
 
 

What this research is about 

Online gambling has increased significantly as a result 
of technological advances. Unfortunately, online 
gambling is riskier. It provides easy and private access 
to gambling at any time of day and from anywhere. 
Online gambling also facilitates play when using 
alcohol and drugs. People with problem gambling 
more frequently report gambling on mobile phones. 

Most well-known theories of addiction suggest 
gambling disorder is a primarily inner disorder. In 
other words, gambling is a disorder of the brain 
and/or the body that is static. The main theories of 
addiction focus on one factor over another. These 
factors include genetics, neurobiology, self-
medication, or personality traits. Yet, a single 
explanation of gambling does not address the fluidity 
of gambling disorder. Also, the main theories of 
gambling addiction do not consider unexpected 
factors that contribute to gambling disorder. 

The researchers define gambling addiction as 
something dynamic and fluid. Gambling disorder is 
also unstable and complex. It involves linkages and 
relationships with both human and non-human 
factors. Through examining the life stories of people 
with gambling disorder, the researchers examine the 
role of online gambling venues in gambling disorder.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers applied the actor-network theory 
(ANT) to examine the life stories of people with 
gambling disorder. ANT views an action, such as 
gambling, as involving many different parts that need 
to be disentangled. In ANT, material objects such as 
technological devices and debts can be considered 
“actors” and can be part of the action chain. Actions 

can be intermediaries or mediators. Intermediate 
actions are routine and stable. Mediators are active 
and transformative. Online gambling venues are an 
example of an intermediate actor. All actors are 
thought to be relational in ANT. So, actors can only 
influence a chain of actions as part of a network. 
Previous studies have applied ANT to substance use 
disorders. These studies show addiction is a complex 
network of many different things. Addiction can be 
static when the linkages of addiction are stable, fluid 
when the linkages gradually change, or considered as 
a bush fire when there is abrupt change. 

Using life stories of people who gamble online, the 
authors focus on how online gambling venues may 

What you need to know 

Technology has changed the way people gamble, 
with online gambling becoming more frequent. 
Applying the actor-network theory, the 
researchers looked at the role of online gambling 
venues in the development of gambling disorder. 
They did so by analyzing 34 life stories of people 
who gamble online. Online gambling venues were 
found to facilitate gambling by increasing 
opportunities to gamble. Online gambling can be 
done anytime and anywhere. For example, people 
could gamble when they are sick or when they are 
under the influence of alcohol or drugs. Given the 
way online gambling extends the scope of 
gambling through space and time, online gambling 
can easily intrude on people's everyday routines. 
By extending the location and time when people 
can gamble, online gambling can facilitate the 
development of gambling addiction. 
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facilitate the development of gambling disorder. A 
total of 34 life stories were analyzed from a larger 
study. The participants were recruited from self-help 
groups, treatment centres, and Internet ads in 
Sweden. The participants were 7 women and 27 men 
between 24 and 60 years of age. The interviews were 
conducted over the phone or in-person and lasted an 
average of an hour. 

What the researchers found 

The researchers found that online gambling venues 
acted as mediators in diverse addictive trajectories. 
Three examples were used to demonstrate this. Nils's 
example showed how online gambling itself did not 
lead him to gamble more. Rather, his increase in 
online gambling was influenced by many actors and 
attachments. These included relationships, debts, and 
mobile phones. When Anna found online gambling, it 
took over her everyday routine like a bush fire. This 
was fueled by her experiences of childhood abuse, 
current stress, and her stealing money and turning off 
emotions to continue gambling. Online gambling then 
acted in a fluid shape for Anna for three years where 
she continued to gamble. When David found online 
gambling, it transformed his gambling. It went from 
being social and open, to isolated and secretive. 
Feelings of shame about his addiction to gambling 
prevented him from speaking to others about it.   

Online gambling moves gambling to being an unstable 
relational shape. It increases the scope of gambling 
through space and time. Participants noted that the 
flexible 24-hour access to online gambling makes it 
dangerous. Online gambling also provides a private 
and intimate space for gambling that remains hidden 
from others. It allows people to gamble when they are 
sick or when under the influence of alcohol and drugs. 
Online gambling, more so than land-based casinos, 
allows people to bet large sums of money.  

In these ways, online gambling moves to diverse 
spaces of people’s lives and provides linkages to make 
gambling more excessive. Online gambling through 
many different linkages can intrude on a person’s 
normal life. The more online gambling intrudes into 
everyday spaces, the more it facilitates gambling 
addiction.  

How you can use this research 

This research can be used to develop a more 
complete understanding of gambling disorder. The 
research can also be used by clinicians to develop 
more flexible treatments to address the many 
complex components of gambling disorder.  
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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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