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Abstract The expansion of simulated ‘free-to-play’ gambling-themed activities on social
media sites such as Facebook is a topic of growing research interest, with some conjecture
that these activities may enable, or otherwise be associated with, gambling and problem
gambling. This paper describes findings from an in-depth qualitative study which aimed to
explore the interrelationships between social casino games, gambling, and problem gambling.
Social casino games are typically promoted via social media sites (e.g., Facebook) and involve
structurally realistic simulated forms of gambling (e.g., poker, slot machines). Ten adult users
of social casino games were asked to describe: (1) their history of experiences with these
activities, (2) their exposure to promotions relating to social casino games, and, (3) the
perceived influence of these activities on their gambling behaviour. Respondents reported
frequent exposure to promotions for social casino games and that being connected to a social
network of players was a significant factor in determining their engagement in these activities.
However, involvement in social casino games did not appear to affect the likelihood of
gambling or the risk of problem gambling. Some problem gamblers did report, however, that
these games could sometimes trigger a desire to engage in gambling. Interestingly, social
casino games were commonly perceived as a safe activity that may act as a substitution for
gambling. Further empirical research should investigate this possibility in more detail.

Keywords Social casino games . Internet gambling . Problem gambling . Social media . Online
gaming

The introduction and rapid adoption of new technologies is often accompanied by concerns
about their potential negative social impact. Such concerns have been raised in relation to
various forms of Internet gambling given their potential to influence gambling-related prob-
lems (Gainsbury, Russell, Hing et al. 2014; Gainsbury et al. 2014a, b, c, d; Griffiths et al. 2009;
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Wood and Williams 2011). Similarly, the advent of online video games that feature virtual
worlds with almost limitless content has enabled individuals to play excessively to the
detriment of their health and psychological wellbeing (King and Delfabbro 2009; Yau
et al. 2012). In this paper, we examine a new class of online activities, termed ‘social
casino games’, which contain features of both gambling and gaming activities (see
Gainsbury et al. 2014a, b, c, d). These games involve simulated (i.e., non-financial) forms
of gambling and are typically hosted on and promoted via social media sites. The primary
aim of this study was to explore potential interrelationships between social casino games,
gambling, and problem gambling, as well as examine any similarities between social
casino gaming experiences with video gaming and gambling. Given that research in this
area is in its infancy (King et al. 2014), the focus of this study was to obtain in-depth
qualitative information to guide and inform larger and more directed empirical studies of
simulated gambling in both normal and vulnerable populations, such and young people
and problem gamblers.

The Growth of Social Media

The widespread availability of the Internet means that online activities are now easily
accessible ‘24/7’ throughout the developed world. One of the most popular online activities
and sites involve the use of social media. Social media refers to sites that facilitate commu-
nication between dyads as well as groups of individuals, including organisations, the sharing
of information, social rankings and comparisons, and access to a wide variety of games and
other entertainment-related activities. Approximately 26 % of the world’s population are active
social network users, including 56 % of the population of North America, and more than 43 %
of Western Europe, Oceania, South America and East Asia (We Are Social 2014). Australia is
one of the most ‘connected’ countries, with 89 % of the total population having a social
network account that is used for an average of two hours per day (We Are Social 2014).

Social Casino Games

Social casino games refer to online gambling-themed games that do not require payment to
play or provide a direct payout or monetary prizes (Gainsbury, Hing et al. 2014). They are
hosted on or interact with a social media platform, including through mobile applications
(apps). Their central theme is a simulation of a gambling activity (e.g., poker, slots,
roulette, bingo, keno, betting). These games have massively increased in popularity since
their inception and are currently played by an estimated 173 million people worldwide,
with the number of users doubling between 2010 and 2012 (Morgan Stanley 2012). Social
casino games occupy a prominent place within ‘casual’ gaming marketplaces, and are
often presented or categorised in these markets under a broad classification of ‘games’
rather than having a special designation for their gambling themes (e.g., ‘gambling
games’). Social casino games represented five of the top 23 Facebook games in 2013
based on user popularity, Facebook implementation, growth and overall quality
(Takahashi 2013). Although these games are free to play, users may in some games opt
to purchase virtual currency using real world currency (i.e., “freemium”), but this currency
is not refundable or redeemable for real money at any point in the game. The estimated
value of the global social casino game market was US$2.9 billion in 2013 and is forecast
to rise to US$4.4 billion by 2015 (SuperData 2013).
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Social casino games are typically not classified as gambling activities as they do not do not
award monetary prizes, do not require payment, and the outcomes of games are not necessarily
randomly determined or identical to real world gambling activities (Gainsbury, Hing et al.
2014; King et al. 2010; Owens 2010). The Internet gambling market is estimated to be twelve
times larger than the social casino game market in terms of revenue, but approximately three
times as many people play social casino games than participate in gambling activities (Morgan
Stanley 2012). There has been significant convergence between the social casino gaming and
Internet gambling industries in an attempt to capture people interested in gambling-themed
activities by offering alternate products and game platforms (Gainsbury, Hing et al. 2014; King
et al. 2010; Schneider 2012). This has resulted in gambling products being offered on social
media platforms and through mobile apps, and gambling and gaming companies offering both
social and gambling products using similar brand names and graphics. Unlike gamblers, who
by definition wager money, only an estimated 2 % of all social casino game players ever pay to
play (Morgan Stanley 2012). Preliminary research shows that some individuals engage in both
of these activities (Gainsbury et al. 2014a, b, c, d).

