Lewis Blakemore P149312
From players to gamblers – Are video games making our children addicts?
Lewis Blakemore
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of BA (Hons) University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Swansea 
11/12/2018


Contents 
1. Introduction (Pg 3)
2. Chapter 1 – Should video games be age restricted from random rewards? (Pg 5 – 11)
3. Chapter 2 – Are online casinos marketing towards children? (Pg 12 – 16)
4. Chapter 3 – Do video games have lasting effects on children? (Pg 17 – 21)
5. Conclusion (Pg 22)
6. Bibliography (Pg 23 - 28)
7. Images and illustrations (Pg 29)


Introduction
‘13% of 11-16 year olds have played online-gambling style games’. (Gamblingcommission 2018)
The video games industry is currently one of the fastest growing industries (The ESA, 2018). With many games taking the format of a task, (simple or complicated, cooperative or solo) and at the end of the task receiving a reward, acting as an incentive to complete another task. Video games have come a long way from ‘Pong’, made by Allan Alcorn in 1972 for Atari Inc, which was a simple dot on screen that bounced between two platforms. Video games have now moved online enabling players to connect and complete tasks whilst on opposite sides of the world.
Gambling has also moved in a similar direction, with online casinos available on mobile devices that can be accessed anywhere in the world, at any time of day. This dissertation will be discussing the similarities and differences between the two cultures, one aimed at children and the other aimed at adults.
This dissertation will also be investigating whether the video games industry is allowing and encouraging children to gamble, and whether the industry is facing any consequences. If so, what effect does this have on children and whether this effect will this damage them in the long term?
Chapter 1 will explore loot boxes and the danger they pose to children, whether they are gambling or not and whether they are dangerous enough to be age restricted.
The second chapter will be investigating online gambling and whether this industry is advertising towards children intentionally.
Chapter 3 considers if these video games and their contents will have a lasting effect on children, and whether it may help or hinder them in later life.


Chapter 1- Should video games be age restricted from random rewards?
Online video games have changed immensely in the last 10 years, as online platforms have taken pride of place in the fast-growing games industry (Macdonald, 2015). Online video games allow people of all ages, to connect with other people with similar interests from all over the world, to socialise and work together while assuming an anonymous identity if they wish.
Video games have slowly moved away from the traditional model of product sales. During the 1970’s when the home video game industry was born, with the creation of text-based games like Adventure, and home consoles such as the Atari 2600 (Museumofplay.org, 2018), a game would be released, and the public would buy the cartridge or disk making it theirs forever (Tyson, 2018). In recent years, however, games have come to rely more on ‘micro transactions’ and ‘downloadable content’, meaning the video game companies potentially make more money, for example industry giant ‘Activision Blizzard’ made “$4 billion in revenue from micro transactions in 2017 alone” (Makuch, 2018). Micro transactions are “anything you pay extra for in a video game outside of the initial purchase” (Makuch, 2018). This could mean cosmetic items that only change the appearance of your character and their equipment, or they could be to aid your progress through the game, making the gameplay easier. Some modern games, such as the extremely popular ‘Pokémon Go’ or ‘Fortnite’, now financially rely solely on micro transactions (Makuch, 2018). 
A large element of today’s games is the ‘loot box’. A loot box is an in-game reward or purchase, where upon opening the digital package, the player receives a set number of items from a known group of items. When a loot box is presented to a player, the contents are initially unknown, with each item having an associated statistical probability of being included, sometimes weighted, and sometimes entirely random. Loot boxes are featured in many popular games and are becoming increasingly popular amongst game designers as they create a steadier and increased income. They come in many different forms, but all follow the same concept (Hruska, 2017).
Loot boxes are used as a reward for completing tasks, but extra ones can also be bought through using micro transactions, using the player’s local currencies, as opposed to in-game currency. Because of the random nature of the loot box, a player could spend 3 or 4 hours on a game such as ‘Battlefront II’, completing many tasks and earning many loot boxes, yet still have the possibility of receiving the least valuable item every time.
This begs the question, as a player, would one rather spend a few pounds worth of money with a couple of clicks to gain loot boxes instantly, or spend hours of their time earning them in the game legitimately? Many players are asking themselves this question, and many people don’t want to spend the extra money, especially if they have paid for the game already, however if you observe another player in the game pay extra and get an item they want instantly, then there may be an inclination to do the same.
