
 
 

What this research is about 

The way game companies make money has evolved 
over time. Today, technology has provided more ways 
for gaming companies to generate revenues, 
including in-game purchases for real money. In-game 
purchases can vary from cosmetics to providing an in-
game advantage to the user. When in-game 
purchases provide an advantage, it is called a 
Pay2Win element. When this element takes over the 
skill component of a game, the game can be classified 
as a Pay2Win game. 

Loot boxes are often connected to Pay2Win games. 
Loot boxes are virtual crates that can be purchased 
with real money or virtual in-game currency. The 
contents of loot boxes are random and can vary from 
common to rare. The randomness of loot boxes 
introduces a gambling-like component to gaming. 

Loot boxes are under-researched. The researchers 
found only 11 papers on loot boxes when searching 
previous studies on the topic. Overall, these studies 
show that loot boxes are associated with problem 
gambling and problem gaming. In the present study, 
the researchers extended the previous findings 
through a survey of a large group of German internet 
users. Specifically, they compared the demographic 
profile of Pay2Win players who purchased loot boxes 
and those who did not. The researchers also 
examined how loot box purchase in Pay2Win games 
might be associated with problem gambling and 
problem gaming. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited a representative sample of 
German Internet users. A total of 6,000 people 
completed the survey. Of the 6,000 respondents, 

1,508 were Pay2Win players. Among the Pay2Win 
players, 586 players reported having purchased loot 
boxes with real money in the past year.  

In the survey, participants were asked about their 
personal status such as age and gender. They were 
also asked about their gambling habits including the 
types of games they played and money spent. 
Likewise, participants were asked about their playing 
habits of play money gambling. In play money 
gambling, players do not wager with real money. 
Instead, players wager with virtual in-game currency 
and cannot win a prize with real money value. 

What you need to know 

Loot boxes are virtual crates that contain random 
in-game items and can be purchased for real 
money. Loot boxes are a common component in 
Pay2Win games, which are games where players 
can spend money to gain an advantage over other 
players. This study looked at the characteristics of 
Pay2Win players who had purchased loot boxes 
compared to those who had not. The researchers 
recruited 6,000 German Internet users. Of these 
participants, 1,508 were Pay2Win players, of 
which 586 reported having purchased loot boxes 
in the past year. Loot box users tended to be 
younger and male. A high number (45.9%) of loot 
box users met the criteria for problem gambling. 
Two-thirds met the criteria for problem gaming. 
Younger age and lower level of education were 
associated with loot box use. Loot box use and 
frequency of purchase were associated with 
gambling problems. Taken together, loot box users 
may be at risk of experiencing gambling problems. 
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Problem gambling was assessed using the Problem 
Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). The researchers also 
adapted the PGSI to assess problem gaming.  

What the researchers found 

Nearly half of the loot box users gambled. Of these 
respondents, almost all (95%) met the criteria for 
problem gambling. About two-thirds of loot box users 
also met the criteria for problem gaming. 

Loot box users were younger and more likely to be 
male than non-loot box users. Loot box users were 
more likely to be employed and had a university 
degree. They were also more likely to gamble and 
engage in play money gambling. However, when 
looking at loot box users who spent money on loot 
boxes everyday, they were more likely to be young 
males who did not have a school degree. Most of the 
everyday loot box users were employed. They were 
more likely to have problem gambling and gaming 
than loot box users who did not spend money 
everyday. 

The researchers ran six models to examine factors 
associated with loot box purchase and frequency of 
doing so. The models provided some mixed results. 
For example, while loot box users were more likely to 
be younger and male than non-loot box users, gender 
and age were not related to the frequency of loot box 
purchase after taking into account income. Lower 
socioeconomic status only partially predicted both 
loot box use and purchasing frequency. Income did 
not predict loot box use after taking into account 
other personal factors (i.e., age, education, 
employment). Higher education had a negative impact 
on loot box use and the frequency of purchase. In 
other words, people with lower education were more 
likely to purchase loot boxes and to do so regularly.  

Real money online gambling was associated with both 
being a loot box user and the frequency of purchasing 
loot boxes. This was especially true for sports, 
eSports, online casino, and online lottery players. Play 
money gambling was also strongly linked to both 
being a loot box user and the frequency of purchasing 
loot boxes. 

How you can use this research 

This research can be used in the discussion of 
potential regulation of loot boxes. Researchers can 
extend these results to further understand the 
impacts of loot boxes. For example, future research 
could interview gamers to understand their 
motivations for purchasing loot boxes.  
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (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 safer 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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