The concomitant increase in the popularity of social casino games and Internet gambling
has led to concerns that social casino games may be harmful if consumers have difficulties
distinguishing gaming from gambling (Torres and Goggin 2014). Demonstration (“demo”) or
practice play on casino games with inflated payout rates (see Smeaton and Griffiths 2004) has
been shown to promote user confidence in gambling abilities, resulting in significantly greater
betting in subsequent gambling sessions (Bednarz et al. 2013). Some evidence suggests that
adolescents can distinguish between social casino games and online gambling, although a
minority focus on the structural similarities of both games and perceive the purchase of credits
with real money to constitute gambling (Carran 2014). The increasing popularity of social
casino games has been suggested to produce several possible outcomes for the gambling
landscape, including (a) further normalisation of gambling and increased availability of
gambling activities, (b) increased public knowledge and acceptance of these activities, includ-
ing favourable attitudes and impressions of gambling among gambling-naïve populations such
as children, and (c) less reliance on land-based gambling venues for gambling opportunities.

Currently, there is limited evidence on the impact of promotions of gambling and social
casino games on actual uptake of other gambling activities. Survey-based studies have shown
an association between the use of social casino games and online gambling and related
problems in samples of adolescents and young adults (Byrne 2004; Floros, Siomos, Fisoun,
and Geroukalis 2013; Forrest et al. 2009; King et al. 2014; McBride and Derevensky 2012).
However, such studies do not allow causal inferences or insights into the potential influence of
these games on gambling. Additionally, such work has not examined the possibility of ‘third
variable’ explanations for associations between simulated and monetary gambling, such as
personal preferences, personality and other psychological factors, social and environmental
factors, family background, and existing gambling problems.

A recent survey in Great Britain (Parke et al. 2013) reported that approximately two-thirds
of gambling counsellors (n=19) had clients who had engaged in social casino games.
However, there was no consensus among counsellors as to whether social casino games had
contributed to gambling problems. Some counsellors reported that social casino games were
helpful for clients in allowing them to manage their gambling urges without spending money.
For others, social casino games triggered an urge to gamble, particularly in instances when
they experiences ‘wins’ in the social casino game. Some clients reported that social casino
games were their first experience with gambling-type activities, but their role in the individ-
ual’s transition to gambling and related problems was not clear, indicating that it was difficult
to extricate the specific influence of these games within a complex history of gambling
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experiences. Another study involving focus groups of university students reported that, for
some individuals, the motivation of playing ‘just for fun’ transferred to their online gambling,
thereby devaluing the perceived amount of money spent (Wohl et al. 2014). Social casino
games were also perceived by some participants as being helpful in the acquisition of gambling
skills in preparation for online play. Preliminary findings from a survey of social casino gamers
(n=182) reported that 20 % of players had taken up online gambling at the six month follow-
up (Wohl et al. 2014), suggesting that a minority of players may migrate to ‘riskier’ gambling
activities.

The available literature on social casino games is relatively sparse, thus far indicating a
range of possible relationships to financial forms of gambling and problem gambling. How-
ever, the emerging research base suggests that social casino games may potentially exert some
proximal influence on gambling thoughts and behaviours, thereby highlighting the need for
further research in this area. The current study provides in-depth insights into the interrela-
tionships between social casino games, gambling and problem gambling by exploring the
range of player experiences from the perspective of gamers and gamblers. It was hoped that the
collection of data on user experiences would supplement academic conjecture to assist in
informing larger scale investigations in this area.

Method

Participants were recruited from an existing sample of social casino gamers, Internet gamblers
and social media users who had agreed to be contacted for future research. Participants were
recruited by email and interviewed by phone using a structured interview. A summary of the
characteristics of the 10 participants (6 males, 4 females) is provided in Table 1. The study
attempted to recruit the following categories of users: (1) those who were experiencing
problems with gambling and who gambled online; (2) those who gambled and used social
casino games; and (3) those who only used social casino games. Social media use included
active use of sites such as Facebook, Twitter and other sites that facilitated comparable social
activities. Ethics approval was granted for this study by the Human Research Ethics Board of
the third author’s institution.

Procedure

Interviews were conducted by a registered psychologist in September 2013 and were recorded
and transcribed in preparation for thematic analysis. Each participant was provided with a $50
shopping voucher as compensation. Each interview required 30 to 45 min. Studies have shown
that telephone interviews facilitate higher levels of disclosure of high-risk and socially
undesirable behaviours, such as addictions, compared to face-to-face research (Novick
2008). This method also enabled participants to be recruited from across Australia to avoid
potential bias in any region-specific sample.