Overwatch, a game released in May 2016 by Blizzard Entertainment is one such game. Overwatch involves copious amounts of teamwork, such as escorting valuable in-game packages through dangerous territories, and ‘claiming’ hard to reach areas by staying in them for a certain amount of time. Although the characters have weapons, the violence is comical, with bouncing bombs and catchphrases. The game is populated with many fun and happy characters that have many different colourful outfits, catchphrases and poses which are highly appealing to children, because of the frivolous nature of these characters contrasted with to the more credible characters. As is the case with many games, Overwatch has a levelling system in which the player gains experience points for the longer they play the game. Once the player has obtained enough experience points they ‘level up,’ moving up a numerical rank. If you level up in Overwatch you get a loot box with 5 random items inside. There is a chance the player might get something useful which would increase [image: http://d1vr6n66ssr06c.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Loot-Box-Overwatch.jpg]the incentive to buy more, and if a player has their credit or debit card linked to their account, the player can purchase more loot boxes with two or three clicks thus making it very easy to spend money. This is especially problematic if children who have access to this function are using their parent’s payment cards. They will not see the effect the spending is having, making the conditioning process easier. Figure 1 – An Overwatch loot box

The UK Gambling Commission states that loot boxes are not gambling because the player is guaranteed to receive something, even if it is something that that the player doesn’t want. They also state however: “We are concerned with the growth in examples where the line between video gaming and gambling is becoming increasingly blurred.”, however it is not them who decide what the definition of gambling is. 
“The definition of what is legally classed as gambling is set by Parliament rather than by us. Our role is to apply that definition to activities that we see and any changes to that definition need to be made by Parliament.” (GamblingCommisionUK, 2017) 
Is it possible that the only reason that loot boxes aren’t illegal, is that the definition of gambling that is set by the government is outdated? The current law only includes the classical gambling format where the methods of gambling ensure that you can spend lots of money and potentially have nothing left and does not include the loot box format of receiving something you do not want. This raises the question, if whether having nothing and having items you do not want are almost identical?
In comparison, video game industry attorney Ryan Morrison of ‘Morrison Rothman LLP’, (Morrison Rothman LLP, 2018) made an appearance in an interview on the social media video platform ‘YouTube’ with video game journalism channel ‘Funhaus’, in which they asked him whether he thinks loot boxes are gambling or not. During the interview he explains that the law on gambling in the United States is made up of three key components. Firstly, some form of ‘consideration’- must be offered, this could be a global currency, an in-game item or anything that has value to the player. Secondly, some form of chance takes place, where the outcome is not based on the player’s skill. Thirdly and finally, there is a result where the outcome is an item with some form of value that the player can win. What is valuable is down to the discretion of the player, different players will value different items differently depending on taste and experience. In the courtroom, however, the judge decides what has value and what does not.
Morrison goes onto say ‘The downside here is that a judge usually can’t figure out how to open their email’. Meaning to say that because judges are usually older, that they are less likely to be computer literate and would not be able to fully understand the concept of the loot box system. Instead he makes the comparison with trading card games such as baseball cards as this is a concept that easier to understand for judges as it is typically more relatable for their age group and one that is very similar to loot boxes. ‘Judges have said baseball cards are not gambling. When you pay $4 for a pack of baseball cards, you’re not expecting to get a Mickey Mantle Rookie card’. (Funhaus, 2018)
Within games that use loot box systems however, the game displays the best things a player could get on title screens or through other players having the said item that the player may want, thereby showcasing the best products. However, when paying for and opening a loot box, the player does not know what they are going to be given, making the concept a gamble. The UK Gambling Commission however says: ‘loot boxes are confined for use within the game and cannot be cashed out as it is unlikely to be caught as a licensable gambling activity’. (GamblingCommisionUK, 2017) This means because the winnings of a loot box stay confined to each game, they are not deemed liquid assets, and have no monetary value and therefore cannot be deemed gambling.
This could also be interpreted in Morrison’s opinion that the items one gets from loot boxes have no value at all. As he says in the Funhaus podcast, 
‘I’m buying the loot box to get the equivalent of a Mickey Mantle card, but the statistical return of that is so unlikely in that loot box, that you have to buy a ton before you get anything, and I don’t care that I get 300 voice lines for characters I don’t play, there’s quite literally no value there to me’.
