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Abstract 

In recent years, the video game industry has rapidly grown into the largest 

grossing entertainment industry in the world, surpassing both the film- and 

music industries. However, many of the popular games today are free to play 

and does not require any subscription, yet they still generate high amounts of 

revenue each year, partly due to the offering of loot boxes in video games. Loot 

boxes are available for purchase within games in exchange for real currency, and 

they contain virtual items that the player is able to use while playing the actual 

game. The study is focusing on the video game called Counter-Strike: Global 

Offensive. The purpose of this study is to conduct an exploratory case study 

investigating how loot boxes generate perceived customer value; and how the 

elements of service outcome is utilized to create that perceived value. The 

research for this thesis is based on a value-creating framework which describes 

four major types of customer value in service companies. The methodology 

used is a qualitative approach where seven active Counter-Strike: Global 

Offensive players was selected for interviewing in order to get an understanding 

of what the customers value the most in loot boxes. The conclusion of the study 

revealed that utilizing the value-creating framework identified the most 

important elements of a loot box, and how to utilize them to increase the 

outcome value; making consumers willing to pay more, or make purchases more 

frequently. 

 

Keywords: Service outcome, loot boxes, customer perceived value, customer 

value creation, video game industry. 
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1. Introduction 

The video game industry is the largest source of entertainment in the world. It 

is more than twice the size of both the music- and film industry combined, 

generating more than $150 billion in revenue in 2019 (Newzoo 2019). Statistics 

show that more than 2.2 billion people around the world are playing video 

games; meaning that more than a quarter of the world population are involved 

in the industry (WePC 2019). In video games, there is currently a popularised 

trend for game developers where they implement “loot boxes” in their products 

(Ball & Fordham 2018). A loot box is an in-game purchase consisting of a virtual 

container that awards players with items and/or modifications based on chance. 

The contents of loot boxes are randomly determined, and the perceived value 

of the items may, or may not, exceed the price paid to open the case; a real-

world analogue would be lottery scratch cards or trading cards (King & 

Delfabbro 2019). To build a successful loot box, companies have to create value 

to the customer to ensure they perceive it as something that adds to the game 

rather than something that hurts the game. The label some games have, of being 

pay-to-win, are notorious for being perceived as hurtful to the game (Byford 

2017).  

 

The way most modern games on PC are distributed today are through online 

store-fronts that provide the video games digitally (Gough 2019b). One of the 

major online store-fronts for video games is called Steam, which was developed 

by the video game publisher and developer, Valve. Valve created Steam with the 

purpose of: a way to prevent cheating, allowing automatic updates, own their 

own launcher, and establish digital rights management (DRM) for their games, 

including Counter-Strike (Case 2002); but eventually grew big enough to provide 

the games of other developers as well. Steam offered other developers 70% of 

the revenue gain from the sales of their game, if the developer distributed it via 

Steam, while Valve took 30% of the cut for themselves (Tarason 2019). Steam 

has been one of the market leaders in the digital distribution on PC for several 

years, but the competition has become progressively threatening (Kuchera 

2018). The customer value that Steam provides may require a change in order 

to maintain the spot as one of the market leaders. 

 

One of the biggest competitors to Steam is Epic Game Store (EGS), that 

launched late 2018. They offer to take a lower share of the revenue, rather than 
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Steams’ 70/30 split, while also offering some game developers a bonus if EGS 

get a temporary exclusive right to sell via their digital store (Tarason 2019). 

Accordingly, one of the most anticipated games of 2019 was exclusively sold on 

the EGS for the first couple of months after the game was released. The 

publisher of the video game series, announced shortly after the launch that they 

had broken their record and had the highest volume of sales in the first week of 

release out of all the games they had published (Batchelor 2019). Due to the 

exclusive sales right held by EGS, Valve lost out on the sales that would 

normally have occurred on Steam. Consequently, one way for Valve to 

compensate for missing the potential revenue on the sales that now go to the 

exclusive sales on EGS, is to increase revenue from their own products. Due to 

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS: GO) being Valve’s most popular game, 

and free-to-play (F2P), Valve’s main source of income (excluding their cut from 

Steam sales) originates from loot boxes (Steam 2019). Reportedly, Steam ended 

the year of 2018 with a total of 414 million U.S dollars in revenue from CS: GO 

alone, which is a F2P game (Gough 2019a).  

Since loot boxes are virtual items that contain virtual content which cannot be 

physically seen nor touched; they rely on the perceived customer values. This 

can be confirmed by looking at Steam’s community market, where virtual items 

can be traded for in-store credit (see image 1 Appendix C).  

To be able to determine the perceived value, it is necessary to identify the 

different attributes that products have Rahikka et al (2011). Some of the main 

attributes that virtual items have can be: rarity, design, and additional features 

such as CS: GO’s “stat track” that displays the amount of kills you have gathered 

with that specific weapon (see image 2 Appendix C). Depending on what 

attribute you receive from the loot box, the outcome value changes. Throughout 

this thesis, the service outcome is referred to as the concluding value of opening 

a loot box. However, the service outcome is not solely dependent on the content 

of the loot box, but also the value created from the moment of purchase until 

the customer obtains the items from the loot box.  

1.1. Basis of the study 

One of the critical challenges for service companies is to provide a service that 

is adjustable and match the different demands from consumers (Edvardsson et 

al. 2007). In order to understand the perceived value of the service outcome, 

companies must be able to identify and measure the different types of value 

created by their service. Smith & Colgate (2007) conducted a framework that 
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allows for the identification and measurement of different types of values to 

help establish the value created by a service. This tool could also help video 

game companies to properly recognize how their customers evaluate the various 

elements of the service and their perception of value for each element (Rahikka 

et al. 2011). The customer perception of value and the source of these values 

should be in video game companies’ best interest, seeing as the popularity and 

demand for loot boxes are on such a great scale.  

 

A deeper understanding of the perceived value of loot boxes may facilitate video 

game companies’ awareness of their customer’s values, and help them avoid the 

repercussions that some of their competitors have faced recently. For instance, 

there has been a lot of negativity surrounding loot boxes for the past few years, 

but loot boxes are still sold and highly commercialised in video games (Slavey 

2019; Zendle et al. 2018). One of the major video game developers recently 

launched a game with a system that only allowed players to unlock certain 

playable characters by purchasing loot boxes. An immediate uproar from the 

community accusing the game for being pay-to-win eventually forced the 

developer to remove the loot box feature completely (Slavey 2019). Meanwhile, 

there are other games that have been using loot boxes for years and avoided the 

harsh criticism that some companies have received, which leads to the 

assumption that the service outcome value of loot boxes differentiates between 

the different companies. 

1.2. Purpose of the study 

Our aim with this thesis is to identify what elements create the highest perceived 

customer value in loot boxes, in order to establish the value created by the 

service outcome of loot boxes, for video game companies. The current issue is 

that there is a lack of research displaying how video game companies can use 

service outcome in order to deliver highest perceived value for customers. This 

thesis will contribute by giving video game companies a better understanding of 

what elements the customers perceive as value in loot boxes, and what to be 

excluded. Specifically, this thesis is designed to answer the following research 

questions: 

1. How do loot boxes create perceived value for the consumers? 
2. How are the elements of the service outcome used to create perceived value in 

loot boxes? 
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This paper examines the research questions formulated above using a qualitative 

approach with semi-structured interviews with seven active players who have 

bought loot boxes in the past, in order to understand their perception and 

motivation. Based on the responses some preliminary deductions are made from 

the standpoints of the research questions. The empirical part will consist of a 

case study of a selected popular video game, where the authors will use the 

primary data gathered from the interviews, combined with the secondary data 

from external sources.  

Service outcome allows for a greater holistic understanding of the perceived 

service value. Therefore, properly understanding the customers perception is 

key, and more accessible through interviews. The focus will lie on how 

customers' perceptions are related to characteristics of the service, with the 

model from Smith & Colgate (2007) as a guideline. 
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2. Theory 

This section will cover the relevant theories that are associated with service 

outcome, service modularity, and the different types of perceived value.  

2.1. Value in service outcome 

Value in service outcome can be defined as the perceived value at the conclusion 

of the service (Luu et al. 2016). The perceived value is a combination of both 

what the monetary value of it is, and the non-monetary value such as emotional 

and hedonic value. If the value of the outcome is greater than their expectations 

it will lead to customer satisfaction (Nguyen 2019); including the dimensions of 

benefit, transaction, access, decision, and post-benefit convenience (Berry et al. 

2002). Consequently, it has been discovered that service convenience 

dimensions have an impact on outcome factors such as referral, repurchase 

occasions, repurchase desires, and satisfaction in the context of online 

purchasing (Seiders et al. 2005; Seiders et al. 2007; Jiang et al. 2013). 

There are several theories provided by researchers currently debating the most 

important aspects of service provision by companies (Loonam & O'Loughlin 

2008; Bhandari & Polonsky 2007; Stauss 2002; Zeithaml et al. 1991), resulting 

in confusion regarding researchers who seek to gain guidance within the 

subject. The wide range of conclusions prevents the understanding of affecting 

components of customer perceived value, whether during, or at the outcome 

of a service (Luu et al. 2016). 

