
 

 
 

What this research is about  

Loot boxes are virtual products in video games that 

people can buy. They provide randomized rewards 

that vary in value. Studies in Western countries have 

found that loot boxes are linked with problem 

gambling. Cultural differences may affect gambling 

behaviour and its link with loot box purchasing. Also, 

impulsiveness is a personality characteristic that is 

linked with both loot box purchasing and problem 

gambling.  

The People’s Republic of China (PRC) is the largest 

video game market in the world. It is also the only 

jurisdiction to require companies to disclose the 

probabilities of obtaining loot box rewards. More than 

half of top-grossing PRC iPhone games include a loot 

box mechanism called a ‘pity-timer’. A pity-timer 

increases the chances that a person will receive rare 

rewards as the person purchases more loot boxes.   

The researchers of this study wanted to examine the 

relationships between loot box purchasing, problem 

gambling, recent gambling participation, and 

impulsiveness among participants from PRC.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers of this study collected data using an 

online survey. The survey was advertised to the 

general public through Chinese video gaming internet 

forums. The researchers also sent the survey to the 

mailing list of the Chinese regional chapter of DiGRA 

(Digital Games Research Association) and the 

researchers’ social media. The ads and survey were 

available in both Simplified Chinese and English. Most 

participants completed the survey in Chinese (92.5%).  

Participants had to be adults who played video game 

(18 years or older) who lived in Mainland China. They 

also had to have played video games in the last 12 

months. A total of 1806 participants began the survey, 

but only 1,061 completed the survey. Of those, 879 

participants met the inclusion criteria. Participants 

completed the following: 

- Impulsiveness was measured using the Barratt 

Impulsiveness Scale-Brief (BIS-Brief).  

- Problem gambling severity was measured using 

the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). 

Responses were classified using the revised PGSI 

scoring system (0=non-problem gambling, 1–4 = 
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low risk, 5–7 = moderate risk, 8+ = problem 

gambling).  

- Number of hours of video games played in the last 

week, and how much money spent on video games 

and on loot boxes in the last 12 months. 

- Whether participants had seen probability 

disclosures in the games they played. If so, 

whether their loot box purchasing behaviour was 

influenced by the disclosures.  

- Whether participants knew that video game 

companies used pity-timers, and whether they 

thought it was appropriate for companies to use 

pity-timers. 

What the researchers found 

Most participants were men (80.7%) and students 

(63.8%). On average, participants were 23 years old. 

Less than 10% of participants gambled in the last year. 

Only 0.9% scored as having problem gambling. Almost 

all participants played video games in the last week 

(96.8%) and spent money on video games in the last 

12 months (85.9%). Almost half of participants 

(48.7%) purchased loot boxes in the last year.  

Most people who bought loot boxes saw the 

probability disclosures (84.6%), but only 19.3% spent 

less money as a result. Most participants knew about 

pity-timers (86.5%) and believed (80.7%) it was 

appropriate for video game companies to use them. 

People who spent more money on loot boxes were 

slightly more likely to have gambled in the last year. 

Spending more on loot boxes was linked to slightly 

higher impulsiveness. But the researchers could not 

conclude whether loot box spending was not linked 

with problem gambling. People with problem 

gambling were more likely to be impulsive.  

The researchers discussed how the link between loot 

boxes and problem gambling might be weaker in the 

PRC than in other Western countries. One reason 

might be because lotteries are the only legally 

permitted form of gambling in PRC. The limited 

availability of gambling means that there is a lower 

level of gambling participation.  

How you can use this research 

Policy makers can use this research to support 

customized policies for mitigating loot box-related 

harms beyond probability disclosures.  
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