
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling on a mobile phone is becoming popular, 
particularly among young adults. People tend to 
interact with their smartphones after short periods of 
time have passed. This pattern of behaviour may lead 
people to continue gambling even when they lose 
money. The increase in mobile gambling may be 
problematic because many people have access to a 
smartphone. Thus, it may increase rates of 
problematic gambling. However, there is still limited 
research that explores how this new technology can 
affect gambling addiction.  

Past research has examined how smartphones can 
help people manage chronic illness and other 
psychiatric conditions. However, much remains 
unknown with respect to gambling behaviour via a 
smartphone. This study sought to fill in this research 
gap by examining how participants interacted with a 
simulated gambling game on their smartphones.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers developed a mobile app that involved 
gambling with 19 scratch card style games. Five cards 
had a winning outcome. Four cards had a near-miss 
outcome (getting two of the three symbols, falling 
short of winning). The remaining 10 cards were losses. 
The researchers recruited 30 students from a 
university in the United Kingdom. Participants had the 
choice to engage or not to engage with the app. If 
they chose to engage, the game tracked their 
gambling engagement. It also collected information 
on their location when they gambled. Participants 
engaged with this app for a period of six weeks, 
followed by two weeks when the app was 

programmed so that participants could no longer win 
(an extinction period). 

At the beginning of the study, prior to engaging with 
the app, participants completed several 
questionnaires. To assess depression, the researchers 
used the Beck Depression Inventory. To assess 
participants’ state, they used the Positive and 
Negative Affect Scale. This was a proxy for negative 
reinforcement (i.e., gambling to escape). The 
researchers used the Sensation Seeking Scale Form-V 
(SSS-V) and the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale -11 to 
measure tendency to take risk and be impulsive, 
respectively. The researchers measured participants’ 
problem gambling and gambling-related biases by 
using the Problem Gambling Severity Index and the 
Gambling Related Cognitions Scale, respectively. They 
also asked participants about their gambling 

What you need to know 

This study examined gambling engagement on 
smartphone via a simulated gambling app. The 
researcher recruited 30 students from a university 
in the United Kindgom. The results revealed that 
there was considerable persistence in gambling 
despite losses. Participants continued to play even 
when they were no longer winning. Their previous 
engagement with the app predicted how much 
they would gamble during the ‘extinction period’, 
when winning was impossible. Participants were 
more likely to stop gambling early after a win. 
Experiencing a win also delayed their next gamble 
for longer. Individual differences with respect to 
problem gambling, gambling-related biases, and 
sensation seeking affected gambling behaviour.  
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behaviour. This included the types of games they play, 
how much they spend, how often they gamble and 
which modality they use when they gamble.  

At the end of the study, the researchers asked 
participants to report their experiences with the app 
and reflections on their own behaviour. They also 
asked about the contexts in which they gambled and 
if they noticed any changes in the app or their 
behaviour.  

What the researchers found 

The results revealed that participants engaged with 
the app quite often. There was evidence of 
persistence despite losses. Many participants 
continued to play during the extinction period when 
there were no more opportunities to win. 
Participants’ previous gambling on the app predicted 
how much they would gamble during extinction. 
Those who previously made more gambles also made 
more gambles during the extinction period.  

There was also evidence for stopping to gamble after 
a win. Participants stopped gambling early more often 
after a win than after a loss, even though losses 
occurred more frequently than wins. If they 
experienced a win, participants tended to pause and 
delay their next bet for longer. The delay was 
dependent on the size of the win.  

There were some individual differences in gambling 
behaviour. Participants with more gambling-related 
biases were more likely to stop gambling after a win, 
but they were more likely to continue gambling after 
a near-miss. The opposite results were found for 
participants with higher sensation seeking. 
Participants with a higher risk of problem gambling 
tended to pause for longer after a win or a near-miss.  

How you can use this research 

This research could be used by game developers, as 
well as treatment and prevention service providers.  
Game developers could design gambling games that 
would be less addictive to players by taking into 
consideration persistence and timing variabilities. 
Treatment and prevention services could target 
individuals who frequently use mobile phones to 

gamble. Future research could examine whether 
individuals with at-risk or problem gambling gamble 
more via smartphones and what their experiences are 
like.  

About the researchers 

Richard J. E. James is affiliated with the School of 
Psychology at the University of Nottingham in 
Nottingham, UK. Claire O’Malley is affiliated with the 
School of Psychology at the University of Durham in 
Durham, UK. Richard J. Tunney is affiliated with the 
School of Psychology at the University of Aston in 
Birmingham, UK. For more information about this 
study, please contact Richard James at 
lpzrj@nottingham.ac.uk 

Citation 

James, R. J. E., O’Malley, C., & Tunney, R. J. (2019).  
Gambling on smartphones: A study of a potentially 
addictive behaviour in a naturalistic setting. European 
Addiction Research, 25, 30-40. 
https://doi.org/10.1159/000495663 

Funding  

This research was funded by the Economic and Social 
Research Council (grant number ES/J500100/1) and 
the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 
Council (grant number EP/G037574/1).

 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) has 
partnered with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at 
York University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO 
is an independent knowledge translation and 
exchange organization that aims to eliminate harm 
from gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-
informed decision making in responsible gambling 
policies, standards and practices. The work we do is 
intended for researchers, policy makers, gambling 
regulators and operators, and treatment and 
prevention service providers.   

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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