Consequently, the interpretation of service outcome is the conceptualization 

of a holistic point of view from the customers perspective of the service of 

loot boxes. The concept of service outcome is included as one of the modules 

in the conceptualization of service modularity (Rahikka et al. 2011). 

2.2. Service Modularity 

“Service modularity is defined as the degree to which services can be combined 

for customers from a group of distinct service modules” (Gremyr et al. 2019, p. 

74). Service modularity can be argued to increase service productivity, support 

standardisation and increasing the efficiency in developing new services. It can 

also facilitate specialisation by outsourcing, and creating flexibility by using 

service modules through mixing and matching (Gremyr et al. 2019). 

Previous research has extensively debated the concept of modular services and 

architectures, and how to describe it (Eissens-van der Laan et al. 2016; Meyer & 
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DeTore 2001; Voss & Hsuan 2009). Modular systems can be commonly 

characterized by using two approaches: architecture, which explains the 

structure of a modular system from a holistic point of view and how the 

different modules are connected to one another via standardized interfaces; and 

the constitutional components of each module (Voss & Hsuan 2009). The 

consistency and standardization within each particular module are maximized 

to enhance its performance (Sundbo 2002; Gremyr 2019). 

2.3. Perceived Value 

It is not an understatement to say that the conceptual knowledge theories about 

customer value is divided; different perspectives proposed and no sign of a 

realistic way to unite all these point of views into one single definition. Towards 

a meaning of solidifying these perspectives, Woodruff (1997) was a pioneer on 

this subject and provided the following definition: 

Customer value is a customer's perceived preference for and evaluation of 

those product attributes, attribute performances, and consequences arising 

from use that facilitate (or block) achieving the customer's goals and 

purposes in use situations. (Woodruff 1997, p. 4) 

Woodruff’s definition maintains a customer perspective on value borrowed 

from empirical studies into how customers view value (Gardial et al. 1994; 

Richins 1994a, 1994b; Zeithaml 1988). It includes both desired and provided 

value and indicates that value arises from customers’ preferences, evaluations, 

and perceptions. Additionally, it connects products with use situations and 

related ramifications that goal-oriented customers have experienced (Woodruff 

1997). 

Chen & Dubinsky (2003) argues that the core variable is the perceived customer 

value, while there are a number of preliminary factors of perceived customer 

value included in the model as well. The model also incorporates variables from 

previous perceived customer value research (Bolton & Drew 1991; Sweeney et 

al. 1999; Teas & Agarwal 2000; Zeithaml, 1988).  

2.3.1.  Perceived product quality 

Perceived product quality is the customer’s judgment about the product’s 

quality. High perceived quality can in turn lead to a positive effect on perceived 

value and customer satisfaction (Fornell et al. 1996). To be able to give 

customers an indication of the quality of the product, the seller can give cues to 

indicate the level of quality (Cox 1967; Olson 1972). One of the two categories 
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of cues is extrinsic cues; attributes that are not part of the product; such as price, 

packaging and brand name. The second category is intrinsic that is the product-

related attributes which cannot be changed without altering the physical 

properties of the products (Boltong & Drew 1991; Richardson et al. 1994; Teas 

& Agarwal 2000).  

2.3.2.  Purchase intention 

According to the theory of utility in economics, all consumer act rationally and 

strive for maximum utility in every decision making, limited by the resources 

they possess, such as time, or in terms of monetary value (Luce 1956). Maximum 

utility reflects the net gain obtained from a consumer’s perspective and can be 

defined as the perceived customer value. Perceived customer value is therefore 

always greater than the overall cost of resources and serves as an indicator of 

purchase intention (Chen & Dubinsky 2003). Multiple studies indicate the 

positive correlation between perceived customer value and purchase intention 

(Monroe 1990; Rao & Monroe, 1989; Zeithaml, 1988). Hence, increasing the 

perceived customer value results in an increase of customer purchases, and 

according to Rahikka et al. (2011), an important element of perceived customer 

value is the value of co-creation. 

2.4. Value in service co-creation 

It is difficult to define the concept of value co-creation due to lack of a 

unanimous definition by researchers. However, Grönroos (2012) defines it as 

“the joint action by a customer (or another beneficiary) and a service provider 

during their direct interactions.” Value creation plays an imperative role in the 

service perspective of marketing. Previous studies suggest that every value 

creation is co-created between a service provider and customer, and it requires 

the appliance and combination of resources (i.e. knowledge or skills) made 

possible through an exchange in order to create value. (e.g. Vargo & Lusch, 

2004, 2008; Vargo et al. 2008).  

By co-creating value with the customers, a firm can more easily get a better 

understanding of the customers view and improve the process of identifying the 

needs and wants of the customers (Payne et al. 2008). The value creation process 

for the customers’ can be defined as a series of activities that the customer 

performs to reach a particular goal. Depending on the amount of information, 

skills, knowledge, and other operant resources, will determine the customer’s 

ability to create value. Meaning a firm can either use the customers’ capabilities 
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and competence to add to the total pool, or influence the process of the 

customers to allow them to better utilize the available resources (Payne et al. 

2008). 

It should also be mentioned that Kahn (1995) claims that customers may need 

variety due to saturation of certain attributes or because of a craving for more 

stimulation. The service provider can take advantage of this by continually 

updating the offering variety and change different attributes in their products, 

thereby influencing their customers (Irani & Hanzaee 2011). 

Another way that Grönroos (2011, 2017) defines value co-creation is the 

interactive and functional process to enhance the customers’ value outcome as 

the ultimate goal. In this thesis, the outcome of the service is the process of 

opening loot boxes as well as the virtual item that the consumers receive when 

opening the loot box. 

2.5.  Customer Value Creation Framework 

The nature of our subject is relatively new from a research point-of-view and 

has yet to explore the types of value that encompasses a virtual item such as a 

loot box. Therefore, a broad framework that integrates the sources of values as 

well as the different types of values was necessary for this thesis. Carlson et al. 

(2015) proposed a perceived online value model similar to that of Smith & 

Colgate (2007), however, it does not include the crucial aspect of symbolic value 

that Smith & Colgate (2007) encompasses. Therefore, Smith & Colgate (2007) 

is considered a more appropriate framework for this thesis. 

Smith & Colgate (2007) proposed a customer value creation framework that 

serves as a tool for identifying value creation opportunities, and establishing 

measurements of customer value. The extensive framework is useful for both 

goods and services, and provides a holistic assessment of value that can differ 

between these two contexts, due to the categories of value being the same 

(Smith & Colgate 2007).  

2.5.1.  Types of Value 

There are four different types of value: functional/instrumental value, 

experiential/hedonic value, symbolic/expressive value, and cost/sacrifice value 

(Smith & Colgate 2007). 

• Functional/instrumental value is the extent that a good or service is desired, 
performs a desired function or has certain desired characteristics (Smith & 
Colgate 2007). According to Woodruff (1997) functional/instrumental value has 
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three different key aspects. (1) Functional/instrumental value are accurate, 
correct, or appropriate features, attributes, functions, or characteristics; (2) 
appropriate performances; and (3) appropriate consequences or outcomes.  

• Experiential/hedonic value is according to Smith & Colgate (2007) more 
concerned with the extent which a product creates experiences, feelings, and 
emotions that are appropriate for the customer. 

• Symbolic/expressive value is the extent that a customer attaches or associate 
psychological meanings to a product. For example, luxury goods that can give the 
customer a sense of self-worth through possession or feel better about ourselves 
through giving (Smith & Colgate 2007). 

• Cost/sacrifice value is about trying to minimize the costs such as price, or 
sacrifices (E.g. time, effort, personal risk) for the customers (Smith & Colgate 
2007).   

Smith & Colgate (2007) pin-points the sources of the major types of value, and 

defines them as: ownership, environment, interactions, products and 

information. These are all related to the central value-chain processes. The 

sources of value are created by a mixture of ‘value-chain’ processes and activities 

within an organization (Porter 1985). 

Information is created by activities in the value-chain that are associated with 

brand management, public relations, and advertising (Smith & Colgate 2007). 

Functional/instrumental value is provided by informing and educating 

customers. The experiential/hedonic value comes from emotion-based value or 

sensory value that can be achieved by creative advertising. By drawing 

associations and interpreting meanings creates symbolic/expressive value. And 

cost/sacrifice value can be created by helping consumers make informed 

decisions faster (Smith & Colgate 2007).  

Products are created by activities in the value-chain that are related to the 

development of new products, market research, production, and research and 

development (Smith & Colgate 2007). It provides directly to the 

functional/instrumental value (I.e. safety on airlines). Experiential/hedonic 

value from emotional, epistemic and relational goods. Symbolic/expressive 

value is created when the product allows to enhance the consumers self-concept 

or offers self-expression in combination with providing a social meaning. The 

value from cost/sacrifice comes by the price and augmentations from products 

with considerations on investment, risk and reduction in involvement (Smith & 

Colgate 2007). 

Interaction between customers and organizations’ systems are affected by value-

chain activities associated with the service quality, operations and employee 

management. Sussan (2012) claims that an organization needs to interact with 
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the customer in order to understand how their customers perceive best value, 

and these interactions are required to provide information about the customer 

satisfaction with the product/service. These interactions produce 

functional/instrumental value through simple things as punctuality. 

