Gambling & Gaming: a new future risk has arrived
Gambling online and video games played online where monetary transactions can occur
(available in most gaming) have the potential to overlap, if within video games, the player can
pay money to have a random chance of winning something of value. Many items that enable
a video player to enhance their avatar in the game (e.g. costumes or weapons) are highly
valued and can be sold online to others. Loot box ‘skins’ (prizes) have been sold for over
$US61,000 for a signed rifle for avatar use, and some buyers of loot boxes can spend, over
time, many thousands of dollars (at $3 or so a loot box), for a chance to win rare virtual items
that can be used in their games or sold for real money (theverge.com).
A recent paper by Wardle and Zendle (2021) 1 has looked at the overlap between gaming
(particularly buying of loot boxes) and those who may already be experiencing gambling harm.
They focused upon young people (N=3,549) in the UK, aged 16 to 24 years, and how often
they gambled, as well as their purchasing of loot boxes.
It was noted that many gaming features were present in the majority of top-grossing video
games (70% of sessions), and that opportunities paid to win randomised items of value with
real money meant that gaming providers were ‘increasingly reliant upon (them) as a revenue
stream’. They noted many countries had either banned or regulated loot boxes with gaming,
and referred to descriptions of them as predatory practice, and their being psychologically
akin to gambling in that money is staked on an uncertain future outcome in the hope of
obtaining a prize of greater value.
Results identified that 42.5% of the young participants had gambled in the past year. Those
participants who purchased loot boxes were more likely to have gambled (62.8%) and were
more likely to experience gambling harm, using the PGSI (8 or more) as a measure of gambling
harm, than those who didn’t purchase loot boxes (16.9% versus 1.8%).
The odds of gambling harm co-existing with loot box purchasers over the previous year were
4.4 times higher, and that loot box purchasers were ‘heavily engaged in other forms of
gambling’. Although they acknowledge other drivers may confound the attribution of cause
between gambling harm and loot box purchasing (e.g. gamblers experiencing harm may be
more attracted to loot boxes; or, instead, loot boxes drive gambling harm), they concluded
the odds effect may be higher than 4.4 times. They found, surprisingly, that ‘the purchase of
loot boxes had a stronger relationship with gambling harm than…playing slot machines or
online betting’.
They concluded that clinicians should be aware of this overlap between gaming and gambling,
especially those gamers who use ‘microtransactions like loot boxes within video games’ and
that this group (16-24 years of age) may be vulnerable to this risk. They also concluded that
their results indicated that purchase of loot boxes by this cohort ‘may rank as a more ‘harmful’
form of gambling that needs appropriate regulatory attention’.

Clinical learning application of this research

A ‘take home’ message from this research is there appears to be a connection between clients
who experience gambling harm and those who also play online games where loot boxes can
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be purchased. Although this research can’t say loot boxes cause gambling harm, or those
experiencing gambling harm are attracted to loot boxes and these may interact to cause more
harm, the coexistence of the two (gambling harm and buying loot boxes) is high for this young
group of people. Loot box buyers were already ‘heavily engaged in other forms of gambling’.
Asking our clients about gaming may therefore be important, as may raising their awareness
of how gaming and buying loot boxes may increase risk for relapse when gambling harm has
been addressed. Loot boxes may not be seen as gambling, because of the purchase of a
chance to win something that is not money and the low costs involved, but may lead to similar
emotions to gambling (excitement, uncertainty, instant results, as well as the potential to win
something of high value). This could lead to relapsing into gambling or may also act as a
barrier to treatment for gambling harm if not identified.
Therefore, this research suggests that with young clients, we should ask about gaming and
purchasing of loot boxes (and other gambling-like options in games), and discuss risk for
gambling harm that may currently exist, or occur even in future gaming.
Also, because of the blurring of gaming and gambling identified in many online games,
addressing gaming harm may possibly prevent future gambling harm, should a player
transition to gambling websites. In addition, excessive purchasing of loot boxes is gambling
harm, notwithstanding prizes are not cash, while many of the cognitive and physical processes
may be similar to accepted forms of gambling.
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