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How are online games changing? 

How are gaming and gambling converging?

In what ways are young people exposed to 
gambling products?



Gambling

Gambling means: 
(1) staking or risking something of value 
(2) upon the outcome of a contest of chance or a 
future contingent event not under the person’s 
control or influence, 
(3) upon an agreement or understanding that the 
person or someone else will receive something of 
value in the event of a certain outcome



Fundamental elements of video games

Money has been less essential to the act of play



Business models in games
Customer accessibility types
• Free-to-play
• Pay-to-play

Revenue models
• Coin-operated
• Retail 
• Digital distribution
• Advertising or ‘IGA’
• Subscriptions
• Micro-transaction
• Player-to-player trading

The global market is growing and smartphone games forecasted to dominate



2015 study of over 140,000 gamers





How are games changing?
• Game structural design is becoming increasingly 

complex and expensive

• Games are becoming more monetised, socially 
integrated and immersive due to market forces

• Game profitability influenced by in-app purchasing 
(IAP)

• Games have portability
due to smartphones
and other devices



Young people’s use of gaming 
technologies and related devices



Adolescent gaming in Australia (2017)



The neurobiology of gaming self-concept



‘Loot boxes’



Pay real money for cosmetic items



Pay real money for in-game advantages



Rewards for watching others buy loot crates



Darth Vader = 60,000 ‘crystals’
or > $250













Observations

1. Companies are testing the boundaries of what is 
acceptable monetisation in games

2. Companies want players to equate monetisation 
with positive emotions in games

3. Online games can be unstable and adjustable 
‘products’, becoming more like a ‘service’

4. ‘Loot boxes’ are not always easy to classify



Why don’t ‘loot boxes’ meet the 
definition of gambling?

(1) staking or risking something of value 
(2) upon the outcome of a contest of chance 
or a future contingent event not under the 
person’s control or influence, 
(3) upon an agreement or understanding that 
the person or someone else will receive 
something of value in the event of a certain 
outcome



“Predatory” monetisation
In-game purchasing systems that disguise the true long-term cost of the 
activity until players are financially and psychologically committed. 
Such schemes are designed to encourage repeated player spending using 
tactics or elements that may involve, either singularly or in combination:

- limited or misleading disclosure of the product;
- misleading randomness of outcomes 
- intrusive and unavoidable solicitations; 
- systems that manipulate reward outcomes to reinforce purchasing 

behaviors over skilful or strategic play. 

Such strategies may exploit inequalities in information between 
purchaser and provider such as when the industry uses knowledge of the 
player’s game-related preferences, available funds, and/or playing and 
spending habits, to present offers predetermined to maximize the 
likelihood of eliciting player spending.



Adolescent exposure to new 
online gambling products that 

intersect with gaming



Social casino games (SCGs)



Top 100 games on Facebook

54% of games on Facebook have gambling elements and 
these games tend to be owned by gambling operators



2015 Industry study of 12 million players



Under 18s who spend $$$ play about 10min per day



Study: Young people who spend money on SCGs

• Sample of 155 adolescents (Qualtrics)

– 130 SCG players, 78 non-paying, 52 paying

• Those who spent money on SCGs:
– Played more often
– Higher psychological distress
– Higher PGSI scores
– Playing for escape

and stress relief



Do people migrate from SCGs to gambling?

• A survey of 521 adults who play SCGs
• Almost 20% gambled with money as a result of SCG use
• Almost 10% reported SCG use had increased their gambling
• Main motivation was desire to win money



• Longitudinal study of 409 players of SCGs
• 6 months later…

– 26% had migrated to online gambling

• Best predictor of migration was spending 
money on microtransactions (8x greater)



Skin gambling



Virtual goods: “Skins”





CSGO Skins – News headlines in 2016



Market uncertainty due to trade restrictions



Skin gambling promotions via 
social media and game streaming



Skin gambling promotions I



Skin gambling promotions II



Underage skin trading/gambling



UK Gambling Commission, Dec 2017

• Sample: 2,881 adolescents 11-16 years



Research Spotlight:
Gaming-gambling links



• Survey of 3,967 children in Germany
• Expenditure on games was associated with IGD
• ‘Whales’ spent 16+ euros per month



Hayer et al. 
2018

Gambling onset
predicted by 
exposure to 
advertising



Molde et al. 
2018

Problem video 
gaming 

predicted 
problem 

gambling over 
time



Areas for consideration





Belgium Gambling Commission

• 2018 recommendations



Belgium Gambling Commission

• 2018 recommendations



Many issues to consider

• Representation of products and services
• Classification of these products
• Consumer protection measures
• Age restrictions and enforcements
• Parent and adolescent education
• Identification of vulnerable players
• Licences for operators
• Benefits for the community



Psychoeducation for teens
• Games can be seen as ‘non-commercial’ 

because they are critically praised art
• But games are designed to make money for 

developers and publishers
• Games will be more profitable if 

– increase and maintain their player install base, 
– players making in-game purchases
– promote the games

• Game items are engineered to foster beliefs 
that fuse with self-identity and social status 



Final thoughts on convergence

• Video games are becoming monetised in ways 
that make them more exploitative

• Some research evidence on gaming-gambling links

• Corporate synergies between gaming companies 
and third party gambling sites

• Just one aspect of the normalisation of youth 
digital lifestyle



Thank you!
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