[bookmark: _GoBack] By this he means the Mickey Mantle card is the item that he covets, but there is an extremely small chance he will get it. In trying to get it he would obtain many useless items that would have no value.
In April 2018, the Belgian Minister of Justice Koen Geens released a press statement saying ‘The games with paid loot boxes, as currently offered in our country, are therefore in violation of the gaming legislation and can be dealt with under criminal law. The loot boxes must therefore also be removed.’ (Geens, 2018). Belgium’s gambling authority seems to have persuaded its judges and parliament that loot boxes are indeed gambling, and that the value of what one gets in return is equal to nothing at all. Therefore, Belgium have outright banned loot boxes from games, which may be a first case of extreme action, as they are the first and only country at present time that have banned loot boxes, and there was not discussion of any other way of restricting them. 
There may be some intermediary within age rating systems. By rating games, children of different ages can be protected against explicit themes that may cause them mental harm or to recreate acts they have seen in a game that may harm others or themselves. In Europe the age restriction company is ‘PEGI’ (Pan European Game Information) and in North America they use ‘ESRB’ (Entertainment Software Rating Board). These boards review video games and assign them a rating such as ‘teen’ or ‘adult’ depending on certain factors within the game such as violence or sexual content (Esrb.org, 2018). For example, PEGI or ESRB would rate a game with no contributing factors as ‘E’ which stands for everyone, meaning that anyone can play it, whereas a game with many contributing factors would be rated ‘A’ for adult or ‘18’ for people over 18 years old only.
Neither PEGI nor ESRB include loot boxes within their restricting factors for video games, and loot boxes don’t come under the restriction of gambling. PEGI’s policy being ‘The game contains elements that encourage or teach gambling. These simulations of gambling refer to games of chance that are normally carried out in casinos or gambling halls.’ (Pegi.info, 2018) So unless it is obvious that it is gambling, such as in a casino in the game, it is not restricted on the content restrictors that PEGI uses to rate games and would not be reflected in the age rating. This is also the case for ESRB, who ‘Real Gambling - Player can gamble, including betting or wagering real cash or currency’ and ‘Simulated Gambling - Player can gamble without betting or wagering real cash or currency’. Under this short description loot boxes should technically fall into this category, as they include a wager of money to first purchase the loot box, even though the player does not know what the outcome will be. However, loot boxes are not restricted by the ESRB because they are not required to by law (Esrb.org, 2018).
In conclusion, loot boxes consist of making an initial purchase, a random generation where no skill is involved to decide the outcome a random prize, or prizes are given. There is no guarantee that there will be an item of value within the result, even though you are getting an item none the less. By definition, if you do not know what is going to happen and you are playing at a game of chance for money or other stakes, it surely must be considered gambling. If you receive nothing after placing a bet at casino, you have received nothing of value and that is gambling. If you receive one or more items from a loot box which you have paid for, but you receive nothing of value, then that is also gambling. As gambling is illegal for minors in the UK and America, it arguably should be age restricted by the necessary governing bodies.



Chapter 2 - Are online casinos marketing towards children?
‘66% of 11-16 year olds have seen gambling advertising on TV’ (Gamblingcommission 2018).
 Children are constantly consuming media content through screens, such as computers, tablets and most importantly, phones. A rise in the popularity in smartphones over the last 10 years has seen many platforms such as social networking, television and video games all move onto the mobile platform, making media consumption more readily available and less avoidable. Aside from electronic advertising, children are also likely to see advertising in print, on clothing and on products. Online casinos are constantly at war battling for customers, with gambling firms in the UK spending ‘£1.4 billion on advertising since 2012, with online casinos doubling their marketing budgets over the past five years’ (Lee, 2017). 
However, has the industry turned to marketing at children, or are their adverts being exposed to children against the industry’s intent? Kate Lampard, the chairwoman of online casino GambleAware, says: ‘With the average age at which children start to watch post-watershed TV unsupervised being 11¾, restrictions based on a 9pm watershed may offer little protection’ (Ellson, 2018). Therefore, these laws concerning the watershed timings may not be protecting the children in the way they are intended, which is the responsibility of parliament and not directly the online casinos themselves.
