
 
 

What this research is about 

Mobile games that simulate electronic gaming 
machines are extremely popular. In these games, 
people rarely receive real rewards. Rather, they play 
these games for points. The points can then be traded 
in for extra features or to continue playing.  

As mobile simulated gambling games do not involve 
real money rewards, they may be less harmful than 
real money gambling. Some studies suggest that these 
games may be used to reduce time and money spent 
on real money gambling. 

On the other hand, simulated mobile gambling games 
may be a gateway to real money gambling. As these 
games are played for points, players may experience 
more wins compared to real money gambling. This, in 
turn, can lead to false thoughts of luck, skill, and 
potential for winning money in gambling. If players 
find these games enjoyable, then this could also make 
real money gambling more attractive. 

In this study, the researchers examined the evidence 
that simulated mobile gambling games may reduce 
real money gambling for some players while 
increasing gambling for others. The researchers 
predicted that people who played mobile simulated 
gambling games at a younger age or played more 
frequently would gamble more, have gambled earlier 
in life, and admit to more gambling problems. They 
also predicted that participants who played more 
mobile simulated gambling games would gamble 
more in a six-month follow-up. On the other hand, 
participants who were attempting to reduce gambling 
would find these simulated games to be effective in 
reducing their gambling.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 736 current gamblers who 
were between 18-29 years of age and gambled at 
least once on electronic gaming machines (EGMs) in 
the past six months. They were recruited from an 
online panel and an online bookmaker. Participants 

What you need to know 

In simulated gambling games on mobile devices, 
people play for credits rather than real money. 
Some studies suggest these games may help 
people reduce time and money spent on real 
money gambling. On the other hand, these games 
may increase real money gambling. The 
researchers examined whether playing a 
simulated gamling game might reduce or increase 
real money gambling. Participants consisted of 
736 current electronic gaming machine players 
(18-29 years of age). Of the 736 participants, 556 
completed a follow-up study. Half of these 
participants were randomly assigned to play a 
simulated gambling game developed by the 
researchers for at least five minutes every week 
for six months.  

Participants who reported playing simulated 
gambling games also reported gambling more 
often on electronic gaming machines. They also 
had more current gambling problems. The more 
the participants played the simulated gambling 
game in the follow-up study, the more they 
engaged in real money gambling. There was no 
evidence to support that playing the simulated 
gambing game helped people reduce their 
gambling. 
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completed a survey that asked about their history of 
playing simulated gambling games. They were also 
asked about their real money gambling. Problem 
gambling severity was measured using the Problem 
Gambling Severity Index.  

Participants were then asked to participate in a 
follow-up study, and 556 participants did so. 
Approximately half of these participants were asked 
to play a simulated mobile gambling game developed 
by the researchers for at least five minutes every 
week for six months. The researchers tracked the 
number of times the game was opened and played 
with at least one spin, and number of bets made. All 
participants completed a survey every week. In the 
survey, they were asked if they had played other 
simulated gambling games.  

What the researchers found 

Participants who reported having played mobile 
simulated gambling games in the past were more 
frequent EGM gamblers in the past six months. 
Participants who reported playing simulated gambling 
games before the age of 13 were more likely to report 
gambling in adolescence, compared to those who 
played simulated gambling games after the age of 13. 
Participants who played simulated gambling games 
reported more current problems with gambling. This 
remained true even after taking into account other 
important risk factors of problem gambling (e.g., sex, 
gambling in adolescence).  

During the six-month follow-up, on the weeks that 
people played more simulated slot machine games, 
they were more likely to gamble with real money the 
following week. In addition, on the weeks that people 
played more other simulated gambling games (such as 
roulette, poker, etc.), they were also more likely to 
gambling with real money the following week. There 
was no evidence that playing the simulated game 
helped people reduce their real money gambling. 

How you can use this research 

Researchers can use this research to examine the 
potential risks of playing mobile simulated gambling 
games on future gambling behaviours. Parents may 
use this research to prevent their children from 

playing these games. Regulators may use this research 
to enforce restrictions on who can play these games. 
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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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