The interview included questions relating to the following areas:

(a) Social media and social casino game experience: Participant’s experience with
social media, social casino games, how they learnt about the games, and associated
promotions;

(b) Gambling experience: Participant’s experience of gambling online and offline; use and
experiences with practice sites; and changes in their gambling resulting from recent
advances in online technologies;
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(c) Gambling promotions: Participant’s exposure to promotions for gambling via social
media;

(d) Problems with gambling: Perceptions of the extent to which social media influenced
people’s involvement with gambling; whether social casino games contribute to the
development of problem gambling; and any personal experiences indicating links be-
tween social casino games and gambling problems.

Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying and analysing patterns of meaning in a data set
(Braun and Clarke 2006). Thematic analysis was chosen as the most appropriate qualitative
method as this enabled a range of ideas and concepts to be mapped out and for the most salient
themes to be summarised within categories (Harper 2012). A theme refers to a specific pattern
of meaning, which contains concepts manifested directly and indirectly within interviews
(Joffe 2012). Thematic analysis is suitable for preliminary investigations as it recognises all
themes that are discussed, but focuses on the most prevalent themes, without sacrificing depth
of analysis. Unlike interviews conducted in broader areas of enquiry (e.g., in journalism or the
law) where views are often combined in a tendentious manner to fulfil the objectives of a story,
systematic qualitative analysis takes all views into account and presents them objectively. The
aim is to highlight the diversity of opinion, to highlight common or more dominant views, and
to capture these in a way that places people’s experience into a meaningful context. Given the
nature of the topic, our focus was on factual accounts of people’s experience rather than to
capture the depth of subjective experience. At the present time, the extent of social media
based gambling is relatively unclear, so our aim was to take the first steps towards under-
standing the nature of people’s behaviour. It was hoped that this would provide a foundation
for more nuanced questions relating to experiences that this study would confirm as being of
relevance to people who interact with these new technologies.

Interview transcripts were classified into themes and coded by the interviewer for each of
the principal interview questions. These extracts were then provided to a second independent
rater who coded the responses according to the same categories. Inter-rater reliability was high,
with 90 % of responses classified identically by both researchers. The discrepant 10 % of
responses were then discussed so that agreement was reached concerning classification.
Individual responses are presented to demonstrate dominant themes and the range of themes
in respondents’ experiences and perceptions.

Results

Table 2 summarises the main themes and sub-themes identified in this analysis.

Introduction to Social Casino Games

Participants’ decision to try social casino games was most strongly influenced by peers and
family members. Seven participants identified social influence as the principal factor leading to
their involvement in these activities. For example, one respondent recalled that ‘friends on
Facebook said ‘Hey look check this out, you can play the slots and it costs nothing’ (7, F, 25-
39, SCG, MG, PG). Another respondent was influenced by the numerous ‘likes by friends and
relatives’ (8, M, 30+, SCG, MG, PG). For two participants, advertising on social media was
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their principal means of introduction to social casino gaming. One participant, who had
experienced gambling problems and had self-excluded from several monetary gambling sites,
emphasised the continuous nature of solicitations to play and the prominence and ubiquity of
advertising in social media:

They’re always advertised on Facebook … it keeps coming up down one side only on
the news feed even when you ask them to stop putting them on there. They still come
back eventually and there are so many different ones, it’s ridiculous. (4, F, 45+, SCG,
MG, PG)

Only one respondent reported being introduced to social casino games by actively
searching for them on social media.

Table 2 Themes and sub-themes

Introduction to social casino games

• Peers and family members

• Advertising in social media:

• Actively searching for them on social media

Promotions for social casino games

• Links

• Popular posts

• Emails/notifications generated by the system or by peers and family.

• Refer-a-friend incentives

• Free credits, bonuses, offers to attract new recruits

Cross-promotions for monetary gambling

• Linked promotions between social casino game sites and gambling

• Same products in social casino games and monetary gambling

• Lack of controls over advertising and promotions on social media

Motivations for playing social casino games

• Learn games before trying monetary gambling

• Practice to improve gambling skills

• Substitute for gambling

• Gain gambling-like experience but spend less money

• Extend playing time

• Earn credits/bonuses, prizes

Other player experiences with social casino games

• Spending money on social casino games

• Less thrill than gambling with money

• Social interaction

• Negative experiences (mistrust, potential for addiction/long hours)

Transitions between social casino games and gambling

• From social casino games to monetary gambling

• From monetary gambling to social casino games

Interactions with problem gambling

• Playing social casino games can increase gambling amongst problem gamblers

• Playing social casino games can decrease gambling amongst problem gamblers

• Playing social casino games has no impact on gambling amongst problem gamblers
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Promotions for Social Casino Games

