
 
 

What this research is about 

Loot boxes are items in video games that people can 
purchase with real-world money or with in-game 
credits. Loot boxes generate $30 billion a year for the 
gaming industry. A large study found that 78% out of 
7000 participants had purchased loot boxes. Loot 
boxes are a form of in-game payment, also called a 
microtransaction. There are two types of loot boxes. 
The first is cosmetic and allows gamers to customize 
the look of their character. The second provides in-
game advantages such as a powerful weapon. Loot 
boxes that contain valued and powerful items tend to 
be more rare. 

Loot boxes share many similarities with gambling. 
First, the outcome of gambling and loot boxes are 
determined by chance. Second, the rarer the prize, 
the lower the chances of winning. Loot boxes, like slot 
machines, involve quick and rapid play. Loot boxes are 
also widely available like gambling.  

Studies have found that loot boxes may result in 
harm, especially for people vulnerable to problem 
gambling. Loot boxes have been associated with both 
problem gambling and gaming. Given the harms of 
loot boxes, the researchers explored how gamers self-
control their loot box spending. They identified both 
cognitive and behavioural strategies used to limit loot 
box spending. Cognitive strategies involve mental 
processes such as thinking and reasoning. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers used Google Chrome to 
systematically search the Internet for sources about 
strategies that gamers use to self-control their loot 
boxes. The researchers reviewed the first 100 results 
of each search. For forums, they limited the review to 

the first 40 pages. The sites were included if they 
were in English, listed at least one strategy, and the 
strategy was used by gamers or the parents of 
gamers. 

The two researchers read and re-read the sources to 
identify self-control strategies. The researchers then 
grouped the sources into similar categories. A third 
research assistant checked the codes and found a high 
level of agreement in the categories and strategies 
identified. 

What the researchers found 

What you need to know 

Many people who play video games have bought 
loot boxes. Loot boxes share many similarities to 
gambling and can also result in harms. The 
researchers explored behavioural change 
strategies to control loot box spending. To do so, 
the researchers systematically searched the 
Internet. A total of 192 sources were found with 
777 strategies. The most common sources were 
online discussion forums such as Reddit. Overall, 
two main themes were identified. The first was 
self-control strategies to reduce loot box spending 
for people who play video games. The second was 
strategies that parents could use to help their 
children control their loot box spending. Eleven 
behavioural change techniques with 47 strategies 
were identified for people who play video games. 
Eight behavioural change techniques with 38 
strategies were identified that could be used by 
parents. The results of this research could be used 
to develop tools to minimize loot box spending 
and provide a safer gaming environment. 

Individual and parental strategies to 
limit spending on loot boxes 
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A total of 192 sources and 777 coded strategies were 
identified. The majority of the sources came from 
discussion forums such as Reddit and Blizzard. Other 
sources included personal blogs, news sites, 
treatment websites, gaming providers, parental 
control product websites, and government sites.  

Overall, two main themes were identified. The first 
was strategies that people who play video games 
could use to self-control loot box spending. The 
second was strategies that parents and other family 
members could use.  

For self-control, 11 behavioural change techniques 
with 47 different strategies were identified. Common 
behavioural change strategies included avoiding loot 
boxes and changing the environment such as 
uninstalling the game and using settings to hide 
games with loot boxes. Substituting loot boxes by 
purchasing the desired item using in-game credits 
was another strategy. Others included self-identify as 
someone who does not spend money on loot boxes, 
self-control such as setting up a limit, and comparing 
different outcomes. The most frequently discussed 
strategy was avoiding specific games with loot boxes. 

The researchers found that people who play video 
games felt developers made it difficult to advance in 
the game without spending money on loot boxes. 
Strategies to help with this included ways to obtain 
in-game credits. People who game also felt that it 
would be possible to set spending limits on loot 
boxes. But, it was also acknowledged that, for some 
people, setting limits might be difficult due to their 
gambling-like features. 

Eight behavioural change techniques with 38 
different strategies that could be used by parents 
were identified. The most common behavioural 
change strategies were changing the environment, 
such as enabling parental controls and blocking 
access to money, persuasion, monitoring, and 
providing information about loot boxes. Although 
some people felt children should control their own 
loot box spending, most people felt it was the 
parent's responsibility to do so. 

How you can use this research 

Individuals who play video games can use this 
research to help control their loot box spending. 
Parents can also use this research to help their 
children control their loot box spending. Gaming 
companies can use this research to help people 
control their loot box spending and provide a safer 
gaming environment. 
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York 
University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in safer gambling policies, standards, 
and practices. The work we do is intended for 
researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators and 
operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.  

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca.  
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