxes. However, limited research has been done 
to investigate the role of income. The researchers 
re-analysed data that had been gathered from 
1,049 participants for a previous study. 
Participants were from three countries, including 
Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the United 
States. The researchers found that both income 
and problem gambling severity contributed to loot 
box spending, although problem gambling severity 
had a bigger role. Across all income brackets, 
people who spent more money on loot boxes had 
more severe gambling problems. Loot box 
spending did not appear to increase consistently 
with increases in income. But people in the top 
two income brackets spent more on loot boxes 
than people in the lowest income bracket.  
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categories: non-problematic gambling (score of 0), 
low-risk gambling (score of 1-2), moderate-risk 
gambling (score of 3-7), and problem gambling 
(score of 8 or higher).  

• Weekly household earning after tax, which was 
measured on a Likert scale ranging from ‘1 = less 
than $350’ to ‘5 = over $3,500’ (in participants’ 
domestic currency). Participants were placed into 
five yearly income brackets based on the 
Australian resident taxable income bands from 
2016/17. These income brackets were similar to 
those used in Aotearoa New Zealand and the 
United States. 

What the researchers found 

Based on the PGSI, 201 participants experienced 
problem gambling (19%; score of 8 or higher). Around 
85% of participants reported spending $0 on loot 
boxes.   

The researchers found evidence to support an 
association between loot box spending and PGSI 
categories. People who spent more money on loot 
box had more severe gambling problems, with those 
experiencing problem gambling spending the most 
money. There was also weaker evidence for an 
association between loot box spending and income. 
However, there was no interaction between income 
and PGSI categories. Therefore, greater spending on 
loot boxes was associated with more severe gambling 
problems across all income brackets.    

The researchers also found that loot box spending did 
not appear to increase consistently with increase in 
income. But, there was a pattern that people in the 
top two income brackets spent more on loot boxes 
than people in the lowest income bracket.  

Overall, the results suggest that both problem 
gambling severity and income contribute to loot box 
spending, but problem gambling severity has a more 
important role.  

How you can use this research 

This study can inform future research on the 
relationships between loot box spending, income, and 

problem gambling. Further research is needed to 
understand the long-term financial and psychological 
consequences of loot box spending. 
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