Four participants identified that the primary types of promotion received for social casino
games were links, popular posts (i.e., ‘likes’ on posts promoting the game), and emails or
notifications generated either by the system or peers and family. One participant pointed out
how ‘refer-a-friend’ incentives encouraged sharing of links and engagement in the game to
earn and use the associated free credits:

… those invites have say a small amount of in-game currency attached to it, so if you do
click on that invite the incentive is that you will receive that much money. Your friends
also … receive an incentive for sending you that invite …There’s an incentive on both
sides. (10, M, 25-39, SCG, MG)

Another interviewee questioned the personalised nature of the invitation automatically
generated by friends sending the link:

The invite frames itself [as]… ‘I’m playing this, why don’t you join me’ … But I never
felt like I was really playing with them but it’s making out as if you are.’ (1, M, 20-24,
SCG)

Social media provides frequent and possibly automated reminders to engage in gaming
through the offer of additional tokens or free games. One participant noted how a social casino
site she uses ‘provides free coins every hour’ (8, M, 30+, SCG, MG, PG) and another, a
frequent social media user, described his experience when logging on to a social media
platform:

Every time I log into Facebook or social media there is always a new promotion… You
need to receive the incentive… You need to sign up and register your details on the sites
to get that incentive. You might get free spends and then a login bonus code. Sometimes
it’s for new account holders only. (10, M, 25–39, SCG, MG)

Cross-Promotions for Gambling

Cross-promotions for real money gambling rarely occurred while participants were using
social media sites and games. One described by a problem gambler involved her needing to
be present in a land-based venue to win vouchers for gambling; she could also win social
casino game currency by ‘liking’ the venue on Facebook:

… they want you to like Facebook [and] they want you to like their bingo centre on
Facebook. If you do that you go in the draw to win $50 bingo vouchers… you are given
further credits and games in terms of tokens if you like these sites or direct people to real
bingo. If you like them on Facebook every Sunday they call out names [for] this draw (7,
F, 25–39, SCG, MG, PG)

One participant noted that the same products were appearing in both social casino games
and land-based gambling venues. Presumably, offering replicated products build users’ famil-
iarity with them:

I'm seeing more and more slots at the bricks and mortar establishments online or vice
versa, ’cause obviously they’re developed online before they might come out for real
here. … Yep, same bonus features and all that same sort of stuff. (6, M, 25–39, SCG,
MG)
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As one participant pointed out, many of the controls in land-based venues are not available
or effective in social media platforms:

I used to gamble poker machines and switched to online gambling using Facebook … I
gambled for money prior to going on Facebook but then the problem continued with
Facebook and I’ve had to have myself excluded from multiple sites. I get very angry and
frustrated with it because it keeps drawing them in. I started gambling pokies in pubs out
of loneliness and then I got hooked. Even though I had myself excluded from venues,
with Facebook it is always advertised on there and even when you arrange to stop it,
stuff keeps on coming up. (4, F, 45+, SCG, MG, PG)

Practice sites were also noted as a pervasive promotional vehicle for monetary gambling
and are discussed below.

Motivations for Playing Social Casino Games

Motivations for playing social casino games varied, with some directly linked to gambling.
Some participants wanted to learn about new games before gambling on them, suggesting that
social casino games can be used as a ‘training ground’ before transitioning to gambling. One
participant explained:

I haven’t … played poker at the casino … so I was probably more interested in playing
poker online to get an idea of how it went without having to stake any money. … I can
just learn and then see how I go, and if I like it well then I can go and do it for real. (1, M,
20–24, SCG)

Other respondents with a history of financial gambling reported that they used social
gaming equivalents to practice and hone their skills, presumably to enhance their likelihood
of winning when gambling for money. While there was some agreement that the social casino
game equivalent emulated the real money forms sufficiently for them to improve their
gambling skills, it was noted that practice sites in particular provide artificially better outcomes
and could therefore distort a user’s assessment of personal skill level. A typical comment was:

I’m really aware of like the online casino games … you know the little trials they do,
you think you’re really good at it and know what you’re doing, and then when it comes
to the real thing, that’s not the case. (9, M, 25–39, SCG, MG, PG)

One respondent, a casino dealer, used social casino games as a substitute for gambling and
to improve his skills for when he gambled on casino games interstate (as he was not allowed to
gamble in his workplace which was the only casino in his home state). He noted ‘as a dealer
you realise in time that exposure is a key advantage over other players, so… definitely there’s
an element of practice and exposure that social media enables me to have’ (10, M, 25–39,
SCG, MG). Interestingly, this participant also practised on social casino games to enhance his
on-the-job training. He explained:

… most recently I got introduced to… American craps, and in preparation for training
for that game I accessed a lot of online tools and social media too to learn the basics of
the game … Oh it was invaluable really … you can really see how the game works in
real time. … (I gained) proficiency and understanding. (10, M, 25–39, SCG, MG)