However, the UK Culture Secretary Karen Bradley appeared in the House of Commons in October of 2016 to bring to the attention of the other MP’s the effect that she can see the gambling industry is having on children, in her own home. 
‘I know my children can recite just about every gambling advert there is because they sit and watch Sky, […] They hear those adverts. I am interested as a parent, but I am also interested as a Secretary of State in understanding what the impact is on young people of that advertising’ (McCann and Swinford, 2018). 
Presently not only do children stay up past the watershed and be exposed to gambling adverts on TV, but there are also instances when they can view any time of the day. ‘Currently bingo, lottery and sports betting adverts are exempt from a ban on TV gambling adverts before the 9pm watershed’ (McCann and Swinford, 2018). Sports betting adverts that are shown in the breaks of live sport events are also reinforced during the event, as many online casinos sponsor sports such as football, rugby and cricket alike. Many children follow sports and live coverage of their favourite teams and the encouragement to gamble and positive reinforcement regarding betting can also be promoted through video games such as FIFA, a football simulation game that is released annually with new versions updated with the location of players reflecting the real footballs players and what teams they now play for (Electronic Arts, 2018).
In an investigation carried out by the Guardian newspaper, it was found that during the duration of the 2018 World Cup ‘Betting ads had more screen time than alcohol and fast food commercials combined’ (Duncan et al, 2018).
As stated above, a high proportion of the child population are exposed to betting/gambling adverts on multiple media platforms, but do the companies who make the adverts want the children to see them, and if so, are they tailoring the adverts to appeal to them?
The Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) rules that “Ads for alcohol, gambling, payday loans and food and drink ads should not use cartoons or licensed characters which appeal to children”. But websites still do it anyway, often using social media and mobile games to target the children.
In January 2018, the ASA investigated an online casino website called ‘MM8.com’ which had breached the ASA’s rules in with advertising for some of their games in several different instances. “The first game was called ‘Fairy-tale Legends Red Riding Hood’ and showed an animated image of a wolf and a pixie. The second game was called ‘Fairy-tale Legends Hansel and Gretel’ and showed an animated image of a forest. The third game was called ‘Fairies Forest’ and showed an animated image of a fairy in a forest” (The ASA, 2018). 
All three of the games featured on the website were advertised with these characters at the forefront of each advert, and before the ASA contacted MM8.com, all three of the games could be played in a ‘demo’mode, which is shorter version of the game used as an incentive to lure the player into the full-length version and other games. Players that visited the website could play the ‘Demo’ version without the need of logging into any kind of account. MM8.com used popular fairy-tales to market their games, which would not only be copyright free, but well known amongst children all over the world, meaning there would be less of a language barrier which would widen their audience beyond vast, and morally questionable age ranges (The ASA, 2018).
Online casinos target children in other ways, that are more discreet and deceptive. Dr Jennifer Harris spoke to the NY Times, in an interview about advertising to children in February of 2013, saying “Coke is the most popular brand on Facebook,” Dr. Harris said. “It has 58 million fans.” When adolescents “like” Coke, they receive posts every day, which they may then “share” with friends.

“That whole tapping into the peer relationship that kids of that age have is, we think, very deceptive,” Dr Harris said. “They don’t necessarily recognize that it’s advertising and also very manipulative.” (Perri Klass, 2013)
So online gambling sites can use their social media pages to target advertising towards children who can ‘share’ the page and its posts, increasing the number of people who see it. This seems to be working, as the UK Gambling Commission released in a statement earlier this year, “12% Percent of 11-16 year olds follow gambling companies on social media” (Gamblingcommission, 2018).
Another way that online casinos can target children is using “Advergames” (Perri Klass, 2013), which are adverts on the side of website that are interactive, and can be played like a game, while promoting the gambling site.
[image: ](Pocket win, 2018)Figure 2 – Splash landing page of Pocketwin.com

This kind of advertising is effective as the children who have learnt to block out advertisements on the side of webpages, constantly see this moving image out of the corner of their eye, making it hard to ignore. Many advergames consist of a simple call to action, for example, ‘Shoot the bad guy’ could be the call to action, and the context could be a masked man pointing a gun at the screen, and a cross hair over him which moves with the cursor when hoovered over the advert. If the player clicks however, they will be taken to another site by hyperlink.
