
 
 

What this research is about 

Loot boxes are present in many of the top grossing 
video games. They represent ways for game 
developers to make profits and to keep players 
interested in the game. Players can earn loot boxes 
through gameplay or purchase them with real money. 
As the content inside loot boxes is random, people are 
unaware of what they will get when they purchase a 
loot box. 

Even though loot box content appears random to 
players, it is programmed by game developers. This 
raises questions about the lack of transparency by 
game developers in disclosing the game mechanic of 
loot boxes. Some studies have found that people who 
spend more money on loot boxes show more gaming 
and gambling problems. However, it remains unclear 
if loot boxes should be seen as a form of gambling. 

This study explored UK players’ experiences with loot 
boxes and how closely they feel loot boxes are to 
gambling. It aimed to answer two research questions: 
what are the players’ perceptions and experiences of 
loot boxes? (RQ1); and how do loot boxes compare 
with gambling from the players’ perspective? (RQ2).  

What the researchers did 

Study participants were 21 university students 18 to 
27 years old in the UK. They were recruited through 
an advertisement posted on the university’s gaming 
society forum on Facebook. Fourteen participants 
were men, four were women, and three were 
unknown. Thirteen participants took part in a face-to-
face structured interview, while eight participants 
completed an online survey. All participants were 
asked 19 open- and close-ended questions. The 
questions asked about their gameplay (genre and 

platform), experiences with loot boxes, whether they 
used real money to buy loot boxes, and their thoughts 
of loot boxes as a type of gambling.  

The interview and survey responses were analyzed to 
identify themes. The researchers identified three main 
themes with subthemes for the first research 
question. These themes were reviewed and 
regrouped to answer the second research question.  

What the researchers found 

Most of the participants played video games on a 
console/platform (48%) or PC (42%), and 10% used a 
mobile device. The two most common genres of 
games played were Shooters and Role-Playing Games. 
Most participants (81%) reported having a “good” or 
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“great” understanding of loot boxes. The rest 
reported an “ok” understanding.   

RQ1: Player experiences and perceptions  

The first theme was “random chance effects”. It had 
three subthemes: (i) participants felt the odds were 
against them in getting what they wanted; (ii) costly 
impact of buying more loot boxes to overcome the 
randomness; and (iii) the thrill of opening loot boxes.  

The second theme, “implementation”, was related to 
the environment and context in which loot boxes are 
presented to players. It had five subthemes. Seasonal 
events referred to the time-limited offers to purchase 
certain loot boxes. Business model referred to game 
design used to encourage players to purchase loot 
boxes. Negative talk referred to the additional costs 
of buying loot boxes and the feelings that game 
developers are more money-focused than play-
focused. Forgiving talk referred to the views that loot 
boxes are fitting for free-to-play games and being able 
to earn loot boxes through gameplay. Regarding social 
influence, participants claimed others could be socially 
influenced to buy loot boxes although not themselves.  

The third theme, “attitudes towards content”, was 
related to participants’ thoughts and feelings towards 
the content of loot boxes. It had four subthemes. 
Accepting talk referred to the views that loot boxes 
could aid in advancing in the game. Cosmetic items 
referred to specific items for cosmetic change, which 
were more positively viewed by participants. Negative 
talk referred to the negative views that loot box items 
provide unfair advantages to players who pay more. 
Lack of real-life value referred to the views that items 
inside loot boxes have little real-life monetary value. 

RQ2: Comparing loot boxes with gambling 

The researchers identified “parallels with gambling”, 
“game design”, and “the player” as three themes for 
RQ2. “Parallels with gambling” was related to the 
theme of “random chance effects” from RQ1. The 
odds being stacked up against players, costs, and thrill 
of opening loot boxes were suggested to have a direct 
link to gambling. “Game design” was related to 
“random chance effects” and “implementation”. It 
referred to how loot boxes are incorporated into 

game design and the business model of loot boxes. 
“The player” referred to the willingness and attitudes 
of players towards buying loot boxes. It was related to 
RQ1 themes and subthemes such as social influence, 
cosmetic items, accepting talk, and negative talk.  

How you can use this research 

This study highlights the need for policies regarding 
loot boxes, including ratings of games with loot boxes 
and the role of transparency in advertising.  
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