One problem gambler substituted social casino gaming for gambling in attempting ‘to
control my urge to gamble real money’ (4, F, 45+, SCG, MG, PG). This participant further
explained:
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I used to gamble poker machines and switched to online gambling using Facebook. This
is now controlled by exclusion from real money gambling sites and using only token
sites. (4, F, 45+, SCG, MG, PG)

Similarly, another described using social casino games to try to rehabilitate her boyfriend
who had a gambling problem, although with limited success:

… my partner has a serious gambling problem. And so when I first … found out about
these apps I tried to … get him to have a go with them … At first he wasn’t much
interested but here and there he’ll … just sit and play on them for hours and hours and
hours, which is better than being gone for hours and hours and hours. On the odd
occasion it has, yeah, saved some money. (3, F, 20–24, SCG)

Other participants, including problem gamblers, used social casino games to substitute for
gambling when they were short of money. Some perceived social casino games as an
inexpensive gambling substitute that also offered better value for money through longer
playing time. Many participants spoke about how social media, especially through mobile
technology, has increased the time they spend on gaming. One explained:

I’m happy to spend $20 online knowing I get credits to last me for a few weeks
[whereas] in a bricks and mortar establishment I could spend 20 bucks in two minutes
… I think that the social media has probably increased my time-wise, but not …
necessarily the amount-wise of what I’m doing. (6, M, 25–39, SCG, MG)

However, others appeared to enhance their enjoyment from social casino games by
extending their playing time through bonuses, which appeared to increase with frequency of
play. One interviewee took up a particular social casino game promotion that gave players
$100 for the chance to win real money, explaining:

If you accumulate the money you’d get to keep it as long as you played … about 1,000
hands… it took me maybe a couple of months to play… I finished with about $106… I
got a free tee-shirt … (and) about six dollars (5, M, 35–44, SCG, MG)

Player Experiences with Social Casino Games

In addition to the insights above, other aspects of participants’ social casino gaming highlight
similarities and differences with gambling. One important discussion point was the topic of
financial expenditure in social casino games. Seven participants, including two who indicated
that they had wanted to play at no cost, suggested that social casino gaming had enticed them
into spending money on the game. Several examples of the methods used to entice gamers to
spend money were identified, accompanied by the user rationale of ‘by the time you’re
practised it is very tempting to stay in the game’ (5, M, 35–44, SCG, MG). Another
participant, a problem gambler, noted:

You can play the slots and it costs nothing… it did at first, and then gradually they sort
of want you to buy more credit. … sometimes I’d spend up to $80 or $100 just
purchasing credit. (7, F, 25–39, SCG, MG, PG)

However, it should be noted that the interviewees who spent money generally did so
infrequently and with small amounts. Five respondents were content to play without spending
money. Another noted that he only spent money when provided with particularly good offers.
In general, however, this participant considered that spending money on social casino games
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‘is definitely not value for money … in something that’s virtual … a virtual world’ (6, M, 25–
39, SCG, MG).

Two other participants were explicit that if they were going to spend money on social
casino games, they may as well gamble with money instead. For one participant, spending the
money on gambling would at least provide the chance to win money back, while for another,
gambling had the extra bonus of social interaction:

… if I was going to play a slot machine on Facebook I might as well just do it at the pub
and talk to the people there at the pub if that’s what I wanted to do. (1, M, 20–24, SCG)

A few gamblers reported that the social casino game experience did not match the level of
thrill experienced in gambling. This was the experience of one respondent, especially for the
social game equivalents of gambling forms he had used. Having played slots in land-based
venues, he took up the social game version ‘for a bit of fun and it’s initially attractive but then I
got a little bored … it wasn’t the thrill of actually getting real money’ (1, M, 20–24, SCG).
This experience was in contrast to social poker games which he enjoyed more because he had
less experience playing poker for money. Even so, he noted ‘I still … didn’t have a great
experience there … because I’ve played poker with friends before’ (1, M, 20–24, SCG).
Similarly, in relation to practice sites, one problem gambler stated:

Actually I don’t like them … I much prefer dealing with money. I mean win or lose I
much prefer it. … I know I’ve got that option and sometimes I use it if I, you know,
don’t have any money in my debit card … but I’ll try for free things and no deposit
bonuses. (7, F, 25–39, SCG, MG, PG)

Another participant noted that social casino games offered most excitement and most
closely matched a real gambling experience when the stakes were high, that:

… you can kind of emulate the real thrill of gambling, even with in-game currency that’s
not connected to real currency, as long as those levels of play are high stakes. That’s the
kind of thrill that you try to copy. (10, M, 25–39, SCG, MG)

Another potential difference between social casino gaming and many forms of gambling are
its social aspects. However, there was only limited discussion of social interaction by partici-
pants, except for being introduced to social casino games by friends and family. In fact, others
noted how social casino games did not feel very social. In relation to Zynga Poker, one said ‘I felt
that I was playing with machines’ (1, M, 20–24, SCG). Even though a social media site might
‘show your friends who are playing it… and their scores…it doesn’t mean that they’re playing
it now or that they’ve continued to play it’ (1, M, 20–24, SCG). However, two respondents made
reference to playing social casino games with friends. One did so infrequently, while the other
discussed how he prefers social casino games on Facebook rather than on apps because ‘it’s got
that element of a real interaction, so you have to deal with people making real, more realistic
decisions instead of actually playing against a computer’ (10, M, 25–39, SCG, MG).