To conclude, online casino websites are deceptive, and can fool not just children but adults as well to part with their or their parent’s money, with a false sense of hope. There are many contributing factors to the crushing debt that have led to ‘1.7% of 11-16 year olds that are defined as problem gamblers’ (Gamblingcommission 2018). Firstly, there is the increase in gambling advertising in recent years, which has increased the amount of advertising that the population is exposed to. Secondly the world of sports gambling and how it surpasses the 9pm watershed, so millions of children that watch live sporting events are exposed to the advertising for betting sites like the ones they see on the backs of their favourite football players. Thirdly, the loveable and whimsical characters that are highly appealing to children, that the sites use in their adverts to promote their games, with the themes of well-known stories such as fairy tales which people all over the world will understand. And lastly, how it is all reinforced with an online presence of social media pages and advergames, that pretend to be normal media like the children would consume normally, but still bring gambling to the forefront. Online gambling websites have made it very hard to pin down whether they are marketing towards children or the general public, but the stats show that whether they mean it or not, children see their adverts, and children gamble on their sites.


Chapter 3 – Does gambling in video games have lasting effects on children?
Anyone can become addicted to anything (Griffiths, 2011). When each of us eats, drinks, touches, bets, talks, buys, smokes, or otherwise interacts with something that we enjoy, we get ‘a high’, and that high releases dopamine in the brain makes one feel good, which contributes to ‘Classical Conditioning’ (Burton, 2016). When we do something for the first time and we enjoy it, we feel happy. But if we do something for the first time and dislike it, we feel unhappy. It is through this classical conditioning that we will subconsciously remember these associations with the things we like and dislike, which can create love, hate, addiction and fear.
Many fears and addictions are started by associations from childhood and carry through onto later life. It is for this reason that it is a wide held belief that if a child starts gambling in childhood that they will carry on doing so in later life (Singh, 2014).
[image: ]Classical Conditioning was discovered by Ivan Pavlov, in the 1890s. Pavlov is famous for his experiments around this time, in which he tracked how much a group of dogs were salivating, by inserting a small tube into the cheeks of each dog.
When food was placed in front of each dog, they would salivate. This is what is called an ‘unconditional response’ and this means that this type of response is hard-wired into the dog from birth, and it does not need to learn to salivate when there is food.Figure 3 – Diagram of Pavlov’s experiments.

‘Conditioned responses’ however, are learned. In the case of Pavlov’s dogs, this took the form of a metronome. Pavlov would click the metronome just before he presented the food to the dogs, conditioning them to associate the two stimuli. After a few presentations, Pavlov would stop giving the food, and instead only click the metronome. The dogs salivated, as they had been conditioned to do so at the sound, expecting food to arrive. (Mcleod, 2018)
As mentioned in Pavlov’s book ‘Conditioned reflexes’, Pavlov used many different stimuli, such as different pitches of tones, the sound of bubbling water and lamps of varying colours, which all of proved effective with association. (Pavlov et al, 1927)
Therefore, does this association affect children in the same way, and if so, does it carry on into later life?
Simon Sinek is an author and a motivational speaker who worked in the creative industry for many years in advertising agencies and marketing teams before quitting in 2002 to go on to write 5 books and appear on ‘TED Talks’ to deliver his well-known theory on advertising, ‘The golden circle’. Sinek appeared on the internet talk show ‘Inside Quest’ in December of 2016 which is hosted by Tom Bilyeu, where he discussed his theory on millennials. “We know that engagement with social media and our cell phones releases a chemical called dopamine. That’s why when you get a text, it feels good. […] It’s why we count the likes, it’s why it is such a trauma for young kids to be un-friended […] dopamine is the exact same chemical that makes feel good when we smoke, when we drink and when we gamble” (Sinek, 2016). 
Gambling and video games have the same effect as this, creating suspense, a win or hope which all release dopamine, making us feel happy. When this happens a lot, our brains are conditioned to expect this as they are now used to the elevation in dopamine concentration. The constant need for more dopamine then creates addiction as the natural levels of dopamine now do not sustain us.
In the long term, an addiction to gambling online can be rough, and the relapse rate is high. Therefore, if a child were to start gambling and after realising that they have problem they stopped, there is a high chance that they would start again.
