
 
 

What this research is about 

Loot boxes are virtual items in video games that may 
contain rare and valuable content. Loot boxes have 
become popular in video games, with gamers 
spending up to $30 billion dollars on loot boxes in 
2018. 

When gamers buy loot boxes, they do not know 
whether they will receive a valuable item, or an item 
that is common and worth nothing. In this way, loot 
boxes are similar to gambling. Players stake money in 
the hope of getting something valuable. As such, it is 
not surprising that gamers who purchase loot boxes 
may also report problems with gambling. 

However, not all loot boxes are the same. The 
researchers identified seven different types of loot 
boxes: (1) they may involve paid or unpaid openings, 
(2) give opportunities to cash out, (3) allow gamers to 
pay to win, (4) involve the use of an in-game currency, 
(5) feature crate and key mechanics in which gamers 
pay for the keys to open the boxes, (6) show near 
misses by showing gamers the contents that they 
might have won, and (7) contain exclusive items that 
cannot be found anywhere else in the game. 

This study looked at whether specific types of loot 
boxes are more likely to be linked to problem 
gambling. 

What the researchers did 

A total of 1602 gamers who reported having used loot 
boxes on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk took part in the 
study. Of the 1602 gamers, 1200 provided valid and 
honest answers to the survey questions.  

Gamers were asked if they had purchased loot boxes 
in the past month and if so, how much they spent on 
them. They also answered questions about the type of 
loot boxes they purchased. Lastly, they answered 
questions regarding gambling problems, which was 
measured using the Problem Gambling Severity Index. 

What the researchers found 

The researchers found that 749 gamers had paid for 
loot boxes in the past month. Gamers who paid for 
loot boxes reported greater problems with gambling, 
compared to gamers who used loot boxes but did not 
purchase them. There was also a relationship 
between the amount of money spent buying loot 
boxes and problem gambling. The more money 
gamers spent on loot boxes, the more severe their 
gambling problems were. 

Loot boxes that allowed gamers to cash out was 
associated with more gambling problems. Also, loot 

What you need to know 

Loot boxes are in-game items that can contain 
valuable items. This study looked at the link 
between specific types of loot boxes and problem 
gambling. Loot boxes that allow gamers to cash 
out, buy with virtual money, and feature near 
misses strengthened the association with problem 
gambling. Loot boxes that provide players with in-
game advantages, include crate and key 
mechanics, and provide an opportunity to obtain 
valuable items did not strengthen the relationship 
with problem gambling. Overall, regardless of the 
type of loot box, buying loot boxes was associated 
with problem gambling.  

 

Buying any kind of loot box in video 
games is linked to gambling problems  
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boxes that had near misses and could be bought with 
virtual money (in-game currency), strengthened the 
relationship with gambling problems. However, loot 
boxes that allowed players to gain an advantage, 
included crate and key mechanics, and had 
opportunity to obtain exclusive items, did not 
strengthen the relationship with gambling problems.   

Regardless of the specific feature of loot boxes, 
purchasing loot boxes with real-world money was 
associated with gambling problems.  

How you can use this research 

This research could be used to educate gamers about 
the relationship between purchasing loot boxes and 
problem gambling. Policy makers and regulators could 
use this research to inform potential regulations of 
loot boxes.  
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Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) has 
partnered with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at 
York University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO 
is an independent knowledge translation and 
exchange organization that aims to eliminate harm 
from gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-
informed decision making in responsible gambling 

policies, standards, and practices. The work we do is 
intended for researchers, policy makers, gambling 
regulators and operators, and treatment and 
prevention service providers.   

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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