Participants shared other negative experiences of social casino gaming. One of these was a
perception that games were rigged, which led to distrust, particularly in relation to practice
sites. A further drawback was the potential for long hours of play and addiction. One problem
gambler estimated spending 100 h per week on social casino games in sessions of up to 18 h
(8, M, 30+, SCG, MG, PG). Another interviewee considered that high stakes social casino
gaming could lead to addiction:

… the thrill of gambling is directly related to how addictive it is and how addicted the
player will become to that thrill. So if you play on a casual basis with a bit of in-game
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money it’s harder to emulate that thrill, so the negative aspect to gambling might not
impact too much on that type of player. Only when those stakes are higher that you
might actually develop a bit more of an addiction to it even if it’s not real. (10, M, 25–39,
SCG, MG)

Transitions Between Social Casino Games and Gambling

Only one participant, a problem gambler, was explicit that her experience with social casino
games had led her to gambling. She described how social media platforms may provide a
trigger for problem gambling through encouraging ongoing engagement in simulated gam-
bling and using online credits to continually extend playing time. This may be problematic if
transferred to online gambling:

I ended up starting just for fun, then I would pay for … credit …. just to extend your
time playing… and then I just decided well if I’m gonna do that……I might as well just
play online slots with the real money … I just play the slots on casino sites. It depends
on whether I’ve got money. (7, F, 25–39, SCG, MG, PG)

However, two participants, neither of whom had a gambling problem, had the opposite
experience. One recalled ‘I was playing poker with friends just around a real table, but then I
found out about Zynga and … it just grew from there’. Another explained how playing social
casino games had lessened his attraction to monetary gambling, ‘that it didn’t have such a pull
anymore… [and] lessened my involvement in the real world at going to the casino. (1, M, 20–
24, SCG).

Interactions with Problem Gambling

Four interviewees were experiencing problems with gambling. They also gambled online and
played social casino games. These participants related mixed influences of their social casino
gaming on their gambling. One spoke about the potential trigger for gambling that social
casino gaming can provide:

I do still tend to play the DoubleDown at the moment, but it’s not making me want to
gamble at the moment, not anymore, so I seem to have got through that … it has made
me in the past want to go and try win some money somehow. (4, F, 45+, SCG, MG, PG)

This same participant also implied that prolific gambling promotions seen on social
media sites when playing non-monetary casino games are a constant reminder of
gambling ‘because you go on Facebook all the time and it’s there in your face all
the time’ (4, F, 45+, SCG, MG, PG). However, this participant’s gambling problem
appeared to be lessening, with some of this reduction attributed to her social casino
game play. Interestingly, she explained that this was because losing on social casino
games reminds her of the likelihood of losing at gambling:

It’s good for me to go on there and just lose everything… even though it’s free you still
don’t necessarily do any good, and it reminds me that I don’t do any good when I go and
play pokies myself. (4, F, 45+, SCG, MG, PG)

Another problem gambler reported spending less on gambling following her social casino
game experiences, although any causal pathway appeared indirect. She commenced her
gambling on land-based slot machines, transitioned to online social slots, and then to online
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real money slots. Her experience with social casino games led her to prefer the online
environment. In her home environment, she feels more in control and spends about 70 % on
online gambling of what she used to spend on land-based gambling. She explained: ‘I have no
control over my money at a venue … whereas online… it’s generally much better with
protecting my money’ (7, F, 25–39, SCG, MG, PG).

A third problem gambler, and a heavy user of social casino games, was ambivalent about
any links between social casino games and problem gambling. His gambling problem was
related to slot machines and he also played social slots. Additionally, he used practice sites and
social casino games to hone his skills for land-based poker tournaments. However, when asked
whether social casino games can make it more likely that someone develops problems with
gambling, he replied:

Yes and no. First of all if you’re going to gamble, regardless of whether you’re doing it
on social media or not, you’re going to do it anyway. And that’s most probably
influences from your past experience with it, your family environment and numerous
other factors … but if you’re not doing it for money, you’re probably just a social
interaction that you have with your friends. It could be just a time filler until you’re
doing something else, so … it can go either way. (8, M, 30+, SCG, MG, PG)

The fourth problem gambler was a light user of social casino games and his online
gambling was mainly on sports betting. While his use of Twitter to gain information on sports
betting had increased his gambling, his use of social casino games did not appear to have any
influence. While he played social slots, roulette and blackjack, he was not attracted to the
online gambling forms of these games, saying he would rather ‘play a personal game … at
least you’re there for the experience, at least you’re there in person. What’s the point of being
at a computer and playing those games?’ (9, M, 25–39, SCG, MG, PG).