“75 percent of college students report having gambled during the past year, the risk of developing a gambling addiction more than doubles for young adults in college settings” (Addictions.com, 2018).
This is mainly due to classical conditioning, as the mind of the subject has been conditioned at an early age.
There is evidence of this in the study ‘Little albert’ a study by John B. Watson in 1920, a famous psychologist who was developing the work of Pavlov.
During these experiments, he used a small boy called Albert, who was 9 months old at the start of the experiments, and 13 months at the time of finish and exposed him to many different stimuli such as a white rat and rabbit, Professor Watson’s hair, a dog, a seal fur coat, cotton wool and a Santa Claus mask. Baby Albert was indifferent to the stimuli at the start of the experiments, showing no reaction one any of the items in particular.
Of the course of the next few weeks, whenever Albert was exposed to the rat however, Professor Watson would bang a hammer against a metal pipe, making Albert scared. Just like in the experiment ‘Pavlov’s dogs’ this became a conditioned response, and soon Albert would cry at the sight of the rat, without the banging of the metal pipe. 
By instilling fear into Albert, Professor Watson had created a phobia within albert that grew, as after time, he started to develop a fear of the other objects that were white and fluffy, but not the ones that weren’t. (Cherry, 2018) 
Obviously, fear and addiction are complete opposites, but as stated above, they are learned in the same way, through classical conditioning. Little Albert gained the association between the mouse and fear, and then created the fear of anything white and fluffy by extension, himself. It is arguable that the same could be said for addiction, and that if someone were to gamble when they were young and have fun with their friends, or use their parents’ card so if they lost, they would not lose any money, meaning they would have a positive experience, and this classical conditioning would keep them hooked on gambling.
It is unclear what happened to the baby who was Albert, as he and his mother moved away shortly after the experiments finished just after his first birthday. But many psychologists believe that he would have grown up with a peculiar phobia of fluffy white objects. (Beck and Irons, 2011)
Following an experiment by Professor Bruce Alexander, in which rats are given two differently decorated cages, and are subjected to cocaine, the rats with the more boring cages consume more cocaine than the ones with stimulating cages and other rats for company, which consumed far less. Psychologist David Hosier makes the comparison between the rats in Alexander’s experiment and the minds of humans. “It is likely, then, that a person’s life circumstances play a vital role in whether or not a person becomes an addict. Therefore, it follows that the most effective way to reduce addiction is to help addicts re-connect with society and gain dependable social support” (Hosier, 2015).
If this is true, then the children the children of today who are playing video games are subjected to a large amount of gambling, have a very high chance of becoming addicted to gambling in other forms when they are older, and they will be at an age where they have access to more dangerous types of gambling, where one can lose vast amounts of money in one transaction.
In summary, if children are subjected to gambling from a young age, they are extremely likely to carry on gambling into later life. This is dangerous as they have access to more methods of gambling and have more money to lose when they are older, and the relapse rate is very high for those who manage to stop gambling. Video games are very good at hiding gambling within games and this is also concerning as the severity of the problem may be masked until it is too late. Gambling in video games has a long lasting effect on children, even if they stop playing them.











Conclusion
In conclusion, it is evident that loot boxes are indeed gambling, and that millions of children are playing video games that include loot box reward systems, spending money and time without the promise of a reward that reflects that effort. For this reason, video games that contain loot boxes should be age restricted as the old the player is, the more they will understand the consequences that gambling can have. Whether they mean to or not, online casino games can appeal to children and the games can be played easily by them. Online casinos use characters that are appealing to children and have made games easy to understand and regularly copy existing games such as ‘connect four’ that children will know how to play. Finally, gambling in video games has long lasting effects on children, with hope, suspense and continuous rewards creating a release of dopamine, even if they do not get what they hoped that they would. The rate that children relapse into gambling is very high and the effects of gambling at an early age will continue to affect them during later life.
The children of today have been gambling in video games, they are constantly and secretly targeted to be coerced into gambling more, and it is extremely likely that they will carry on doing so in later life.
This statement sound ludicrous, but that is the reason it is true. As new politicians move into parliament and younger judges move into the courtrooms, changes to combat this will be put into place, but how long will it take?
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