
 
 

What this research is about  

Mobile game apps make billions of dollars. Free-to-
play games are particularly profitable. Although these 
games are free to play, some features are only 
available after monetary payments. Loot boxes are 
one avenue by which free-to-play games make 
money. Free-to-play games also make money by 
offering players the opportunity to keep playing by 
paying money instead of waiting. The term "whales" 
refers to players who spend a significant amount of 
money in these games.  

Advertisements are another way that game 
developers make money. Advertisements can be 
embedded in the game. Players can watch 
advertisements for in-game currency to purchase in-
game items rather than buying them for real money. 

Gaming disorder is now recognized by the World 
Health Organization. Gaming disorder is more 
common in online role-playing games (RPGs). RPGs 
require significant time investment and immersion in 
the game. Spending money on RPGs helps players 
gain more possessions in the game. 

Attitudes are important to understanding gaming 
disorder and spending in games. This is because 
attitudes are important in predicting behaviour such 
as buying loot boxes. Loot boxes are a form of 
gambling given the randomized nature of the items.  
The most financially successful games have loot 
boxes. In this study, the researchers looked at the 
relationship between willingness to watch in-game 
advertisements, spending money, attitudes, and 
gaming disorder.  

 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants from Reddit 
forums of four different mobile games that all contain 
loot boxes. The four different games were: Brave 
Frontier, Final Fantasy Record Keeper, Fire Emblem 
Heroes, and Final Fantasy Brave Exvius.  

What you need to know 

Mobile games have become increasingly popular. 
Loot boxes and advertisements are ways to make 
money in mobile games. In this study, the 
researchers looked at the relationship between in-
game advertisements, spending, attitudes, and 
gaming disorder. They focused on Role-Playing 
Games as these games are most associated with 
gaming disorder. The researchers recruited 595 
participants from Reddit who played four different 
mobile games with loot boxes. Participants were 
categorized as “minnows”, “dolphins”, and 
“whales” depending on their spending habits in 
the game. Minnows were players who did not 
spend money, dolphins spent some money, and 
whales spent a lot of money. Minnows had fewer 
positive attitudes towards the game and were less 
likely to watch ads for in-game currency. Whales 
were more likely to watch ads, were more 
involved in the game, and had higher gaming 
disorder compared to minnows and dolphins. 
Attitudes did not predict spending time watching 
ads. Gaming disorder was associated with 
spending more time watching ads. This study helps 
to understand the relationship between spending 
habits, attitudes, in-game advertisements, and 
gaming disorder. 
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In total, 595 participants were recruited. Most of the 
participants were single men between 18–25 years 
old. About half of the participants (47.6%) were 
students. Participants were asked about their 
involvement in the games. Gaming disorder was 
measured using the Internet Gaming Disorder Scale 
and sleep regulation questions. Participants were also 
asked about their spending habits. Participants who 
said they did not spend money at all in-game were 
categorized as “minnows”. “Dolphins” were those 
who said they spent a little to a moderate amount in-
game. “Whales” were those who said they a lot to a 
great deal of money in the games. 

Participants were also asked about their attitudes 
towards the game and in-game advertisements. 
Participants reported the average time spent playing 
the game (from “not at all” to “a great deal”). Lastly, 
participants were asked about how long they would 
be willing to watch an ad for in-game currency.  

What the researchers found 

There were no differences in time spent in the game 
and watching ads for the four different games. Most 
participants described their time spent in the game as 
moderate. Most players reported that the maximum 
time they would be willing to watch an ad for in-game 
currency was 5–6 minutes.  

Minnows had less positive attitudes towards the 
game than dolphins. For time spent, whales spent 
more time playing the game compared to minnows 
and dolphins. Minnows spent less time watching ads 
compared to dolphins and whales. Minnows and 
dolphins both had less gaming disorder than whales. 
Both minnows and dolphins also reported less 
involvement in the game compared to whales.  

Stronger attitudes towards the game were not related 
to spending more time watching ads. Strong attitudes 
towards the game were also not related to attitudes 
towards in-game advertisements. Gaming disorder 
was related to watching ads for in-game currency. 
Participants with more symptoms of gaming disorder 
were more willing to watch ads for in-game currency. 
Involvement in the game was not associated with 
watching ads for in-game currency.  

How you can use this research 

This research can be used to further understand the 
complex relationship between attitudes, video game 
spending, ad watching, and gaming disorder. 
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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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