
IS YOUR CHILD
GAMBLING?

HOW LOOT BOXES CAN
LEAD TO PROBLEM
GAMBLING



WHAT ARE LOOT BOXES?WHAT ARE LOOT BOXES?
 “Loot boxes” (aka “loot crate”, “lock box” or “booster pack”) are virtual
boxes that a player pays to open to reveal other virtual items, usually to
improve play or change the look of an avatar. (2,7)
Unlike other virtual play items, the player does not know what the box
contains or the likelihood of receiving a rare or desirable item. (2,7)
Loot boxes were first introduced in 2010 as a way to monetize online
games. Loot Box revenues are now estimated at $30 billion annually. (12)

Researchers found nearly 1 billion installations of games deemed
suitable for children “age 7+” contained loot boxes.(12)

A FORM OF GAMBLING?A FORM OF GAMBLING?
Loot Boxes are similar to gambling in that the player pays blindly to receive
an unknown (but hopefully better) outcome. (2,7)
The odds of winning a desirable loot box item are unknown and often
extremely low, worse than the odds of winning at a slot machine. (2)
Research suggests teens spending money on loot boxes acts as a pathway
to gambling and potential gambling issues (6,11)

In some European countries, loot boxes have been regulated or
banned as a form of gambling targeted to children. (10)



WHY ARE TEENSWHY ARE TEENS
VULNERABLE TOVULNERABLE TO
GAMBLING?GAMBLING?

By age 15, most teens can reason but factors that help control actions, like
being able to delay gratification or resist peer influence, take longer to
develop making them more vulnerable to poor decision making. (9)

Teens are more sensitive to variations in rewards and less sensitive to costs
than adults. They are attracted by the potential of winning a reward without
as much thought to the downside. (9)

Teens are susceptible to the same gambling fallacies as adults, like believing
they can accurately predict the odds of winning a special item or that a
certain item is “due” to appear. (11)

Problem gambling starts young. Problem gamblers report gambling well
before their peers. 50% say they started by age 17. 20% by age 10. (5) 



WHAT DOES THE
RESEARCH SAY?

The question: Do loot boxes lead to gambling issues for teens? 
What motivates teens to buy loot boxes? (11)

Hypothesis: 12 hypotheses in three broad categories, relating to paid &
unpaid openings of loot boxes, loot box features, and impulsivity.

International online survey
1155 participants, aged 16 to 18
Survey gathered data about participants

How much they spent  and how quickly.
If different features of loot boxes affected play.
If participants  met criteria for problem gambling
How impulsive are the partcipants.
What motivated them to buy loot boxes.

Design 



Adolescents who paid money for loot boxes in the recent past had much
higher gambling severity scores compared to those who had not bought
loot boxes recently. (11)

The more adolescents spent on loot boxes, the higher their gambling
severity scores. 

The adolescents’ gambling severity score could predict how much they
would spend on loot boxes.

And importantly, these findings only related in-game purchase of loot
boxes, not other virtual items that enhance play. 

WHAT THE RESEARCHERS FOUND:WHAT THE RESEARCHERS FOUND:  

THE RESEARCHERS CONCLUDED:THE RESEARCHERS CONCLUDED:
SPENDING MONEY ON LOOT BOXESSPENDING MONEY ON LOOT BOXES
IS LINKED TO PROBLEM GAMBLING INIS LINKED TO PROBLEM GAMBLING IN
OLDER ADOLESCENT POPULATIONS.OLDER ADOLESCENT POPULATIONS.



Gameplay advantage
21.9%

Create a collection
19.2%

Other
16.9%

Excitement of opening box
16%

Change the avatar
15.3%

Support the developers
10.7%

THE TOP REASONS THE
PARTICIPANTS GAVE FOR BUYING
LOOT BOXES:

Correlation does not equal causation! It’s possible something as yet undiscovered could be causing the results. 
The participants were 16 to 18, so it’s not clear if the same results would be seen in younger children. 

Limitations:  



Borrowing or taking money from you or others. 
Spending less on things used to be important to them, like clothes or hobbies.
Acting moodier than usual, particularly when they are not able to play online.
Hiding their gaming or how much they are playing.
Getting into trouble at school and / or declining grades. 
Not spending as much time with their friends. 
Changes in day to day routine, changes in sleep patterns, more fatigue, eating more or
less and / or trouble focusing.
Taking drugs or alcohol. Problem gambling and substance use are related in teens and
adults. (7,11)

DOES MY CHILD HAVE ADOES MY CHILD HAVE A
PROBLEM WITH GAMBLING?PROBLEM WITH GAMBLING?
WARNING SIGNS TO LOOK FOR: (1)WARNING SIGNS TO LOOK FOR: (1)



WHAT CAN I DO TOWHAT CAN I DO TO
HELP MY CHILD?HELP MY CHILD?

Talk to your teen about loot boxes and the connection to gambling.
(4,2,7,11) 
Many teens believe it is more cost effective to buy loot boxes than to pay
directly for a character upgrade. Explain to your teen this is not true and help
them set a budget for upgrade purchases. (4,11)
Consider reasonable time limits for online gaming. Research suggests
excessive gaming (more than 30 hours per week) is associated with an
increased risk of problem gambling. (7)
Encourage your teen to come to you if they are struggling with loot boxes.
Research from teen media use suggests that warm and engaging parenting
(rather than strict controls) encourages teens to self-disclose when they
have a problem. (8)
Be aware of the signs of problem gambling. Seek professional guidance if
you suspect your teen has a gambling problem. (1)
Write to your MLA to ban predatory gambling targeted to children.
Legislation should include mechanisms for turning off loot boxes within
games and/or player self-exclusion.(4)
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