Experiential/hedonic value is created via a special connection between the 

customer and organization. Interactions that are perceived as privileged can 

contribute to a symbolic/expressive value. And finally, the discount of a product 

can enhance the cost/sacrifice value for a customer (Smith & Colgate 2007). 

The consumption environment is created by activities such as merchandizing, 

interior design, or facilities (Smith & Colgate 2007). The 

functional/instrumental value can come from showing the price in local 

currency. Experiential/hedonic value from music or colour scheme. By 

appealing to the cultural traditions, it can create symbolic/expressive value. 

Cost/sacrifice value is created by offering fast and safe transactions (Smith & 

Colgate 2007).  

Ownership/possession conversion is possible through value-chain activities 

regarding: 

• Delivery - Includes aspects such as packing, shipping, tracking and product 
picking. 

• Accounting – Payment and billing. 

• Transfer of ownership – Covers the issues with contracts, titles and copyright 
agreements. 

According to Smith & Colgate (2007), value created by the processes of transfer 

of ownership and possession is connected to the functional/instrumental value 

(e.g. fast delivery); experiential/hedonic value (e.g. satisfying customers by 

fulfilling promises); symbolic/expressive value (e.g. augmented product 

features); and cost/sacrifice value (e.g. comfort via easily followed tracking 

systems).  
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3. Methodology 

The aim of this thesis is to gain an in depth understanding of how perceived 

value of loot boxes are connected to certain characteristics of service outcome 

and if video game companies can gain from communicating such values. 

In order to answer these questions, it was critical to understand the different 

aspects of perceived value as a concept. Therefore, with the model from Smith 

& Colgate (2007) as a starting point, the research about the different types of 

perceived value was first gathered from secondary data. The secondary data 

came primarily from scientific articles, but to gain extra clarity in certain areas, 

non-scientific articles was also included.  

3.1. Qualitative study 

Due to the lack of literature about service outcome in the video game industry, 

a qualitative case study method was favoured in this thesis. Therefore, the 

authors attempted to answer the research questions with the help of theoretical 

studies as well as collected empirical discoveries. 

A qualitative approach was used for this study as it was more fitting in order for 

us to reach a response from the right demographic as well as to receive a deeper 

understanding of the customer perspective of perceived value. Furthermore, as 

our questionnaire consisted of fairly complex questions that are easier to 

respond to in a comprehensive interview that allows for additional questions, a 

qualitative method was the most appropriate choice. 

According to Bryman & Bell (2011), there are two methods of conducting 

qualitative interviews, semi-structured and unstructured, which both are 

expressed to be rather flexible practices. A semi-structured interview consists of 

questions and topics that have been pre-decided by the researchers. Thus, all 

the interviews were semi-structured, meaning the questions from the 

questionnaire were non-organized in order to fit the flow of the interview and 

allow for follow up questions. All the questions from the questionnaire was 

asked and worded in a similar manner to everyone interviewed, which Bryman 

and Bell (2011) claims is essential in order to build all interviews on the same 

basis.  

3.2. Case Study 

The reason for why Valve is an interesting company to use for this study is due 

to the fact that their dominant position as a digital game store is changing 
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because of new competition. For them to maintain their current revenue they 

need to change where they earn their revenue from game sales. One way for 

them to do this is to increase the sales of loot boxes (Steam 2019). Valve is also 

one of the most acknowledged AAA developers who also currently have two of 

the most popular Esport games on the market, one of which is Counter-Strike. 

With Counter-Strike being a free-to-play game, the developers earn no money 

on traditional sales and have to solely rely on loot boxes (Steam 2019). With the 

change in Valves revenue stream, and one of their biggest games relying solely 

on loot boxes, it makes this a relevant case to look at (Gough 2019a).  

3.3. Selection and interview framework 

The data necessary for this thesis required the participants to be active and 

involved players of Counter-Strike: Global Offensive. Therefore, the people 

were selected with the help of social media in the form of Steam forums. This 

approach ensured that the people found were active and engaged in the 

Counter-Strike community. Active and involved players are of importance due 

to them being the most affected by the service outcome that Valve provides to 

their customers, as well as being the customers’ whose perceived value is most 

relevant to this study. The selected participants’ background information can be 

found in table 1. All respondents had clear experiences from purchasing loot 

boxes in CS: GO during the past year, and each one of the respondents has 

played the game for a minimum of 12 months.  

The group of interviewees selected was estimated to not be hard-core gamers 

nor very casual gamers, but rather, somewhere in-between. The reason for this 

selection was to be able to analyse a larger portion of the user-base. The authors 

did not want to interview the "hard-core" users to avoid strong bias and the 

small pool they represent within the community. The discovery was made that 

the casual players did not meet the criteria to be interviewed due to their 

purchases of loot boxes being too rare to be able to gather reliable data.  

All of the participants in this study are of the same demographic segment, who 

are active Counter-Strike: Global Offensive players. Each one of them have 

bought loot boxes in the game for several years.  

The criteria required to be fulfilled in order to be interviewed was used to ensure 

that the interviewees were knowledgeable about the game and the function of 

loot boxes. Since the purpose was to understand the perspective of the customer 

(gamer), the following criteria were deemed necessary:  
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• The person has spent money on loot boxes in Counter-Strike: Global Offensive 
during the past 12 months, to ensure that the person being interviewed has 
recent experience with opening loot boxes. 

• The person spends time every week on an activity related to Counter-Strike: 
Global Offensive (playing, watching live streams or videos, or reading about it). 

 

Background information about the participants can be seen in table 1 for an 

easy overview and understanding of their respective opinions, while the rest of 

the findings are presented and compared in the later sections. 

 
Table 1: Compilation of interview participants 

Participant Age Gender Occupation Highest 
Completed 

Education 

Weekly 

Hours 

in CS: 

GO 

(Hours) 

 

Total 

Hours 

played 

(Hours) 

 

Total 

money 

spent 

(SEK) 

 

1 24 Male Working Gymnasium 10 500 1400-

1500 

2 24 Male Working Gymnasium 25-30 2000-

2500 

800 

3 28 Male Unemployed Gymnasium 10-12 1200 3000 

4 19 Male Studying Gymnasium 10 3000 2500 

5 26 Male Working Gymnasium 10-15 2000-

3000 

1000-

2000 

6 24 Male Working Gymnasium 30 3000 6000-

8000 

7 26 Male Studying & 

Working 

Gymnasium 15 900 1000 

As a simplification technique, opinions and statements from participants will be 

referenced in the upcoming sections in the form of a number, either as 

‘participant #’ or (#), related to that presented in table 1. This facilitates the 

identification of similar or contradictory values among the participants. 

The collecting of data has been through interviews with seven active gamers. 

The interviews took place between the 2nd and 5th of December, and their length 

varied between 10-15 minutes. The respondents were all well familiar with the 

concept of loot boxes and the mechanics of the video game selected for this 
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study. By conducting qualitative interviews, all data gathered is primary data and 

originates from the interviews.  

The semi-structured approach for the interviews was used, where some 

questions differed from other interviews, depending on the response gained 

from participants. The so-called probing technique was necessary for certain 

participants in order to gather a more elaborate motivation for their reasoning. 

Probing questions consists of prompt follow-up of what the respondent has 

replied (Bryman & Bell 2011). Every interview was conducted via Discord, an 

online communication programme, and recorded by both interviewers as a 

safety measure. Permission for recording was granted by all participants. 

Interviews via discord is beneficial in both monetary- and responsiveness terms. 

A respondent might feel more comfortable to answer sensitive questions over 

a voice-call rather than a traditional meeting (Bryman & Bell 2011).  

3.4. Data analysis 

Before the interviews were conducted, an interview guideline was created. The 

guideline was based on the research questions, which in turn are based on the 

theory. This was to ensure that the time was used efficiently and that the data 

being collected was relevant and could be of help answering the research 

questions. The guideline also helped to ensure that all participants were asked 

the same or similar questions to increase the reliability of the study.  

The interview guideline consisted of two parts. The first part is comprised of 

questions regarding the basic information about the participant, such as total 

hours spent on the game and their total investment in loot boxes. This 

information was gathered in order to get a grasp of the participant’s involvement 

in the game and the demographic they represent. The second part of the 

interview focused on questions about the personal values and opinions about 

the loot box, motivations, and Valve as a company. The interview guide is 

attached as appendix B.  

The process of the analysis started with transcribing each interview and 

discussing them; followed by coding the characteristics of each interview. 

Lastly, the authors analysed all data gathered from the interviews and their 

connection to the theoretical framework. The data received from the first part 

of the questionnaire was inserted into a table, which can be seen in table 1, as 

to facilitate the overview of the basic information for every participant. Several 

quotes from the second part of the interview was derived in order to highlight 
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certain points brought up and how they are connected to the research 

questions. 

3.5. Limitations of the study 

Factors that provide additional information during traditional face-to-face 

interviews, such as body language, could not be examined in this study, as a 

consequence for using a voice-call method (Bryman & Bell 2011). The selection 

for this study is also noteworthy - as it was not possible to gather information 

from every Counter-Strike: Global Offensive player, a selection of seven players 

was chosen. Thus, the results may not express the opinions of the whole CS: 

GO community. Furthermore, as previously mentioned, some participants may 

have been reluctant in answering truthfully to some questions regarding their 

purchasing behaviour, even though their anonymity was assured. 

