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Gaming-gambling convergence: Research, regulation, and reactions

The convergence of gaming and gambling has been the subject of research, debate, and regulatory
consideration over the past ten years as technological advances and consumer preferences are
changing the nature in which both activities are offered. Gambling activities are increasingly
incorporating gaming features that focus on skill, social interaction, progress, achievement, and
competition. Conversely, games have integrated gambling themes and aspects of gambling including
randomly-determined outcomes and rewards, including those that require a payment, and increased
monetization of in-game items through legitimate and illegitimate marketplaces. The motives for
both are related to recognition of the broad appeal of both gaming and gambling, the commercial
potential of the activities, and an effort to appeal to a broad demographic, including young adults
given the aging player base of traditional gambling activities. The limited factual understanding of
the impact of incorporating gambling themes and mechanics into popular games and vice versa has

not stopped sensationalist headlines and alarmist reactions that are not evidence-based.

Gambling activities are heavily regulated and closely scrutinized in most jurisdictions.
Consequentially, cosmetic gaming adaptations, such as slots based on popular online/video games,
are more likely to be available in legal markets than fundamental changes to gambling mechanics
like integration of genuine skill and competitive elements. Conversely, games have minimal
regulatory requirements and few impediments to implementing new mechanics. Several new
features and game-types have drawn the focus of regulatory attention. Social casino games and loot
boxes are two examples that have been specifically addressed by international gambling regulators,
although with inconsistent outcomes. However, as relatively recent additions to the gaming

landscape, there is a small body of empirical evidence that can guide policies.

It is important to consider the potential risks of new technological developments, including
unintended consequences, inappropriate usage, and deleterious practices. Nonetheless, fears of

potential harms should be founded on a reasonable and substantiated basis and evidence-based



policies are an important ideal. This will enable appropriate harm minimization policies and practices
to be implemented to protect consumers, enhance well-being, and benefit the broader community.
Currently, the small body of literature surrounding use and impact of social casino games and loot
boxes is predominately correlational. That is, studies have found that individuals, including
adolescents, who play social casino games or purchase loot boxes are more likely to have higher
indicators of gambling problems?. It is important to be mindful of the limitations of such cross-
sectional studies, including the lack of evidence for a causal relationship. The relationship between
game use and gambling problems is likely explained by a confound — interest in gambling and
gambling engagement. That is, individuals who are interested in gambling are more likely to engage
with gambling games and features that resemble gambling and engage in gambling, which may have
occurred with or without exposure to gambling themes within games. Studies that fail to control for
gambling engagement when making claims about the relationship between games and gambling
problems are confounded by this issue. Similar claims were made about the relationship between
Internet gambling and problems until further research found that this was not apparent when

gambling engagement was controlled for?.
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Another methodological limitation to be mindful of when appraising research include the
generalizability of the sample, that is, the extent to which those who participated in the study
resemble the population of interest. Many studies use convenience samples self-recruited online
who elected to engage in the study, potentially due to their interest in the topic. Although useful for
exploratory investigations of relationships between variables, results from online convenience
panels are at high risk of biases given that they are based on non-representative samples?. The time-
frames of studies is important. Gambling problems typically develop over several years*, however,
loot boxes and to a lesser extent social casino games are relatively new developments. Studies that
measure engagement in game features over a recent time period fail to account for the time needed
for a gambling problem to develop. That is, if an individual appears to have significant gambling
problems, it is unlikely to be caused by games played in the past few months. Finally, the use of self-
report of activity, particularly gambling expenditure and use of specific online activities, has been

demonstrated to be wildly inaccurate”®.

Gambling problems, including among adolescents, are not a new phenomenon. However, it has
been postulated that gambling themes within games will increase the uptake of gambling by
normalizing gambling, creating favourable attitudes and encouraging migration to gambling®. A few

studies support the migration hypothesis, that is social casino games encourage uptake of gambling,
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particularly among those who have made in-game purchases’. Nonetheless, prevalence studies
indicate that the level of gambling problems in the adult population has remained relatively stable
over the past thirty years, despite introduction of new games®. These studies indicate that gambling
participation is decreasing, and younger generations are less likely to engage in traditional forms of
gambling such as slot machines. Although Internet gambling has increased, this increase is from a
very low (non-existent) base and online gambling is much less popular than online gaming. For
example, the most recent adolescent gambling study from the UK found that gambling participation
was lower than in 2011 and most gambling participation involved private betting outside licensed
establishments®. Only 5% of young people had gambled online in the past year, despite 13% playing
online gambling-style games and 31% claiming to have paid money to open loot boxes. Among those
who had played online gambling-style games, one-quarter had gambled for money first, with two-
fifths playing games first, indicating an overlap in interest in the activities and potentially bi-
directional relationship in terms of engagement. This is similar to previous Australian research. The
findings confirm broader population studies indicating that despite increased engagement with

gambling-themes and mechanics within games, gambling participation has remained relatively
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unchanged. There have been no substantial reports of an increase in young people or adults seeking
help for gambling problems including related to use of games. This is consistent with longitudinal
studies suggesting that gambling participation fluctuates over time and patterns of gambling

observed in adolescence rarely translate to adult engagement??,

More research is unquestionably needed to further unpack the relationship between gaming and
gambling and related behavioural addictions. Research that includes longitudinal components and
assess directionality and causation of engagement and problems will inform on the dynamic
interactions between these activities and related harms. Efforts are also needed to address the
potential benefits of engagement with gambling themes and mechanics within games. An Australian
study found that 9% of adolescents and 17% of adults surveyed reported that playing social casino
games decreased how much they gambled'?, which is consistent with qualitative reports that the
games reduced urges to gamble®®. Engagement with gambling within games may be educational to
teach people the low chances of winning, the impact of spending money and not receiving the
expected benefits, and to allow people to engage in gambling-like scenarios with lower costs than

actual gambling.

Caution surrounding the regulation of new gambling technologies is warranted given the unknown
impacts of introducing elements that make gaming highly popular into a product already associated

with serious harms. Similarly, there is merit in increased regulatory scrutiny where possible of games
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as consumer products that may be predatory and/or lead to harmful and addictive use. Efforts are
needed to protect vulnerable consumer groups with limited ability to make informed choices,
including children and adolescents. This may include educational strategies targeting parents, young
people, and professionals working with youth, consumer protection measures within games, and
revised age ratings for gambling content and in-game purchasing. Predatory practices and marketing
targeting youth may lead policy makers to enforce stricter codes of conduct for games, particularly
as the understanding of the etiology of gaming addiction progresses. Meanwhile, commentaries and
opinion pieces, including those published in academic journals and/or authored by ‘experts’ should
not be cited as evidence. As research develops, efforts are needed to avoid sensationalist reporting

of results to claim causality without evidence and balance indicative evidence with policy decisions.
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