Discussion

This study has highlighted the diverse range of experiences that social casino gaming
provides to its user base. Notably, most respondents reported very high levels of
exposure to gaming and gambling advertising on social media sites. Some participants
described the degree of exposure as ‘relentless’, suggesting that this advertising had
assumed a prominent place on social media. Similar marketing strategies appear to be
used by both social casino games and online gambling sites. Promotions for social
casino games most often involved pop-up advertisements in social media sites and email
invitations with refer-a-friend incentives. A notable feature of social media advertising is
that promotions are propagated via the social network in a similar manner to a conta-
gious virus (see LaPlante and Shaffer 2007), ‘infecting’ all users in the network
irrespective of their profile characteristics or gambling preferences. Although some
participants described an experience of attempting to ‘block’ such promotions, they
nevertheless continued to be exposed to further gambling promotional material. This
may suggest, therefore, that it is very difficult for social media users to avoid (or be
‘inoculated’ from) all gambling promotions in this medium. There were also reports of
promotions in which support for the social media site (e.g., ‘likes’ for Facebook) was
connected to opportunities to engage in gambling and gaming activities. Respondents
indicated that gaming promotions offered a variety of free credits, bonuses, and special
offers to attract new recruits. Taken together, these findings appear very similar to
previous studies of advertising for online gambling (e.g., Hing et al. 2014).
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There was strong support that the ‘social’ component of social media sites plays an
important role in the promotion of both gambling and gaming. Respondents reported that
information concerning social casino games was relayed by their social connections either via
their endorsement (or ‘liking’ of the activity) or via direct communication. This highlights the
influential role of friends, family members, online connections and personal recommendations
in encouraging people to try a new online activity. It suggests that the ability to share between
online connections on social media platforms may be more influential than paid advertise-
ments and direct emails from gambling or gaming companies. At the same time, preliminary
research suggests that socializing is not a common motivation for playing social media games
(Wohl et al. 2014), and few respondents in the current study discussed social interaction as a
motivator or a feature of their social casino game play. This may suggest that gamers are
motivated to share their involvement in social casino games to receive additional credits to
facilitate ongoing play, rather than to share their status with their networks. Despite this, these
results are consistent with marketing literature that has demonstrated the significant impact of
word-of-mouth on consumer decisions because it is created and delivered by a more trustwor-
thy source of information than company-generated advertisements (Chu and Kim 2011). A
recent survey in the US found that social media users were most likely to trust recommenda-
tions of family and friends, and two-thirds were influenced by advertising with a social content
(Nielsen 2011). Our results also indicate that personal recommendations via social media are
highly influential, although social media advertising can also be persuasive.

Our interviews captured a wide range of player motivations and experiences for social
casino games, which likely reflects the complex nature of the phenomenon. For some people,
social casino games were a way to gamble without spending money and provided a lower risk
activity than conventional land-based gambling. Social casino and practice games also allowed
respondents to learn about gambling and identify whether they enjoyed the activity, and
practice playing without risking money or as a form of entertainment. Some respondents
described social casino games as less exciting than gambling because they did not present the
opportunity to win money, which was directly related to the addictive potential of gambling,
however social casino games did satisfy several other important gambling motivations such
relieving boredom or escapism. These responses were consistent with Wohl and colleagues’
(2014) preliminary survey findings that social casino gamers are motivated to play for a variety
of reasons, including entertainment and stress reduction, as well as the opportunity to build
skills.

This study also explored the extent to which simulated gambling may lead some players
toward financial gambling, or vice versa. There was some evidence that gambling operators
were using social casino games to ‘test’ gambling products before these were launched in
venues as well as to encourage venue visitation. The present study is the first to highlight this
phenomenon, which may have some serious implications. If social casino games are used to
promote venues and/or gambling products, these could be considered a form of advertising. As
such, it may be queried as to whether such activities should be regulated under gambling
advertising codes of conduct, in order to comply with requirements such as ensuring that
advertisements do not appeal to children and adolescents, do not glamorise gambling, and do
not unrealistically represent the chances of winning. Some participants specifically expressed
views that the social casino and practice games were not trustworthy and overinflated the odds
of winning, which is consistent with previous findings (Smeaton and Griffiths 2004). As
interest in social casino games increases among regulators, the classification of social casino
games offered by gambling operators as advertisements may attract greater interest.

Despite some apparent efforts to encourage customers to transfer to gambling, participants
were more likely to report a transfer of interest from gambling to social casino gaming. For
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some respondents, this was a deliberate action to reduce their gambling and retain control over
excessive gambling expenditure, sometimes in combination with self-exclusion from gambling
venues and sites. These results are similar to a preliminary survey of social casino gamers (n=
182) that found, at a six-month follow-up, only 22 % had commenced online gambling (Wohl
et al. 2014). Preliminary results from a study of university students (n=28) found that
participants reported significantly lower desire to gamble after playing a social casino game,
as compared to a non-gambling-themed social game (Wohl et al. 2014). Therefore, it is
possible that social casino games may reduce interest in gambling, rather than increase the
likelihood of migration to gambling; however, more research is required to test this hypothesis.