3.6. Confidentiality 

The authors’ institution has rules concerning confidentiality that will be 

provided during the interviews. The interviews will be conducted according to 

the guidelines provided by Karlstad University. These guidelines are in 

accordance with EU Data Protection Regulation 2016/679 (GDPR) and 

national supplementary legislation. To ensure the procedure was conducted in 

a correct manner, all of the respondents were informed about the anonymity 

of their personal information, and that the only ones who had access to that 

information were the two interviewers, Sebastian Grönström & Albin 

Johansson. Furthermore, the clarification that the personal information was to 

be deleted after the study’s completion was made via vocal agreement between 

the interviewers and the participants prior to the interviews. The participants 

had the right to withdraw from the interviews at any given time. As 

interviewers, it is important to remember that the participants of your research 

still preserve their rights (Saunders et al. 2016). 

The awareness of anonymity helps the participant to respond more honestly as 

well as give them a chance to express themselves more freely (Collis & Hussey 

2014). Hence the reasoning to refer to the participants as numbers instead of 

their actual names. Prior to the interviews, the respondents were encouraged to 

speak as much as they wanted to, seeing as the aim is to gain a deeper 

understanding of their values.  

Essentially, confidentiality is necessary for building trust between the 

researchers and interviewees (Saunders et al. 2016). In order to create trust, the 
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interviewees were ensured that the gathered information would not be traceable 

back to them. Personal information such as: age, gender, occupation, and 

education were all relevant for this thesis, and no other personal information 

was collected from the participants. 

3.7. Trustworthiness & Authenticity 

According to Bryman & Bell (2011), the trustworthiness and authenticity is of a 

study is essential to clarify terms and ways to evaluate and establish quality. The 

conformability of this research was expressed throughout the study by not 

letting personal opinions influence the interpretation of responses collected 

from participants, in order to create authenticity. 

Due to the choice of conducting semi-structured interviews, the final result and 

conclusion may vary from other researchers, even if they managed an 

indistinguishable study. This is due to the fact that personal interpretations may 

affect the outcome of a study. Another factor can be that the questions are 

formulated differently, and thus reducing the reliability of the result; which was 

the reasoning for a question guideline to be made prior to the interviews. Even 

though the participants were ensured that their answers would remain 

anonymous, some participants may have chosen to refrain from the truth in 

consideration of their own shame. For example, not everyone may want to 

admit their true total investment in loot boxes.  
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4. Empirical findings 

This section will be descriptive and presentative of this thesis’ collected data. It 

displays the responses gathered from our qualitative study in the form of 

interviews, and then continues to examine the correlation between the findings 

from the interviews and the theory. The empirical findings are structured to fit 

with the theoretical framework by Smith & Colgate (2007). 

4.1.  Functional/Instrumental Value 

Examining how the functional/instrumental value is created for customers, and 

analysing the responses from the interviews resulted in the identifying of four 

main sources of value: Small versus Large Loot Box, Attributes, Instant 

Delivery, Odds. 

4.1.1. Small versus Large loot box 

When asked if they would prefer the current way loot boxes work where a set 

of specific skins are in each loot box or if they would prefer to have a standard 

loot box that contained all of the skins, the responses varied between the two. 

1, 2, and 4 prefer how it is right now so they can be more selective of what skins 

they want to have a chance to get. Meaning they want more control of the 

outcome.  

Because that way… I guess that way it increases your chance to receive what 

you want. If you, for example, like a skin from a certain box, then it is a 

greater chance to get it from that particular box. As opposed to a box that 

contains all of the skins. (2) 

Interviewee 3, 5 & 7 would prefer one big loot box where all the skins were a 

possible outcome. However, they all had different reasonings behind their 

statement. Participant 3 wanted to have one big loot box where you slowly 

unlock everything, meaning that you will not get any duplicates, but rather a new 

unique skin after each opening. Participant 5 wanted the more random nature 

of loot boxes and to have a larger variation in the outcome. Creating an exciting 

feeling due to the randomness of the outcome. When asked why he thinks he 

prefers that he answered: “Nahh it would've been even more exciting and see 

and it's just how much that can come, like that.” (5). And participant 7 reasoned 

from a financial perspective and how having one big loot box could lead to 

reducing costs if you wanted to get a certain skin from a loot box you do not 

have. 
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A standard box that contains everything sounds like a better idea, actually. 

Otherwise it is… first you must hope to receive the loot box that you want in-

game, or buy it from the market, and THEN you also have to purchase a key 

in order to open that specific box. If it was just one box in the game then 

everybody would have access to that box via drops in-game and that way it 

would reduce the total cost of just keys. (7) 

The value perceived by customers, in the case of content of loot boxes, lies in 

the randomness and unknown for one group; contrary to the rest that is satisfied 

with the somewhat controlled outcome that Counter-Strike's loot boxes 

currently has.  

4.1.2. Attribute 

When it comes to the attributes identified in the loot boxes of Counter-Strike, 

the participants are divided in their perceived value. One group prefers the 

feature of stat track whilst the other group prefers to receive rare skins. 

Participant 5 and 7 argues that a rare skin has higher value with the motivation 

that a stat track does not add anything new to the game. They claim that the 

value from the stat track feature is already available via the Steam client. 

Skins of high rarity, I would say. Sure it is cool to have a stat track but it 

kind of just shows how much time you have spent on the game, which you 

can already look up via the client. (7) 

One reason given why they value a rare skin over stat track is due to a more 

symbolic view, where having a high rarity skin can give you a certain respect 

amongst the players. “A Rare Skin. It's very cool. You feel like you get such 

respect.” (5).  

However, the remaining participants belonging to the opposing group does not 

view it from that perspective. The constant progression in-game is what makes 

the stat track valuable to them, and the ability to show-off that progress towards 

another player. 

An item is automatically more valuable to me if it has stat track. Because it is 

always fun to keep track how many players I have killed with that gun. It is 

satisfying to watch that statistic constantly increase. (3) 

The potential to get a rare skin or a stat track increases their perceived value, 

and majority of the participants do not think that the non-preferred attribute 

lowers the value of the item, but rather their preferred attribute increases the 

perceived value.  
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Whether a participant preferred stat track or skins, the consensus among them 

was that a red skin (0.64% drop rate) is highly sought after due to its value and 

rarity on the community market.  

4.1.3. Instant Delivery 

Another value aspect of the service outcome in a digital environment, is the 

service of instant delivery. According to every participant of this study, when 

asked about a delayed delivery and how it would affect their purchase behaviour, 

the instant delivery of the content of loot boxes is crucial and even one of the 

reasons they play the game as stated by interviewee 5 when asked about a delay 

in delivery: “I probably wouldn't have played as much if it had taken longer to 

get it.”.  

Then I would also not have been as excited in buying the key or the skin. 

Then I probably wouldn't have had, yeah, the same hype or what to say. (1) 

That’s kinda the whole point, to be able to see what you have received right 

away. (4) 

As 1 & 4 stated, a big part of loot boxes is the possibility to see and use what 

you have received directly after the purchase. Having a delay of one hour would 

therefore lead to a reduction in the perceived value created by loot boxes, and 

for some users a reduction in the perceived value of the game.  

4.1.4. Odds 

A pattern throughout the interviews is the lack of information regarding the 

chances of receiving certain content from the loot boxes. None of the 

participants were aware of the odds of the outcome from opening loot boxes 

and there was two ways of reasoning. One reasoning considers odds to be 

important, and those participants were the ones who felt more emotionally 

invested into the process of opening a loot box. The other way of reasoning was 

that the odds did not feel relevant because the participants already have very 

low expectations of what they would get and had a feeling with what the result 

would be.  

4.2. Experiential/Hedonic Value 

Examining how the experiential/hedonic value is created for customers, and 

analysing the responses from the interviews resulted in the identifying of three 

main sources of value: Ambiance, Emotions while Opening a Loot Box, and 

Expectations. 
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4.2.1. Ambiance 

According to participants 1, 2, 4 & 6, the presentation and sound is a big factor 

that adds to excitement while opening a loot box. Several interviewees mention 

the resemblance of a wheel of fortune that can be found on television shows or 

in amusement parks. They found it exciting to be able to see all the possible 

outcomes roll pass on the screen and said that it was a big part of opening a loot 

box. 

Yeah no but it is a bit like scraping a scratch card but even more fun because 

it has cool sounds. /.../ It spins a small circular board. Wheel of fortune type. 

But you see there, now a computer instead, so there is not as much chance 

that it will end up on every box, but you get the picture that, damn it was 

almost it and it was almost on it. (1) 

Well it’s… they have made it a very exciting experience for the consumer. 

The fact that you can see all of the possible outcomes spinning around like a 

wheel. So, I guess the presentation is a big part of it. (2) 

 

Participant 3 & 5 did not share the excitement for the ambiance during the 

opening process, seeing the ambiance as something negative. Participant 3 felt 

that it was too short, and participant 5 stated “It’s actually stressful.”. 

The atmosphere is very monotonous, I would say. Unless you win the one in 

a billion prize, there is nothing really going on. Usually it is over in 2 

seconds and just boring. However, if you get that special prize, the whole 

room explodes [laughter]. (3) 

Most of the interviewees found the ambiance to be a big part which added to 

the perceived value of loot boxes. However, it is important to take stress 

inducing factors into account since participant 3 found it too short and dull, 

adding nothing to the perceived value while also lowering the emotional value 

for participant 5.  

