
 
 

What this article is about 

Loot boxes may be a risky component of Internet 
gaming. Loot boxes are also called loot crates, loot 
cases, or loot chests. They are found in many popular 
video games. Loot boxes can be obtained using in-
game currency but can also be bought with real 
money. The in-game items contained in loot boxes are 
random. This randomness makes loot boxes similar to 
gambling. Previous studies have suggested that 78% 
of gamers have bought loot boxes. 

As loot boxes are similar to gambling, it might be 
helpful to understand the characteristics of people 
who buy loot boxes. In this review, the researchers 
examined the relationship between loot boxes and 
gaming, loot boxes and gambling, and loot boxes and 
other characteristics. The review set to identify the 
psychosocial characteristics of people who purchase 
loot boxes. The researchers also aimed to identify the 
risk and protective factors of loot box use.  

What was done? 

The researchers searched for studies that assessed 
the relationship between loot boxes and other 
factors. Studies were included in the review if they 
were written in English and published in peer-
reviewed journals. The researchers looked for studies 
that were published up to March 27, 2021. 

A total of 201 articles were found. The four 
researchers checked all the articles to see if they 
should be included. This resulted in a total of 20 
articles being included in the review. One article 
described two studies. Thus, there were 21 studies in 
total. Two researchers summarized the important 
information from the articles (e.g., study design). The 
researchers also reviewed the methodological quality 

of the studies. The quality scores could range from 0-
100 with four categories: poor (0-24%), fair (25-49%), 
good (50-74%), or excellent (75-100%). 

What you need to know 

Eight studies recruited participants from across the 
globe. Fifteen studies used online questionnaires, and 
almost all studies were conducted using online 
platforms. The average score of the methodological 
quality was 39.7%. No studies were rated as excellent. 
Four studies were rated as good, 15 as fair, and two 
studies were rated as poor.  

Why is this article important? 

Loot boxes are risky components found in video 
games that could increase the risk of Internet 
gaming disorder. In this article, the researchers 
summarized previous studies to identify 
characteristics of people who use and buy loot 
boxes. Twenty studies were included and 
summarized in this article. Ten studies examined 
the link between loot boxes and Internet gaming 
disorder. Their results suggested that loot box use 
and purchasing are associated with more Internet 
gaming symptoms. Fourteen studies reported 
findings on problem gambling. These studies 
supported a relationship between loot boxes and 
symptoms of problem gambling. The researchers 
also looked at the relationships between loot 
boxes and mood, psychological distress, gender, 
motivation, and physiological arousal. However, 
the small number of studies and their inconsistent 
findings make it hard to draw conclusions.   

Who purchases loot boxes in video 
games? 
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Ten studies examined the relationship between loot 
boxes and excessive gaming. In two studies, people 
with excessive gaming symptoms spent more money 
on loot boxes. In another study, people who spent 
money on loot boxes spent more time gaming and 
played more types of games than those who did not 
spend money. Two studies reported that players who 
bought loot boxes reported more severe gaming 
symptoms and were more likely to meet the criteria 
for Internet gaming disorder. One study reported an 
unexpected finding that people who engaged in 
eSports were less likely to purchase loot boxes.  

Fourteen studies reported a positive relationship 
between loot boxes and gambling. In eight studies, 
loot box spending was positively associated with the 
Problem Gambling Severity Index and the Canadian 
Adolescent Gambling Inventory. Players who spent 
money on loot boxes had more severe gambling 
problems. Also, problem gambling severity was 
associated with increased spending on loot boxes. In 
some studies, loot box purchasing was associated 
with gambling behaviour and harms. Specific features 
of loot boxes such as near misses, using in-game 
currency to buy loot boxes, and obtaining in-game 
advantages increased the relationship between loot 
boxes and gambling.  

Only a small number of studies examined the 
relationships between loot boxes and other factors. 
Loot box spending was associated with both positive 
and negative mood and psychological distress. Being 
bullied and intention to buy loot boxes were also 
associated with increased loot box purchasing. Some 
studies examined players’ physiological state while 
purchasing and opening loot boxes. In one study, 
obtaining rare content in loot boxes was found to be 
more physically arousing and increase the urge to 
open more boxes. Findings about gender differences 
were mixed. Some studies suggested that men were 
more likely to purchase loot boxes, while other 
studies did not report this. In-game advantages, 
creating a collection, and the fun, excitement and 
thrills of opening loot boxes were found to be 
important motivations.  

Who is it intended for? 

This research is intended for policy makers and 
intervention providers. The findings can inform 
whether loot boxes should be regulated.  
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