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The Rise of the Loot Box

▪ Loot Boxes are a form of video game ‘micro-transaction’ involving a randomized reward

▪ Zendle et al (2020): this represents a sudden shift in the business model of video gaming. 
Since 2014, most popular games contain loot boxes and (non-randomized) cosmetic micro-
transactions 

First data 
on loot 
boxes! 



Exhibit A: loot box spending linked to problem gambling

▪ Garea et al 2021 meta-analysis of 15 studies found a robust ‘small to moderate’ effect 
between gambling symptoms and LB spending (r = 0.26), “at least as large as the 
relationship between excessive gaming symptoms and loot box spending”
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Risky Loot Box Index

Brooks & Clark 2019 
Risky Loot Box Index 
e.g. “I have bought 
more Loot Boxes after 
failing to receive 
valuable items”

Zendle et al 2020 
Gamers who pay 
(rather than ‘grind’) 
loot boxes are at risk



Psyc 101: Correlation does not mean causation!

Nb. these 2 causal pathways have very different regulatory implications: age restrictions & 
protections directed to youth; versus harm reduction measures directed to existing gamblers.

Pathway 1 ‘Migration’: loot boxes expose young 
adults to randomized rewards, priming a 
subsequent interest in gambling

Pathway 2: when experienced gamblers play video 
games, they are attracted to randomized rewards 
within the game

Image credit: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/jul/17/uk-will-not-ban-video-games-loot-
boxes-despite-problem-gambling-findings
https://focusgn.com/louisiana-approves-first-licence-for-fantasy-sports-betting

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2022/jul/17/uk-will-not-ban-video-games-loot-boxes-despite-problem-gambling-findings
https://focusgn.com/louisiana-approves-first-licence-for-fantasy-sports-betting


Prospective Study

▪ Crowdsourced online sample (Prolific) from Canada, US, UK

▪ We also recruited 221 gamblers, to explore reverse pathway

▪ Data collection: baseline Dec 2020, follow-up June 2021

▪ Pre-registered hypotheses: does loot box spending and Risky Loot Box Index predict 
initiation of gambling (logistic regression) or gambling spend (linear regression) at 6m?

415 non-
gamblers. Weekly 

video gamers, 
aged 18-25

Which factors 
predict initiation 
(and spend) on 

gambling?6 month follow-up

Brooks & Clark 2023 Computers in Human Behavior



Baseline Assessment

Results corroborate the 
established link between 
loot box use and gambling, 
and are in line with the 
reverse pathway

Non-Gamblers Gamblers

N 415 221

N at follow-up 291 (70%) 155 (70%)

Age 22.3 22.7

Gender 62.4% men 76.9% men

Age started gaming 6.75 6.60

Gaming hours / week 16-20 hrs 16-20 hrs

Familiar with loot boxes 99.8% 99.5%

Purchased a loot box 61.0% 71.5% *

Sold an item from loot box 35.2% 45.7% *

12 m spend on loot boxes US$13.4 US$33.5 *

Brooks & Clark 2023 Computers in Human Behavior



Evidence for Migration

Gambler f/up: no Gambler f/up: yes

LB baseline: no 113 8

LB baseline: yes 145 25*

258 33

10.8%

15.6%

9.34%

13.3%

2.5%

5.0%

7.5%

10.0%

12.5%

15.0%

17.5%

20.0%

Non-Gamblers Gamblers

Actual status at 6 months

Predicted gambling migration at 6 months

Loot Box spend

Loot Boxes adjusted
for DPMs
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So what?

▪ This study provides the first evidence that greater loot box use predicts 
future gambling

▪ supports stricter enforcement of age restrictions, either of loot 
boxes within games, or of games containing loot boxes

▪ Further research with longer follow-up needed to test link to 
harmful gambling

▪ The potential for excessive spending and financial harm in video games 
is independent of any legal discussion around ‘Is this gambling?’ e.g. 
implication for service provision

▪ Microtransactions are a fast moving sectors with high potential for 
predatory practices and need for consumer protection, with much to 
learn from RG

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-
4642%2822%2900124-9/fulltext
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