4.2.2. Emotions while Opening a Loot box 

When asked how the respondents felt while opening a loot box, they gave a 

variety of answers in the form of excitement, hope, and curiosity. All responses 

had some form of value creating emotions. Interviewee 4 said “How it feels... 

it’s exciting. I guess. Will I get a blue item or that purple one that is worth a lot 

of money.” and interviewee 6 stated that he could feel “adrenaline kicks in a 

little bit sometimes when you see something pass”.  
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The response regarding the question if the process of opening loot boxes makes 

them feel better, was divided. Participant 1 & 6 responded that opening a loot 

box made them happy or satisfied.  

Yes, you get very, when you bought 5, if you buy 5 keys then and you have 5 

boxes that you will open that way. That, then you get some kind of 

satisfaction. It's like you have loaded up a big meal of kebab, a big kebab 

plate, you just know how fucking nice this is going to be. (1) 

Participant 2, 4, 5, & 7 stated however that they do not feel joy or gain happiness 

from opening loot boxes, something that could contradict their previous 

statement when asked how they feel while opening a loot box. “Ehmm, no I 

don’t feel better from opening loot boxes, I don’t.” (2) was the response 

received from participant 2.  

Participant 3’s answer to this question will be answered in 4.5.2 

This goes to show that it is not solely the actual product that adds to the 

perceived value but also the contributing factors, such as the creation of 

emotions while opening a loot box. The creation of emotions, such as the 

excitement and joy provide an appealing process and increases the value of the 

service outcome to the consumers.  

4.2.3.  Expectations 

A recurring theme throughout the interviews is the low expectation of receiving 

any valuable content from loot boxes. During the interviews the responses 

could be as following: “No, I definitely don't have because you just get a lot of 

shit there usually.” (5). All participants showed some form of having low 

expectations and stated they have low expectations when asked about. When 

asked about their feelings when they do not receive what they want, several of 

the participants claimed that they become angry, indicating that they actually 

had higher expectations than previously claimed.   

It is apparent that the hedonic value is important for the customer, the glimpse 

of hope for the best possible service outcome. True to the findings in 4.1.1., the 

lack of information strengthens the conclusion regarding the value created by 

knowing the odds. Too high expectations decrease the perceived value due to 

frustration from customers.  

The interviewees put a lot of value on the ambiance when opening the loot box, 

and the emotions they get from the process before seeing the result, all factoring 

in when the perceived service outcome is evaluated. Findings for managing their 
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expectations were also confirmed to be of importance due to a lower perceived 

value from consumers that had too high expectations. 

4.3. Symbolic/Expressive Value 

Examining how the symbolic/expressive value is created for customers, and 

analysing the responses from the interviews resulted in the identifying of four 

main sources of value: Social Responsibility & Company Reputation, and Pride 

& Social Status. 

4.3.1.  Social Responsibility & Company Reputation 

The participants are unanimous on the fact that Valve does not take social 

responsibility for whales. Valve is regarded by the customers as a company with 

the sole intention of earning money and does not really care about their 

customers. 

No, I don’t think so, not that I know of. They maybe should do like Svenska 

Spel where you put a limit that you can spend or if you can put your own 

limit on Svenska Spel. As I understand as I have played there and maybe 

there should be a similar system for Valve. But they are probably working 

against it since they earn a lot of money on this. Or just don’t want the 

system. [They] don’t give a shit how people's lives are. It’s a company. (1) 

When asked about if they think this is positive or negative the answers were not 

as unanimous. 2, 3, & 7 thought that Valve’s operations regarding social 

responsibility is negative, while 4, 5, & 6 thought it was positive.  

 If you think about how much they want to trick people for virtual value that 

does not really exist, then yes, I think it has a negative impact on society. But 

from a company’s perspective, it is a really smart way to make profit. (3) 

I think the way they operate is positive, because I haven’t seen that they try 

to encourage players to open loot boxes, mostly just shown me that they are 

available. People choose themselves to purchase them. (4) 

Everyone except participant 4, & 7 had negative remarks about Valve during 

the interviews. Participant 2 said during the interview “That’s what they want 

isn’t it? Those bastards!”, and participant 3 said “Steam sucks balls, if I can say 

so.”. Giving the impression that Valve has a bad reputation in the community.  

The bad reputation of Valve has a negative effect on their perceived customer 

value as a company, and ultimately their products, giving some players the sense 

that the outcome from the service will not only be seen as bad, but will also 

have a negative impact on the society.  
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4.3.2.  Pride & Social Status 

Most of the participants, when asked if they feel pride in receiving a rare skin 

from a loot box, they got excited and stated that they do feel pride from it. 

Giving answers such as “Yeah, as hell.” (5) or “Yeah yes, I have. I feel proud of 

that.” (6). Showing that the symbolic meaning of receiving skins from a loot box 

is very important to the users.  

The loot box is the decisive factor in pride as a symbolic value, which was 

confirmed by the responses to the consumers’ view on loot boxes versus 

community market. 

Yes, it is a bit like buying someone's old shoes. There's nothing wrong with 

that. It is exactly the same but something it is like buying second hand. It may 

sound strange though. (1) 

A noticeable pattern was clear during the interviews. Owning a rare skin from a 

loot box provides personal pride and status to the participants; however, they 

communicate opposite feelings when observing other players using rare skins. 

Giving answers such as: “What are my thoughts… I think that’s a bastard that 

has spent money, haha!” (2), or “Then I think he's probably bought it.” (5) 

The feelings that occur while encountering other players equipped with rare 

skins translates to negative views of the player. Most of which assumed that the 

player had purchased the skin from the community market, rather than gotten 

it from a loot box. Signs of jealousy were also found amongst the participants.  

4.4. Cost/Sacrifice Value 

Examining how the cost/sacrifice value is created for customers, and analysing 

the responses from the interviews resulted in the identifying of four main 

sources of value: Loot Box versus Community Market, Return on Investment, 

Convenience, and More for More. 

4.4.1.  Loot Box Versus Community Market 

There is a consensus amongst the participants that the community market is a 

nice feature for the game. Being able to purchase and/or sell what you want 

directly via the client adds cost/sacrifice value to the customer. The community 

market can also allow customers to purchase skins they want for a lower price 

than they would have paid to get the same skin through loot boxes. 

Yeah it seems to be quite good to be able to buy and sell things there. Have 

done it once or twice and bought and it’s very cheap. Cost almost nothing, 
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for the nicer skins costed almost a few crowns so you can get one you really 

want and that I think is good. It might be a good idea if you really didn’t like 

the thought of the idea to roll or, what to call it, spin the wheel. (1) 

I think the concept of a community market is great actually. Even though you 

may receive junk from the loot boxes, you may still get a little money back 

from the market. If you happen to get a good skin that you don’t want 

anymore, you are able to make a profit and buy more boxes for the money 

you receive from selling it, and have more fun. And the system of the 

community market is really simple and convenient, just click on the item from 

your inventory that you want to put up for sale and it is done. The fact that 

you can do it via the Steam client is really good. (3) 

Many participants stated that by using the market you miss out on the emotional 

satisfaction of opening loot boxes, which solidifies our findings in 4.2 & 4.3, 

that the emotional and symbolic value increases the perceived value outcome 

for the customers. Meaning that even if the price is higher to obtain the skin 

from the loot box, the consumers perceive the loot box to have a value and not 

just the outcome from opening it. 

The most fun part is opening the boxes, it’s a satisfaction but really you 

should buy it from the market and pay 10% of the price. (1) 

It is part of the choices you have while opening the boxes. If you want to 

open boxes or just purchase the item straight from somebody else. If you 

want to go through the process with the adrenaline of loot boxes or just buy 

the skin immediately. (4) 

Ehh It's probably a bit cooler to be able to say you've got it from a loot box 

because as you've spent less money on it purely that particular thing. But 

overall so you've probably spent more money so then it's dumber in the long 

run. (7) 

By having an open market for the community, the company allows the customer 

to decide if they want the experience that comes with the process of opening a 

loot box, or purchase the skin directly, which provides alternatives for the 

consumer, and a clearer perception of the service outcome. 

4.4.2.  Return on Investment 

The ability to earn money back from your loot boxes is valued due to a potential 

reduction in risk, and sometimes even gain more monetary value than you 

invested as explained by interviewee 3: 

Even though you may receive junk from the loot boxes, you may still get a 

little money back from the market. If you happen to get a good skin that you 

don’t want anymore, you are able to make a profit and buy more boxes for 

the money you receive from selling it, and have more fun. (3) 
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Participant 2, 4, 5, 6, & 7 stated that they have the potential to resell the content 

of the loot box in mind before making a purchase. Which allows them to 

increase the potential outcome value of the loot box as stated by participant 2: 

Yeah, of course. Definitely. Sometimes you think that if you get a nice skin, 

you can sell it on the community market in order to spend the money on other 

things. (2) 

Participant 3 deviated from the rest of the group on this topic. According to #3, 

the currency used to purchase loot boxes is not a physical currency, and only 

provides the customer with a win-win situation. 

