
 
 

What this research is about  

Video-game loot boxes are a popular form of 

microtransaction. Although most games include 

purchasable loot boxes, some games also allow 

people to receive loot boxes without spending money. 

For example, in games like Overwatch, people can 

earn loot boxes through game play (e.g., achieving a 

new level rank). Past research has found that people 

who spend more money to purchase loot boxes are 

more likely to experience problem gambling.  

In this study, the researchers examined loot box-

related harms due to purchasing versus earning loot 

boxes. They also examined if there were individual 

differences between people who earned loot boxes 

through game play and those who purchased loot 

boxes, including in terms of problem gambling. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited two samples of participants 

via Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). All participants 

played Overwatch at least once in the past four 

weeks. Participants had to be from predominately 

English-speaking countries (e.g., Australia, Canada, 

Ireland, New Zealand, Great Britain, and the US). They 

must be registered on MTurk with at least a 96% 

approval rating and had completed at least 1000 

tasks.  

There were 135 participants in the first sample. They 

had purchased loot boxes in Overwatch at least once 

in the past four weeks. About 40% were women. Their 

age range was between 19 and 61 years of age.  

There were 117 participants in the second sample. 

These participants had not purchased loot boxes in 

Overwatch in the past four weeks. Instead, they had 

to have earned a loot box in Overwatch through game 

play. About 36% were women. Their age range was 

between 18 and 57 years of age. 

In the online survey, participants watched a set of 49 

videos of Overwatch loot box openings. Each loot box 

was assigned a credit value. Boxes were sorted into 

one of three tiers (Rare, Epic, Legendary) based on the 

rarity of the items in them. Participants completed  

the Self-Assessment Manikins to rate their arousal 

and positive affect after each video. Participants also 
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used a 100-point scale to indicate the extent of their: 

(1) urge to open another box; (2) disappointment; and 

(3) how much each loot box outcome was worth. Loot 

box value was measured by how many in-game 

credits they would spend on each box. 

After the last video, participants completed the 

following questionnaires: 

- The Canadian Problem Gambling Index was used to 

assess gambling frequency. 

- The Problem Gambling Severity Index was used to 

measure problem gambling severity. Participants 

with an overall score of 0 had “non-problem 

gambling.” Participants with scores of 1 or 2 had 

“low-risk gambling.” Those who scored 3 to 7 had 

“moderate risk gambling” and those who scored 

over 8 had “high risk problem gambling”. 

- Problem Video Game Playing Questionnaire 

- Risky Loot box Index 

- Barratt Impulsivity scale 

What the researchers found 

The researchers found that people who purchased 

loot boxes had lower problem gambling severity than 

loot box earners. In contrast, more people who 

earned loot boxes participated in traditional gambling 

games (e.g., horse betting, bingo, blackjack, keno, and 

craps) compared to those who bought loot boxes. 

However, those who bought loot boxes had greater 

risky loot box use than those who earned loot boxes. 

They also experienced greater harms related to video-

game spending. But there were no differences in 

problem video-gaming between the two groups.  

Those who bought loot boxes had greater non-

planning impulsivity. This suggested that they 

struggled more with decision making that required 

thinking about the future. Those who earned loot 

boxes were more impulsive in the motor domain (e.g., 

acting without thinking in the moment).  

Those who bought loot boxes were more reactive in 

terms of arousal and urge compared to those who 

earned loot boxes. In other words, loot box 

purchasers showed less arousal and urge for Rare loot 

boxes. But they showed much greater arousal and 

urge for more Legendary loot boxes. 

Those who earned loot boxes had greater positive 

affect for and assigned greater credit values to loot 

boxes. They also experienced greater disappointment 

in the loot box outcomes.  

How you can use this research 

This study suggests that potential harms related to 

loot box engagement should be assessed on a game-

by-game basis.  
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