
 
 

What this research is about 

Online gaming is rapidly on the rise in many countries, 
including in Japan. A new feature of online gaming is 
microtransactions. Microtransactions allow players to 
buy virtual items using real-world money. The amount 
of money spent is typically small. But, 
microtransactions have been successful in having 
young players spend money on online games. 

There are concerns about in-game purchases, such as 
microtransactions and loot boxes, and problem 
gambling. This is because in-game purchases and 
gambling share similarities such as random chance. 
For example, items in loot boxes are random and 
players do not know what they will get. Studies have 
found a link between loot boxes and problem 
gambling. Loot boxes have also been linked to 
increased time spent playing video games. 

Adolescents may be more vulnerable to 
advertisements that encourage in-game purchases. 
There are two types of in-game purchasing behaviour. 
The first is planned purchases where players compare 
the risks and benefits of making a purchase. The 
second type is unplanned purchases. Unplanned 
purchases may be made in response to environment 
or internal factors such as emotions. In this study, the 
researchers examined the psychosocial adjustment 
and mental distress associated with in-game 
purchases among Japanese adolescents.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 344 Japanese students. The 
students were recruited from two junior high schools 
in a small city in Japan. A total of 335 students 
completed the survey, including 173 boys and 162 
girls. The students were between 12 and 15 years old.  

The students completed a survey in class. The survey 
asked questions about how many hours per day they 
spent playing online games for both weekdays and 
weekends. Students were also asked at what time of 
day they were most likely to play. 

Students were asked if they made any in-game 
purchases in the past month. Those who made in-
game purchases were asked additional questions. 
These questions included if the purchase was un-
planned. Students were asked about the amount of 
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monthly allowance they had to spend. Students who 
made unplanned purchases were asked about how 
many times they did so, the games in which they 
made the unplanned purchases, and their motivations 
for doing so.  

Psychosocial adjustment was measured using the 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire. This scale 
has one subscale for strengths (prosocial behaviour) 
and four subscales for difficulties. The subscales for 
difficulties include emotional symptoms, conduct 
problems, hyperactivity/inattention, and peer 
problems. The Patient Health Questionnaire for 
Adolescents was used to measure mental distress.  

What the researchers found 

Most participants played for more than 1h a day. 
More than half played for less than 3h per day. 
Students were most likely to play after 20:00 on 
weekdays. On weekends, the time played varied 
between 12:00 and 0:00. 

A total of 30.7% of students made in-game purchases. 
About 14% of students reported making unplanned 
purchases. Students most often reported a monthly 
allowance of 3,000 JPY. The average was 2,347 JPY. Of 
the students who make unplanned purchases, 19.2% 
spent equal or greater than their monthly allowance. 
About half of those students (51.1%) made unplanned 
purchases in the past month. Fortnite was the game 
where the most in-game purchases were made (51.1% 
of the purchases). The most common reason for 
making in-game purchases was to obtain rare items or 
characters. Limited-time products were the most cited 
reason why students made unplanned purchases. 

Students who made in-game purchases reported 
more time spent gaming per weekend, more conduct 
problems, and greater hyperactivity/inattention 
compared to students who did not. Students who 
made unplanned purchases reported a higher amount 
of conduct problems and peer problems than those 
who made planned purchases. 

How you can use this research 

This research can be used to better understand in-
game purchases in online gaming. The research can 

also be used to develop tools to prevent unplanned 
purchases in adolescents who play online games.  
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