Because technically it is real money on the line, even though it is not a 

physical currency you have used, it is still a currency you can profit from IF 

you actually win. Since you are able to sell it to someone else for real 

currency. It’s just that, the fact that I maybe earn something from it. But if I 

do lose, I haven’t really lost something, even though there is always a chance 

to earn something. (3) 

By allowing the users to have an alternative source to sell the content, and 

potential to earn money back, or even profit from their purchase, the company 

can increase the cost/sacrifice value and allows the customer to see the service 

outcome as higher value due to the potential of it. 

4.4.3.  Convenience 

Currently to purchase and open a loot box is very convenient, taking around 

two clicks to do so. Everyone except interviewee 2 stated that the convenience 

of making a purchase contributed to more purchases. “Yeah due to the 

smoothness of the process I would say it has affected how many times I come 

back for re-purchases. Because it is so easy.” (3). This was also confirmed when 

asked if it was more inconvenient to open loot boxes, would affect their 

willingness to purchase. “If it was more difficult, I probably wouldn’t have 

bought as many.” (4).  

By having a fast and convenient way for consumers to purchase and consume 

the product adds to the sacrifice value in terms of time-saving. Making it more 

inconvenient would affect the buyers perceived outcome value due to the 

psychological effort in making the purchase.  

4.4.4.  More for More 

All of the participants, except #5, would be interested in the option to pay more 

for a loot box that had a higher chance to contain rare items. Customizing the 

offers available, and lowering the risk of not receiving anything rare in a loot 
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box would add value according to the majority of participants. All participants 

are aware that receiving something they do not want from a loot box is high, 

but by paying more the risk goes down, which in turn also increases the 

perceived value of the loot box. 

The feature of the community market utilizes the players as a tool to create 

value, through co-creation. The base necessary for a market is provided by the 

company, but the actual value created is generated by the community and was 

found to increase the outcome value of the loot box.  

4.5. Perceived Long-Term Value 

During the analysis of the interviews, there were findings of information that 

was not applicable to the established value creation framework, made by Smith 

& Colgate (2007). Those findings are connected to the unique nature of virtual 

items in the video games. Therefore, a new category of perceived value has been 

created, called perceived long-term value. 

4.5.1.  Declining Value 

The participants mentioned, several times during the interviews, that something 

they valued in the past has become less valuable to them as time went by. As 

players build up their collection of skins, the loot box starts to become less 

valuable due to the decreasing chance of receiving something new. 

Yeah that is kind of depressing. But I think that it’s kind of okay seeing you 

receive so few skins after the rounds, so for player that don't have lot of skins 

on their account, I wouldn’t mind getting a blue that I thought was quite 

nice. (1) 

When asked how this has affected their purchase intention some of the 

participants stated that they no longer have the same interest in purchasing loot 

boxes. They also believe that if they could still get more new items that would 

have added to their collection, they would have been more willing to continue 

purchasing loot boxes. 

How customers perceive the outcome value of loot boxes have a declining effect 

as time goes on and users build up their collection of skins. The larger their 

collection is, the less likely it is for them to find new skins from loot boxes they 

find valuable enough to expand their collection further. 
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4.5.2. Long Term 

Looking back at their total investment in loot boxes, all participants had lost 

money on it, hence claiming that it has not been worth it. However, the 

enjoyment they got from opening loot boxes was worth it at the time.  

Yeah, it’s a bit like when I played World of Warcraft before and put in like 5 

hours per day. It was really worth it then but now I wonder what the hell, it 

was completely unworth it to just sit and sit and play and do work tasks more 

or less. (1) 

Participant 3 pointed out the negative effects of opening loot boxes. He claims 

that buying loot boxes is a damaging behaviour due to his low expectations and 

lack of enjoyment. 

I would actually claim that it doesn't. Buying loot boxes is sort of a 

damaging behavior, because I already know it is going to be crap. So, no I 

don’t find joy in it.” (3) 

“Yes. There is a little pride in it if you manage to get one of the rare ones. 

The feeling of actually being lucky for once, absolutely. (3) 

 

This behaviour, and psychological impact, may affect the perceived value of the 

service outcome, but it requires additional research in the future.  
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5. Analysis 

The analysis of this thesis offers an interpretation of the seven interviews, as 

well as a discussion of the empirical findings in relation to the selected theory. 

By interpreting, abstracting and analysing the collected data, the authors will be 

able to generate conclusions. Furthermore, the section will also dive into other 

findings which was discovered from the interviews. The different topics covered 

in this section are based on the research question:  

• How do loot boxes create perceived value for the consumers? 

• How are the elements of the service outcome used to create perceived value in 
loot boxes? 
 

5.1. Functional/Instrumental Value 

5.1.1. Small Versus Large Loot Box  

Similar to odds, the difference in having a small- or large loot box can be 

identified to Woodruff’s (1997) third key aspect: appropriate outcome. When 

doing the analysis of the interviews, the authors identified one reasoning with 

two views for wanting a small or large loot box; the reason being control over 

the outcome. One side viewed having a smaller loot boxes provided them with 

a more easily determined outcome. While the side who would prefer a large loot 

box, find more enjoyment in the random nature of the outcome. Due to the 

purchase intention of loot boxes for some participants being a form of 

gambling, it can be argued that the gambling feature of a large loot box is 

preferable for the same people. Therefore, the fact that the majority of users 

preferred to have small loot boxes rather than large was unexpected. After 

analysing their answers, the finding was made that the most common reason 

was to better control the outcome when opening a loot box. 

5.1.2. Attributes 

The two attributes focused on, stat track and rare skins, can be divided into an 

attribute with appropriate functions, and an attribute with appropriate 

characteristics, according to Woodruff (1997).  According to Rahman et al. 

(2010), the preference between functional or aesthetics options depends on the 

individual self or the social self. Where stat track relates to the individual self, 

due to the function it has of counting kills. Whereas rare skins are connected to 

the social self since it creates a sense of pride and status amongst the social 

circles of the owner. According to Fornell et al. (1996), when consumers view 
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something as higher quality, they also perceive it to be valuable and give higher 

customer satisfaction. 

 That the respondents had split answers on what they preferred was not 

unexpected since the answer will be determined by what they value of the social 

self or individual self. Some of the participants who find the importance of the 

social self, also viewed rare skins to be of higher quality and had the appropriate 

characteristics they wanted to fulfil their needs. While those that prefer stat track 

view stat track to be the indication of higher quality and have the appropriate 

function, they are looking for to fulfil their needs. Therefore, by having both 

stat track and rare skins included as a potential reward in every loot box 

increases the perceived value for all the consumers. 

Cox (1967) & Olson (1972) discusses the different methods companies use to 

provide customers with cues about the quality of the products. The quality of 

the product received from loot box is indicated by extrinsic cues such as the 

colour of the items (blue, purple, pink, red). These colours are clearly affecting 

the perceived value by the participants, as several of them mention throughout 

the interviews how they are always looking to receive those red items. 

5.1.3. Instant Delivery 

The ability to deliver the virtual goods instantly can be identified as the second 

key aspect by Woodruff (1997) which is appropriate performance, and in this 

case, on the digital market. The instant delivery was not only a determining 

factor in the willingness to purchase loot boxes, but also for the players to 

continue playing the game. It was not unexpected when the participants 

answered that they would stop purchasing loot boxes if there was a delay for 

the product to be delivered. It was, however, unexpected that some of the 

participants stated they would stop playing the game if there was a delay in 

delivery. This discovery was not anticipated at all and shows that loot boxes 

does not only create value in the game, but also for the game. By allowing the 

consumers to obtain the item during the process, they are still emotionally 

invested in the loot box rather than get emotionally disconnected, before they 

receive the item. Which in turn increases the perceived value created by the loot 

box.  

5.1.4.  Odds 

According to Smith & Colgate (2007), and Woodruff (1997), functional/ 

instrumental value is the extent that a good or service is desired, performs a 
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desired function or has certain desired characteristics. The lack of information 

regarding the chances of receiving certain content from the loot boxes can be 

identified as a desired characteristic, in the form of knowing the potential 

outcomes. Whether the participants had high or low expectations, none of them 

considered the ability to see the odds to be a negative function, however some 

of the participant view it as an important function. The answers received was 

not unexpected as it is confirmed by the third key aspect by Woodruff (1997), 

appropriate consequences or outcomes. By showing the odds to the consumers, 

the customers who gains value from knowing the odds will have in an increase 

in their perceived value. While the ones who are less interested in this function 

will not be affected. Ultimately, it is beneficial for both the company and the 

consumer. It could be argued that providing consumers with the odds reduces 

their willingness to open loot boxes; but according to Williams & Connolly 

(2006), knowing the odds and math behind gambling does not reduce the 

willingness to gamble. Confirming the win-win situation for the company to 

include the odds.  

5.2. Experiential/Hedonic Value 

5.2.1.  Ambiance 

According to Smith & Colgate (2007), experiential/hedonic value is increased 

by how a product create experiences, feelings and other emotions that the 

customer values. One way for a company to create those emotions are through 

the ambiance of the product. All participants, not to our surprise, found that 

the ambiance had an effect on them. Five out the seven participants found that 

the ambiance was an important part of the experience when opening loot boxes 

while #3 found it quite boring. And to our surprise, #5 found the ambiance to 

have a negative effect by creating stress. The adopted technique from traditional 

slot machines (Griffiths 2018), with the exciting visuals and sounds is a 

successful method for the majority of consumers to perceive the experience as 

more valuable. Participants also spoke about the “wheel of fortune”-style visuals 

and showing the consumers what the potential of the loot box was they add to 

the outcome value of loot boxes by building emotions in the customer. 

