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As an addiction specialist, the most striking shift I have observed in my clinical
practice over the last decade is the transformation in the profile of clients
experiencing gambling problems. Previously, gambling was a distinct adult
activity conducted within specific boundaries, such as physical casinos or betting
offices. However, today we are confronted with a new phenomenon brought
about by digitalization: 'Gamblification.'

In its simplest terms, this concept refers to the integration of gambling
mechanics and psychology into non-gambling contexts—particularly video games
—a process that has completely altered the perception of risk. In this article, I
aim to focus on how children and adolescents are being systematically 'groomed’
for addiction through video games and smartphone applications, and the
psychological mechanisms employed during this process.

Conceptual Framework: Gamification or Gamblification?

It is essential to distinguish this concept with clear lines, as it is frequently
confused with 'Gamification' in the literature. 'Gamblification' is not an innocent
gamification technique; rather, it is the injection of gambling's psychological
infrastructure into games.

e Gamification: Based on skill and effort. The objective is to increase
motivation. (e.g., earning points in a language-learning app).

e Gamblification: Based on chance, financial risk, and uncertainty. The
objective is to keep the player within a cycle of uncertainty to encourage
spending. (e.g., paying money in a game to open a "loot box" with unknown
contents).

1. Neurological Basis: From the Skinner Box to Digital Screens

The addictive impact of modern game designs is rooted in B.F. Skinner’s
scientific principle of 'variable ratio reinforcement': the fact that if the timing of a
reward is uncertain, the organism repeats that behavior obsessively.

Today, the digital screens in our children’s hands have evolved into far more
advanced simulations of this laboratory experiment, enhanced with lights and
sounds. Particularly in the 'Loot Box' systems of games, every time a child taps
the screen, they experience the uncertainty of whether a 'Legendary' reward or a
worthless item will emerge. It is this very 'moment of digital uncertainty' that
stimulates the brain’s dopamine system far more intensely than the reward itself,
transforming the screen from a simple entertainment tool into a neurological trap



2. The Smartphone: A Slot Machine in Our Pockets

The most dangerous intersection between the gambling and technology
industries lies in interface design. In classic slot machines (the 'one-armed
bandit'), you pull the lever, the reels spin, and you await the outcome. On
smartphones, this mechanic has evolved into the 'Swipe' and 'Pull-to-Refresh'
gestures.When you pull down and release your finger to refresh a social media
feed or swipe to reveal a card in a game, your brain is neurologically pulling the
lever of a slot machine.

e Haptic Feedback: The action initiated by the movement of the finger gives
the individual the illusion of control over the outcome.

e Visual and Auditory Stimuli: The flashing lights, confetti effects, and sounds
produced while opening a loot box are a direct simulation of the "Jackpot"
moment in casinos.

These mechanisms ttansform the smartphone from a simple communication
device into a portable slot machine that is accessible 24/7.

‘Smartphones: The 24/7 Slot
Machine in Our Children's Pockets.’

3. Digital 'Grooming': The Process of Preparing Children for Gambling

From a clinical perspective, our greatest concern is that these systems function
as a 'Grooming' tool. The process of 'gaining a child’s trust and preparing them
for abuse,' which we observe in cases of pedophilia, operates here in the form of
'habituating the child’s brain#o risk and preparing them for gambling.

Games lay the groundwork for children to potentially experience gambling
problems in the future through these three stages:

e Stage 1: Desensitization: Even before reaching the legal age, the child
becomes familiar with gambling terminology, the element of chance, and risk-
taking. Gambling is encoded not as a "dangerous habit," but as a "fun part of
the game."

e Stage 2: Abstraction of Money: Spending is conducted using virtual units such
as "Diamonds," "Coins," or "Gold." This system removes the material weight
and reality of spending. The child does not fully perceive that they are
spending real money in that moment; this lays the foundation for a distorted
perception of financial reality and a loss of control in adulthood.

e Stage 3: Development of Tolerance: A brain that develops a dopamine
tolerance by opening in-game loot boxes at age 10 will require much higher
risks (such as illegal betting, leveraged crypto trading, etc.) to achieve the
same pleasure at age 20. For these individuals, games serve as a "gateway."



4. Conclusion and Recommendations

Under European Union standards, 'child safety’ encompasses not only physical
integrity but also digital and psychological integrity. ‘Gamblification' is not an
innocent gamification technique; it is a commercial strategy that threatens public
health and necessitates regulation.As a gambling psychologist, I wish to
emphasize that if a digital product profits from the user's vulnerabilities, desire
for uncertainty, and impulsivity, children cannot be the target audience for that
product. 'Loot Box' mechanisms—the purchase of content based on chance—are a
form of manipulation targeting children's developing prefrontal cortex.

Within the scope of this project, our recommendation is twofold: parents must be
made aware that these systems they perceive as 'games' are, in fact, ‘gambling
simulations,’ and legal regulators must include these mechanics within the
framework of 'gambling laws." It should be remembered that treating an
addiction is far more costly and difficult than preventing it.
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