
 
 

What this research is about  

People with gaming disorder (GD) typically have 

trouble stopping when gaming. They prioritize gaming 

over other activities, and even continue gaming 

despite negative consequences. Online games that 

include gambling mechanics and revenue-generating 

strategies may make gaming more problematic. 

Simulated gambling games include gambling activities 

or have similar structural characteristics. These games 

do not reward wins with real-world monetary prizes. 

There are three main types of simulated gambling:  

(1) Games with ‘mini’ gambling components (e.g., 

wheel spinning or bingo). These mini gambling 

games are not the main theme of the game.   

(2) Social casino games which directly copy gambling 

activities (e.g., slots). These games are available 

from app stores, on social networking sites, and as 

‘free’ demo games on real gambling websites.  

(3) Loot boxes which are in-game digital containers 

that have a mystery item. Loot boxes are 

purchased or won through in-game play.  

The researchers compared adolescents who engaged 

in these three main types of simulated gambling to 

those who gamed but did not participate in these 

activities. They examined whether greater 

engagement in and greater spending on simulated 

gambling increased the risk of GD in adolescents.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited a purposive sample so that 

there would be enough adolescents who met the 

criteria for GD. A sample of 826 Australians aged 12 to 

17 years were recruited through Qualtrics, an online 

panel aggregator. Participants had to (1) be between 

12 and 17 years; (2) live in New South Wales, 

Australia; (3) have permission from their parents to 

participate; and (4) provide informed consent.  

The sample included 646 participants who played 

video games in the last 12 months (78%). This 

subsample was the focus of this study. Participants 

completed a survey with the following questions: 

- Past-year gaming disorder was measured using the 

Internet Gaming Disorder (IGD) scale. The IGD scale 

is based on the DSM-5 criteria for GD.  

What you need to know 

People with gaming disorder (GD) typically have 

trouble stopping when gaming, even if they 

experience negative consequences. Simulated 

gambling games include gambling activities or 

have similar structural characteristics. There are 

three main types of simulated gambling games: 

games with ‘mini’ gambling components, social 

casino games, and loot boxes. This study examined 

whether greater engagement in and greater 

spending on these types of simulated gambling 

increased the risk of GD in adolescents. A sample 

of Australians aged 12 to 17 years was surveyed, 

including 646 participants who gamed in the last 

year. Adolescents who engaged in simulated 

gambling (all types) in the last month were more 

likely to have GD than those who did not 

participate in simulated gambling. This link was 

strongest for social casino games, followed by 

games with ‘mini’ gambling components, and 

finally loot boxes. Participants who spent money in 

simulated gambling games (e.g., microtransactions 

and loot boxes) were more likely to have GD.  
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- When they last played an esports video game and a 

video game other than an esports game. 

- When, if ever, they last played the three types of 

simulated gambling games.  

- How much they spent on loot boxes each month 

and on microtransactions in simulated gambling.  

- Impulsiveness was measured using the Barratt 

Impulsiveness Scale-Brief.  

What the researchers found 

On average, participants who played video games in  

the last year were 15 years old. Just over half (58%) 

were male. Most participants were not employed 

(68%) and had parents who lived together (77%). 

A total of 89 participants who gamed in the last year 

(14%) had GD. More participants engaged with loot 

boxes in the last month (49%) than social casino 

games (30%) and games with ‘mini’ gambling 

components (22%). About a third of participants spent 

money on microtransactions and loot boxes.  

Participants who engaged in simulated gambling (all 

types) in the last month were more likely to have GD 

than those who gamed but did not participate in 

simulated gambling. This link was strongest for social 

casino games, followed by games with ‘mini’ gambling 

components, and finally loot boxes. This link persisted 

even after taking into account impulsiveness and 

demographics.  

Participants who played social casino games in the last 

month were 2.5 times as likely to have GD than those 

that did not participate in simulated gambling games. 

Participants who played games with ‘mini’ gambling 

components were 2.4 times as likely to have GD. 

Finally, participants who engaged with loot boxes 

were 2 times as likely to have GD. But, only social 

casino games remained significant after taking into 

account all three activities. In addition, participants 

who spent money in simulated gambling games (e.g., 

microtransactions and loot boxes) were more likely to 

have GD.  

How you can use this research 

Policy makers can use this research to support 

measures that reduce harmful engagement in 

simulated gambling games (e.g., stricter age 

restrictions on games with gambling elements).  
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