5.2.2. Emotions While Opening a Loot Box & Expectations 

The emotions that is created by opening a loot box is of big importance in 

determining if they will open it or not. All the participants found some form of 

positive emotion that are appropriate (Smith & Colgate 2007), while opening a 
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loot box. The element of surprise created excitement amongst the participants 

and a form of hope that this time they would win the jackpot. The resemblance 

to scratching a lottery ticket was mentioned and explained as to why the 

participant continued to purchase loot boxes. However, when asked if they felt 

joy from opening a loot box the majority of the participants stated that they did 

not. Contradicting to what they replied in the previous questions. This could be 

interpreted as them not being aware of the enjoyment, or thinking that they did 

not feel enjoyment when looking back at it. By creating elements in the process 

of opening loot boxes that induces emotions, the company increases the 

experiential value for the customers.  

Something that was apparent throughout the interview was the participants low 

expectations where they stated many times over how low the odds were, and 

how they would most likely get something they did not want. While some of 

them still got upset when not getting what they were hoping for. One of the 

reasons for this was by how the company built up expectations for the customer 

when they opened a loot box. By them using a “wheel of fortune” style of 

opening, where the customer can see all possible outcomes roll past and giving 

them a sense of excitement and raising their expectations to a point where the 

customer thinks they will receive a rare item. As previously mentioned, similarly 

to how lottery tickets give the customer a glimpse of hope by making tickets 

show that there is at least a chance for the customer to win the big prize.  

When the company builds up the expectations for the customers, they also build 

up the perceived value for the loot box. However, if they build to much 

expectations and the result of the loot box is something the consumers see as 

worthless, the entire outcome value will be perceived as something negative.  

5.3. Symbolic/Expressive Value 

5.3.1.  Social Responsibility & Company Reputation 

Smith & Colgate (2007) claims that the reputation of a company as well as the 

company’s social responsibility contributes to the customer perceived value. As 

far as the participants opinions about Valve, nobody was aware of Valve’s 

operations regarding social responsibility, and expressed negative feelings 

towards Valve in general. They did surprisingly value the lack of social 

responsibility differently. Some of them claimed that companies exist to make 

money and that they never felt pressured into buying loot boxes. While some 
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expressed that companies still must take a social responsibility, especially when 

it comes to whales due to it potentially being harmful to society.  

The customers’ negative opinions about the company's efforts towards social 

responsibility has an impact on the outcome value. However, even though the 

customers acknowledge the lack of responsibility from the company, they seem 

to accept the fact that it is a profit maximizing organization. The authors 

contacted some of the participants again after the interviews in order to ask if 

the social responsibility has affected their purchases. The responses from the 

participants were that even though they are aware of the lack of social 

responsibility from the company, they do not believe it has had an effect on 

their purchase behaviour. 

5.3.2.  Pride & Social Status 

Smith & Colgate (2007) also talks about how products can enhance the 

customers sense of self-worth or create status. As expected, by obtaining and 

using rare skins many of the participants stated that they felt some sort of pride 

from it, more so if they obtained it directly from a loot box rather than 

purchasing it through the community market. Analysing what people said 

regarding them feeling proud, it was unexpected to hear them put a negative 

light on players outside of their social circle, who used rare skins. The 

contradictory nature of feeling pride of getting respect from owning a skin, but 

seeing it as something negative when others have it. This led us to the 

conclusion that the pride and status is only perceived as valuable by one-self, 

and by the ones in the customers’ social circle, while having the opposite effect 

on players outside of that circle.  

5.4. Cost/Sacrifice Value 

5.4.1.  Loot Box Versus Community Market 

Smith & Colgate (2007) states that the perceived value can be increased of a 

product by minimizing the cost, or sacrifices. One way this is done with loot 

boxes is through co-creation of the community market. According to Grönroos 

(2011, 2017), co-creation is the interactive and functional process to enhance 

the client’s value outcome, which is something the community market does. As 

multiple interviewees mentioned, using the community market to get a specific 

skin they were looking for could often be cheaper than opening loot boxes. This 

leads us to the conclusion that many of the customers open loot boxes in order 

to experience the experiential value that they provide, even if it is more 
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expensive than the cheaper alternative of the market. Meaning that the loot box 

itself and the process of opening it creates perceived value for the customers.  

5.4.2.  Return on Investment 

Sacrifice value can be created by reducing the personal risk of the investment 

(Smith & Colgate 2007). Many of the participants admitted that the option to 

sell the received items from a loot box on the market is something they keep in 

mind prior to the actual purchase. It serves as a “plan B” for them in the case 

they do not get a new skin to add to their collection. The plan B would not be 

possible without the provided service of a community market; resulting in a co-

created value between the customer and the company (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 

2008; Vargo et al. 2008). The responses received regarding the participants will 

to earn money back from their loot boxes came a bit of a surprise. During the 

interview they all seemed to get some enjoyment from loot boxes, however, 

with most of them wanting to earn money back, it could be argued that they did 

not find the cost of the loot box worth it in hindsight. According to our findings, 

the reduction in personal risk that the community market provides, increases 

the perceived value of the service outcome, while the monetary cost of the loot 

box reduces it. 

5.4.3.  Convenience 

The convenient process of purchasing loot boxes adds sacrifice value in terms 

of time-saving. Due to all participants except one admitting that the 

convenience is a major factor that has affected the amount of times they have 

purchased loot boxes; it is safe to assume that the fast and easy process adds 

sacrifice value to the customers. The statement of “If it was more difficult, I 

probably wouldn’t have bought as many.” (4), confirms that. That the 

convenience is an important factor for the community was expected, so it came 

as a surprise when one of the participants stated otherwise.  

5.4.4.  More for More 

Allowing the users to pay a premium price to lower the risk will, according to 

Smith & Colgate (2007) increase the perceived value of the service. In this case, 

allowing the customers to pay a higher price to increase the chance of obtaining 

a rare skin, which was expected before the interviews were conducted. Looking 

at our other findings, it can be assumed that the reason for that is to get more 

control over the outcome of the loot box, as well as increasing the chance to get 

a new skin to add to their collection.  
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The idea of a more expensive loot box which contained more rare items was 

encouraged by several participants of this study, and could prove beneficial for 

both parties. By customizing the service outcome and add a premium alternative 

to the regular product line, the company creates another revenue source, and 

the customer is satisfied by the increased chance of a pleasing service outcome. 

It should be noted that the authors never specified a price nor increase in chance 

when asking the customers regarding this. To implement this feature, research 

needs to be made in regards to price versus chance to be able to increase the 

perceived value. 

5.5. Perceived Long-Term Value 

5.5.1.  Declining Value 

Experienced players seem to value the outcome of loot boxes less than new 

players. As the individual collection of items increases, the perceived value of 

the service outcome decreases. The willingness to pay more money in exchange 

for a loot box that has a higher probability to contain rare items serves as a 

confirmation of this conclusion. Building up their collection of skins happens 

as they open more and more loot boxes, and when they find an upgrade for 

their collection the rest of the potential skins decline in value. Interviewee 3 

proposed there would be a loot box where you progressed as you opened it, 

allowing players to expand their collection over time without fear of duplicates 

or always receiving un-wanted skins. This way, new players would perceive 

receiving skins with low rarity as valuable, and experienced players would update 

their collection without getting duplicates, and with time, mostly get upgrades. 

When some participants were asked later on, if this had affected their purchase 

intentions, they stated that it had done so. Because of the lower chance to obtain 

new items they felt less willing to purchase new loot boxes. According to 

Zeithaml (1988), the correlation between purchase intention and perceived 

customer value is positive, and since the participants stated that their intention 

to purchase has decreased with time, so has their perceived value. 

5.5.2.  Long Term 

Questioning the participants about their previous purchases provided a fairly 

similar response from each one. The “value in the moment” was strong at the 

time of purchase, but today it is almost regrettable and seen as not being worth 

it. The authors found that the value the customers have for the skin and loot 

box will change dramatically as time goes on. When a player is new to the game, 
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each result from opening a loot box and the entire process will create new and 

exciting value. But after they get used to it, the result from opening look boxes 

will become less and less valuable.  
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6. Conclusion 

In this chapter of the thesis, the most relevant and important conclusions from 

the analysis will be documented, and contributions to theoretical issues will be 

represented. 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore how service outcome affects the 

customers’ perceived value of loot boxes. To study this subject matter, a case 

study of Counter-Strike: Global Offensive and its loot boxes was conducted 

through interviews of seven active players of the game. The aim of this study 

was to contribute to an increased comprehension of how companies can use 

elements of service outcome to create perceived value in loot boxes for the 

customers, considering it is a successful business and relatively unresearched.  

