
 
 

What this research is about 

Concerns have been raised about the blurring 
boundaries between gaming and gambling. Social 
casino games are free-to-play games that mimic 
traditional gambling games. Players receive a starting 
amount of virtual credits to wager in these games. 
When players have used up their virtual credits, they 
can wait for a certain amount of time to reload their 
credits or purchase more credits using real money. 
The latter is known as microtransaction. Some social 
casino games allow players to trade in their virtual 
credits for tangible rewards that have real-world 
value. For example, myVegas Slots allows players to 
trade in their virtual credits for rewards from MGM 
casinos, such as free hotel rooms and meals. 

Past research has found that people who make 
microtransactions are at higher risk of experiencing 
problems with social casino gaming and more likely to 
gamble with real money. In this study, the researchers 
tested whether offering a tangible reward in a social 
casino game would lead to more intense play and 
future gambling. They also examined if player 
characteristics would influence gambling decision.  

What the researchers did 

Participants were 213 adults who lived in the United 
States and engaged in both social casino gaming and 
gambling. The researchers randomly assigned 109 
participants to the reward condition and 104 
participants to the control condition.  

First, participants in both conditions completed a set 
of baseline questionnaires online. The Problem 
Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) was used to assess 
gambling behaviour and problems in the past three 
months. The Gambling Craving Scale (GACS) was used 

to assess gambling cravings. The short version of the 
UPPS-P Impulsive Behavior Scale (SUPPS-P) was used 
to assess five aspects of impulsivity (e.g., acting rashly 
without thinking ahead).  

Participants were then instructed to play an online 
social casino game similar to a slot machine game for 
seven days. Participants had to play for at least five 
minutes each day. They would receive $1.00 for each 
day they played, plus a bonus of $3.00 if they played 
for seven days. Participants in the reward condition 
were told they would be able to trade in their virtual 
credits for a cash bonus after the week (i.e., a tangible 
reward). Participants in the control condition were 
not given this information. Participants could play 

What you need to know 

The researchers conducted an experimental study 
to test whether offering a tangible reward in a 
social casino game would lead to more intense 
play and future gambling. They randomly assigned 
109 participants to a reward condition and 104 
participants to a control condition. In the reward 
condition, participants could trade in their virtual 
credits for a cash bonus. The control condition was 
not offered this tangible reward. After one week 
of social casino game play, participants could 
choose to gamble on a roulette game with the 
cash compensation they received. Participants in 
the reward condition placed more bets and 
wagered more credits in the social casino game. 
No differences were found in terms of decision to 
gamble. Participants who chose to gamble 
reported more severe gambling problems and 
greater gambling-related cravings.  
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multiple sessions in a day. Only data on play 
behaviour from the first session were collected.  

On the eighth day, participants were invited to 
complete a follow-up study. At that time, they filled 
out another set of questionnaires online and received 
$5.00 for compensation. They could then choose to 
play an online roulette game using their 
compensation. The researchers had programmed the 
roulette game so that gain and loss would not be 
more than $2.00. All participants were paid $5.00, 
regardless of their decision to gamble or not.  

What the researchers found 

Social casino gaming 

The researchers looked at three measures to 
determine the intensity of play: (1) the total number 
of days played; (2) the average credits wagered per 
day; and (3) the average number of bets per day. 
Participants in the reward condition placed more bets 
and wagered more credits than those in the control 
condition. No differences were found for the number 
of days played. The same results were obtained after 
taking into account player characteristics like problem 
gambling severity, impulsivity, and gender. The results 
suggested that offering a small tangible reward in a 
social casino game could lead to more intense play.   

Subsequent gambling 

The researchers looked at three measures to 
determine gambling behaviour: (1) decision to 
gamble; (2) the total number of roulette spins; (3) the 
highest amount wagered; and (4) the total amount 
wagered. Less than one-third (26.80%) of participants 
chose to gamble on the roulette game. No differences 
were found between the two conditions in terms of 
gambling behaviour. Participants who chose to 
gamble reported more severe gambling problems and 
greater gambling cravings. In general, gambling 
cravings decreased from baseline to the follow-up 
study for participants in both conditions.  

How you can use this research 

This study could be useful to gambling researchers 
and intervention providers. More research is still 
needed to understand how social casino gaming is 

linked to gambling. Future research could also 
examine whether offering tangible rewards is 
associated with harms related to social casino gaming.  
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (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 safer 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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