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About me

✤ Postdoctoral Fellow at the Research 
Chair on Gambling, Concordia University 

✤ PhD from the Dalla Lana School of Public 
Health, University of Toronto 

✤ Virtual ethnographer interested in the 
convergence of gambling and gaming 

✤ Youth gambling prevention using 
participatory action research focusing on 
youth media and visual methodologies



Public Health & Gambling 
Using the Internet & Media



Competing perspectives -  
gaming vs gambling 

✤ Addictive 

✤ Problematic 

✤ Excessive 

✤ Compulsive

✤ Enthusiastic 

✤ Engrossing 

✤ Immersive 

✤ Flow (in the Zone)



Responsibility doctrine?



“How can they expect 
people to gamble 

responsibly when they 
build machines that 

make them [players] 
behave irresponsibly?” 

- Natasha Dow Schüll (p.274) 



What’s at stake? 



Gambling-related harms

✤ Negative consequences 

✤ problem gambling/addiction 

✤ family dysfunction 

✤ substance abuse & mental health disorders 

✤ suicide 

✤ financial difficulties & poverty 

✤ criminal behaviour



Are all games created equal?



Convergence -  
social network gambling 

Games which are based on gambling-
like activities 

 (e.g. poker, casino, bingo or betting) 
played on social networking sites  

Source: Morgan Stanley (2012)



‘Freemium isn’t free’



Game design & intention

“Instead of forensically dissecting the 
content packaged in games, we should 

look closely at the system of design 
and distribution that’s led them out of 
teen bedrooms [via consoles] and into 

the hands of a broader audience via 
computers and smartphones”  

 

Source: Bogost, I. (2014, March 14). Rage Against the Machines. The Baffler. 



Facebook

✤ Worldwide, there are over 1.86 billion monthly active Facebook 
users (Facebook MAUs) which is a 17 percent increase year over 
year. 

✤ There are 1.15 billion mobile daily active users (Mobile DAU) for 
December 2016, an increase of 23 percent year-over-year.  

✤ Age 25 to 34, at 29.7% of users, is the most common age 
demographic. 

✤ 42% of marketers report that Facebook is critical or important 
to their business.

Source: Zephoria Digital Marketing (2017)



What we know

✤ Top 10 grossing iPhone apps (US), three are currently casino 
games - Big Fish Casino, Slotomania, Double Down Casino 

✤ Poker captures 47% of social network gambling market 

✤ Social network gambling games serve as a “poker training 
ground” for youth to migrate play over to real-money 

✤ Youth who make in-game micro-transactions are 8xs more likely 
to transition to real-money gambling



Causes for concern...

✤ Low barrier to entry (age 13) 

✤ early exposure to gambling  

✤ normalization of gambling 

✤ Unregulated 

✤ Unethical game design elements that shape the terrain 

✤ Predicative personalization technology/social data optimization 
(i.e. Big Data)



Virtual Ethnographic Case Study -  
Zynga Poker 



“We did anything 
possible to just get 
revenues so that 

we could grow and 
be a real business”  
	 		 	            -Mark Pincus 

(2009)  



Constructed discourses



5-Step players journey 
framework

What design elements contribute 
to the games “stickiness”? 

1) Player Insight 
2) Motivation 
3) Lifecycle 
4) Progress 
5) Loops 

Source: Kim (2013) 



Player insight

* Game elements custom 
tailored to suit 
dynamics of player 

* Texas Hold’em is 
competitive by nature – 
best 5-card hand wins



Motivation



Lifecycle



Loops



Youth Perceptions

Gambling Lite 

“ ZP is a form of gambling. Even though it’s just virtual currency 
and it doesn’t really affect your finances, you are still risking 

something, you’re still betting on something” 

“It’s entertainment to myself…unless I actually spend money and 
buy virtual currency, then I don’t think you have anything on the 
line…when you put money into the game it would definitely be a 

form of gambling”



“I started playing poker when I first got onto Facebook, 
which was in ninth grade. I remember thinking ‘Hey, I could 

probably play with all sorts of people’, and I’m not betting 
real money” 

                                                                                            - Chung



Social acceptability

*A history of candy cigarette use has 
been shown to be associated with 
higher levels of current or even 
smoking amongst adults (Klein et al. 
2007) 

*WHO Framework Convention on 
Tobacco Control (2003) recommended 
to prohibit the production & sale of 
candy and toy products as they appeal 
to minors. 

*American Academy of Pediatrics 
(AAP) suggests children should not 
use candy cigarettes because of the 
way they promote social acceptability 
of tobacco to children. 



“The free-to-play structure isn’t just a business 
model that somehow got hurriedly tacked onto a 

game that might have been commercialized in any 
number of other ways. Rather, it’s a sophisticated 

new gloss on the classic playing-for-time model 
pioneered by the coin-op games of the seventies 

and eighties – only instead of coaxing pocket 
change from users, it extracts a kind of surplus 

value that, in the new digital economy, is infinitely 
more valuable: it embeds within the actual gaming 

experience the relentless quest for attention, 
word-of-mouth, and (ultimately) remuneration 

that drives virtually every other overcapitalized 
form of online activity” 

Source: Bogost, I. (2014, March 14). Rage Against the Machines. The Baffler.
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