Some limited evidence supported concerns that social casino gaming might lead to or
exacerbate problem gambling. One participant described developing gambling problems after
being introduced to social casino games. However, some participants with pre-existing
gambling problems described how playing social casino games could trigger and remind them
of gambling, and that spending money to buy virtual credits for social slot games could
encourage online gambling so that prizes could be won. Similarly, there was some evidence of
respondents spending large amounts of money on virtual credits, which may be considered
somewhat speculatively as an emerging subtype of problem gambling, i.e., negative financial
consequences without the possibility of the player ‘chasing’ or otherwise recovering monetary
losses. Similar to other gambling advertising research findings, including for online gambling
(Binde 2009; Derevensky et al. 2010; Grant and Kim 2001; Hing et al. 2014), it may be that
the marketing of social casino games presents most risk for existing problem gamblers.
Nevertheless, participants in our study more commonly reported that engagement in social
casino games had lessened their monetary gambling activities by helping them to manage
gambling urges, pass the time, and remind them of the likelihood of losing at monetary
gambling. Other problem gamblers reported no apparent influence of their social casino play
on their gambling.

Therefore, this study suggests that playing social casino games does entail some risks
under certain conditions. Several respondents suggested that the associated advertising
had enticed them to spend money. Although games were initially free to play, an
individual could and was encouraged to pay to access additional game-time. A consid-
erable amount of time could be spent on these games, potentially leading to harm,
including addiction. Participants indicated that the currency within these activities was
highly tokenised and therefore wins and losses were relatively lacking in psychological
value. Unlike land-based gambling, where physical cash is given to a cashier/croupier or
inserted into a machine, all social casino game transactions involve credit cards or e-cash
which distances the player from the reality that money is being expended. Previous
qualitative studies of gaming machine players (e.g., Griffiths 1995) suggest that
tokenisation facilitates spending and makes it harder for people to keep track of their
expenditure over time. This problem was reported for social casino sites, but can also be
a feature of online gambling and gaming, where players can often pay for additional
features, often through a series of micro-transactions.

This is one of the first studies to directly examine the relationship between social casino
games and gambling, as well as the impact of advertising for social casino games. However, it
is important to recognise that the insights revealed in this study require further investigation
using a larger and more diverse sample to enable greater generalisability of the findings. The
participants included in this study are not representative of a wider population and it not allow
sufficient scope to allow more in depth analysis of more specific populations such as young
people. In defence of the sampling, however, it can be noted that this was one of the first
studies to use a community rather than student sample. A strength of using thematic analysis in
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early investigations of this topic is that it provides a clear and objective account of people’s
experiences in a manner that does not restrict the responses categories to pre-conceived
categories or topic areas that may not be inclusive of people’s actual experiences. Although
it is possible to analyse qualitative data using more discursive methods that try to understand
how people conceptualise and articulate their experiences linguistically, such interpretive
methods did not appear appropriate in this paper given our focus on objective reports of social
gaming activity. We would, however, suggest that studies of this nature could be
extended to encompass more detailed qualitative methods (e.g., Interpretative
Phenomological Analysis or IPA) that attempts to capture peoples’ lived experiences
more carefully through more structured interviews. Such research could, for example,
be used to compare people’s perceptions of social casino gambling and other simular
activities with more conventional gambling activities. Greater focus could be given to
how these games are experienced as leisure activities; what needs or motivations they
address; and, the extent to which players feel that they are able to control the amount
of time they spend playing. Other broader sociological analyses could also focus on
the social relationships and interactions that revolve around these activities; the
networks and social communities and how the desire for challenge and competition
embeds these activities in people’s daily lives at home, work or in other settings.

Conclusions

This is the first study that examines the relationship between, and impact of, social casino
games on gambling from the perspective of gamers and gamblers. Social media evidently
plays an important role in the promotion of gambling and social casino games. Promotions for
social casino games may have relatively little impact on gambling and related problems for
most users. Experienced users appear able to readily discriminate between games and gam-
bling and understand the substantial differences in activities when monetary risk becomes
involved. Further, it is possible that social casino games may actually play a role in harm
minimisation for gambling. Nonetheless, for some individuals who may be at-risk for or
already experiencing gambling problems, social casino games could have a problematic
impact.

The current findings provide only preliminary insights into the interactions between social
casino games, gambling, and problem gambling. Our qualitative approach to this growing
research area may inform large scale research studies by highlighting key issues for further
investigation, such as the role of social casino games in contributing to, exacerbating or
reducing gambling disorders. Experimental research could also assess whether specific struc-
tural elements of social casino games may influence gambling thoughts and behaviours.
Studies are also needed to investigate how social media can be optimally utilised to facilitate
responsible use of social casino games and gambling activities.
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