The empirical findings prove that the four types of value presented by Smith & 

Colgate (2007) is applicable to the service of loot boxes. The responses from 

the participants also revealed a new type of value, called perceived long-term 

value. Perceived long-term value is a discovery of our exploratory study and 

explains that the customer perceived value of loot boxes steadily declines as 

their experience with the game increases. The utility of the service outcome is 

high for every loot box as a new player to the game, however, the outcome 

becomes less and less exciting with each box opened. While looking back at the 

participants’ purchase behaviour, the consensus among them is that the “value 

in the moment” is great, but now viewed as regrettable.  

Regarding functional/instrumental value, the most important value inducing 

aspect of loot boxes is the instant delivery system. As it did not only decide their 

choice to proceed with the purchase or not, it was a determining factor in some 

of the participants’ motivation to keep playing the game. Making the instant 

delivery feature a big contributor to the functional value of loot boxes. Another 

important element that creates value for the customers are knowing the odds of 

the outcome. As discussed by several interviewees, and confirmed by Williams 

and Connolly (2006) – implementing a feature that allows the customer to see 

the actual odds of receiving items would be positive for both the customer and 

the company. The contents of a loot box can also contain different kinds of 

attributes with either features or certain characteristics the customers want. 

Deepening on what they value the most, the attribute’s value will differ from 

customer to customer. Lastly, the identification regarding control of the 

outcome in the form of a large or a small loot box; the findings in this thesis 
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shows that even though the nature of a loot box is random, some consumers 

still want to have control over the outcome, while others prefer the randomness. 

The adopted ambiance techniques from traditional slot machines and wheels of 

fortune have a similar positive effect on customers who open loot boxes. The 

hopefulness is enhanced by visual effects, sounds, and the display of possible 

outcomes. The participants of this study agreed to having low expectations of 

receiving valuable items, while at the same time being emotionally affected by 

the unwanted outcome of opening boxes; making their statements 

contradictory. Similar to how the participants stated they all got excited and 

hopeful, while contradicting themselves later on by saying that they never felt 

any joy from opening a loot box. Therefore, the experiential/hedonic value 

created can be interpreted as having an impact on even the least hopeful 

customers of loot boxes, and is key to the outcome value. 

Prestige of owning rare skins is considered a major motivation and added 

symbolic value for the participants. Stating that it gave them status and respect 

from other players. It was identified that the status is only created for one-self, 

and for one's social circles. This identification was made due to participants 

always viewed other players who possess a rare skin in a negative light, and not 

giving them any respect or envy. The reputation and social responsibility of the 

company is regarded as negative by the customers, however, it is not something 

that affects their purchase behaviour, or perceived value of loot boxes.   

As for the cost/sacrifice value of loot boxes, the most dominant factor is the 

time-saving convenience of the purchase process. By only requiring the two 

clicks for a purchase, six out of seven participants claimed that the fast process 

contributes to more frequent purchases. The co-created value of the community 

market proved to be another pushing factor towards the purchase of loot boxes. 

The community market operates both as a plan B for several customers who do 

not receive what they want and wish to sell it, as well as a cheaper alternative to 

the specific items requested by customers. As per recommendation by several 

participants of this study, an option to purchase an even more expensive loot 

box in exchange for a greater chance of receiving a rare item could prove 

profitable for video game companies. 

In conclusion, this study shed light on the motivations and different types of 

values that loot box customers share. This study was conducted in an 

exploratory way and serves as a foundation for future in-depth research 

regarding the customer perceived value of loot boxes. 
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6.1. Suggested Future Research 

During this study, the authors explored a new type of value called perceived 

long-term value. As part of that type of value, it was found there is a clear decline 

in value. However, the research necessary to deduct when this obsolescent value 

of loot boxes start to take place still remains to be conducted. 

Several of the participants mentioned the resemblance of gambling and opening 

loot boxes. Since loot boxes in video games are accessible to underaged people, 

it may have a negative impact on their gambling behaviour in the future. 

However, due to the fact that loot boxes are relatively new, research surrounding 

regulations and ethical issues is fairly scarce. The Netherlands and Belgium are 

the only countries in Europe to ban loot boxes in games due to the recognition 

of gambling. It will be interesting to follow this issue and see how it will affect 

the video game industry in the future.  

In order to enrich the body of knowledge on the topic of the perceived value 

of loot boxes, a similar study of a larger scale could be conducted in order to 

validate/dispute the findings from this study. Additionally, similar studies of 

other video games can be made to compare and discuss the results with this 

study.  
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Appendix A: Definitions 

AAA: AAA (pronounced “triple-A”) games refers to video games developed 

and published by large sized companies, typically having large budgets invested 

in them (Stewart 2018). 

DRM: Digital Rights Management is an approach to protect copyrighted digital 

media and prevent unauthorized redistribution (Rouse 2009). 

Loot Box: A loot box is an in-game purchase consisting of a virtual container 

that awards players with items and/or modifications based on chance. The 

contents of loot boxes are randomly determined, and the perceived value of the 

items may, or may not, exceed the price paid to open the case; a real-world 

analogue are lottery scratch cards or trading cards (Rouse 2018). 

Skins: Skins is graphics which changes the apparel of a character or item in a 

video game. They are purely aesthetic and do not affect the outcome of the 

game (Parentzone n.d.).  

Steam: Steam is a free software for your computer. It works as a platform where 

the user is able to launch their games, purchase games, chat with friends, and 

buy/sell their own in-game items. Steam was developed by Valve (Valve n.d.).  

Valve: Valve is an American video game developer, publisher, and digital 

distribution company. It is the developer of the digital storefront, Steam (Valve 

n.d.). 

Whales: Whales are a company’s top spenders. A whale is a customer who has 

the potential to bring enormous sales revenue to a company (Smith n.d.). 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire 

General questions 
o Age & Gender? 
o Work, study, unemployed? 
o Highest finished education? 
o How many hours per week do you spend on counter-strike related 

activities? 
o Total hours played in CS: GO? 
o Estimated investment in CS: GO Loot boxes? 

Functional/Instrumental value 

• Before you open the loot box, how important is it for you to know the 
different kinds of outcome?  

• Has the convenience of the purchasing process been a contributing factor to 
your purchase habits of loot boxes? 

o Do you think you would have purchased as many loot boxes if it was 
more inconvenient for you to buy them?  

• How would it affect you if it took an hour to receive the content of the loot 
box after you opened it? 

 
Experiential/Hedonic Value 

• Can you explain how you feel when you open a loot box? 
o What do you think makes you feel like this? 
o How do you perceive the atmosphere when opening a loot box? 

• Besides the skins, what drives you to open up loot boxes? 

• How do you feel when you don’t get what you want? 
o Do you have high expectations while opening loot boxes? 

• Does the process of opening loot boxes make you feel better? (Before the 
outcome is evident) 

o Why is that?  
 
Symbolic/Expressive value 

• Do you feel proud of having a rare skin you got from a loot box? 
o Do you think it is more prestige to get a skin from a loot box than 

from buying it directly on the market? 

• What are your thoughts if you see a player with a rare skin? 

• Do you think Valve takes social responsibility against whales? 
o Do you think it’s good or bad the way they operate, and why? 

• Do you prefer the current way loot boxes work where a set of specific skins 
are in each loot box? Or would you prefer to have a standard loot box with 
most of the skins in it? 

 
Cost/Sacrifice value 

• Would you be willing to pay more for a loot box that had a higher chance of 
containing more rare items? 

o In that case, how much would you be willing to pay? 

• What are your thoughts on the price to open a loot box considering the 
chance of getting a Mil-Spec (Blue) skin is 80%? 
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• Looking back, do you think your investment in loot boxes have been worth 
it? 

o Why? 

• Is the possibility to sell items on the community market a factor taken into 
consideration when opening a loot box? 

 
Open questions 

• What are your thoughts on the community market and possibility to sell and 
buy skins you got from loot boxes? 

• What is more valuable to you, stat track or a rare skin? 

• Do you perceive a skin that looks better as higher value, even if it’s of a lower 
rarity?  
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Appendix C: Images 

 

 
Image 1: Steam Community Market median sales price for the skin “AK-47 The Empress” 

 

 
Image 2: Stat track on a CS: GO skin (Attribute: Additional Feature) 
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Appendix D: NVivo Coding 

With the framework provided by Smith & Colgate (2007), the authors decided 

to use the four different types of perceived value as themes. This was to make 

it easier to connect the responses with the theory at hand and find empirical 

evidence. The fifth type of value (Perceived Long-Term Value) was created after 

not finding the responses appropriate for the already established types of value, 

but still relevant to the thesis.  

 
Image 3: NVivo coding, Theme 

Under each theme, the sources of value was used as categories. This was done 

to more accurately assess where the responses should be placed, in accordance 

to Smith & Colgate (2007) framework.  

 
Image 4: NVivo coding, category 

When placing the codes, each response was analysed and discussed to find 

first what category it fitted into, followed by what theme. Once that was 

determined, the authors made a code with a name appropriate to what their 

response indicated. Most base questions were made using the framework in 

mind, which helped ensure that the codes were put under the correct theme 

and category. Answers that were not as clear, extensive discussion and analysis 
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was made, re-reading the transcripts and listening back on the interview to 

identify the meaning behind the response. Once the authors found the 

meaning(s) behind those responses, they were coded into the appropriate 

code, category and theme. 

 
Image 5: NVivo Coding, Code  
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