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INTRODUCTION  
Loot boxes are a form of monetization in video games that are frequently 

associated with problem gambling and problem gaming (Garea et al. 2021; 

Yokomitsu et al. 2021). Therefore, identifying both unique risk factors for loot box 

purchasing, and shared risk factors with gambling and gaming will be beneficial to 

prevention efforts. However, there is limited research on risk factors for loot box 

purchasing in the U.S. among college students, with studies focusing on non-student 

adults or adolescents (King et al. 2020; DeCamp et al., 2021). Throughout the 

literature several risk factors have been identified across different populations. 

Psychological distress, loneliness, risk taking, and impulsivity have positive 

associations with loot box purchasing (Drummond et al. 2022a; Sirola et al. 2023, 

Garrett et al. 2023; Wardle & Zendle, 2021). A single study examined resilience as it 

relates to loot box purchasing (Sirola et al. 2023). These demonstrate the need for 

further research examining risk and protective factors further. 

Objectives. This study measured five unique risk and protective factors for 

risky loot box purchasing for college students: impulsivity, risk-taking, depressive 

symptoms, loneliness, and resilience. These five risk factors were tested after 

accounting for other risky behaviors including problem gaming, problem gambling, 

and alcohol use disorder symptoms. This study also conducted exploratory analyses 

on whether the effect of these risk factors on risky loot box purchasing was 

moderated by gender.  

Methods. College students (n = 251) in the United States completed an in-

person survey and laboratory risk-taking task. The risk and protective factors were 

measured using the Participant Health Questionnaire-8 (PHQ-8; Kroenke et al., 

2001), UCLA Three Item Loneliness Scale (TILS: Hughes et al. 2004), Short UPPS-P 

Impulsive Behavior Scale (UPPS-P; Cyders et al. 2014), Connor-Davidson Resilience 

Scale (CD-RISC; Connor and Davidson 2003), and the Balloon Analog Risk Task 

(BART; Lejuez et al. 2002). The primary outcome variable was risky loot box 

engagement, as measured by the Risky Loot Box Index (RLI; Brooks and Clark 

2019). Three other scales measured risky behavior: the Internet Gaming Disorder 
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Short Form (IGD; Pontes and Griffiths 2015), Problem Gaming Severity Index 

(PGSI; Holtgraves 2009), and Alcohol Use Disorder Identification Test (AUDIT; 

Saunders et al. 1993). Participants also answered questions related to demographics, 

finances, and gaming habits. Finally, to inform future studies, descriptive data were 

collected on when, where, and how much participants spent on loot boxes.  

Analytic plan. Linear regressions were conducted to test the effect of each 

risk factor after adjusting for age and gender. If a risk factor was a significant 

predictor, it was then tested again after accounting for other risky behaviors including 

problem alcohol use, problem gambling, and internet gaming disorder symptoms. 

Exploratory analyses were conducted to examine gender as a moderator for 

significant predictors.  

Participant Characteristics and Gaming History. Most of the sample was 

white (65.3%, n = 164) and cis-gender male (58.9%, n = 148). The sample was 

primarily made up of first-year college students (M = 19.4 years-old, SD = 1.43). 

They either received psychology course research credit (80%, n = 201) or were paid 

$20 (20%, n = 48). The majority of participants reported spending $0/month (36.6%, 
n = 92), or less than $10/month (31.8%, n = 80) on loot boxes. Participants also 

reported which games they had purchased the most loot boxes from, common 

answers included Fortnite (Epic Games, 2017), Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment, 

2016), Roblox (Roblox Corporation, 2006), and Apex Legends (Respawn 

Entertainment, 2019). Most participants stated that the first time they purchased a loot 

box was before (55.7%, n = 140) or during high school (33.4%, n = 84) whereas few 

(3.5%, n = 9) did so after high school. The most frequently played genre of the last 

12-months was “Action” (n = 155, 61.2% reported they play “Often”).  

Results. All five risk factors were tested using separate linear models. In the 

primary models, depression symptoms (β = .193, p = 0.003) and impulsivity (β 

= .163, p = .02) were significant predictors of risky loot box engagement. However, 

neither was significant after accounting for other risky behaviors. Loneliness, risk-

taking, and resilience were not significant predictors. Additional Pearson’s 

correlations showed that risky loot box purchasing was associated with problem 

gaming (r = .40, p < .001) and problem gambling (r = .24, p < .001). Exploratory 

analyses did not support interactions between gender and either depressive symptoms 

or impulsivity on risky loot box engagement. 

Conclusion. This study found evidence of two risk factors for risky loot box 

engagement: depression symptoms and impulsivity. Neither uniquely predicted loot 

box engagement beyond associations shared with related problem outcomes, such as 

problem gaming. Future research should investigate potential social risk and 

protective factors such as specific game genres and social reasons for loot box 

purchasing. 
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