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Abstract

This mixed-methods study examined various ways Internet-enabled factors may
contribute to problem gambling. A four-wave longitudinal survey was collected at
6-month intervals from Finnish adults (N= 1530). Fixed-effects regression analyses were
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based on all available data across the four waves (n=4827 observations). Semi-structured
interviews (N = 18) included recovering problem gamblers. Quantitative analyses showed
different forms of online gambling, participation in gambling communities online, and
instant loans associated with increased problem gambling. Qualitative analyses revealed
that gamblers were drawn to gambling sites through an online ecosystem including
complex social and monetary incentive structures and sought instant loans through
dedicated websites to continue gambling. Together, the results show that gamblers’
problems have deepened and become more multifaceted due to online environments.
The online realm enables gambling through ubiquitous opportunity, targeted marketing,
social influence, and access to gambling credit, although it also offers information and
peer support groups to help gamblers abstain.
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Introduction

The gambling industry has evolved tremendously since the emergence of the Internet.
Mainly, the Internet has increased gambling availability and made it accessible from
anywhere in the world, at any time (Gainsbury et al., 2015b; Wood and Williams, 2009).
Casino and poker games, skill-based betting, and electronic gambling machines (EGMs)
that were once tied to certain physical locations and legislations can now be readily
played online—even by underage individuals (Canale et al., 2016; Sulkunen et al., 2021).
The context of online gambling has increased concerns about gambling becoming a
widespread public health issue. A large body of research has investigated online gam-
bling and found it as a major culprit in increasing at-risk and problem gambling rates
(Allami et al., 2021; Chdliz, 2016; Effertz et al., 2018; McCormack et al., 2013; Mora-
Salgueiro et al., 2021; Wood and Williams, 2007, 2011).

While existing research has provided important insight into the antecedents and cor-
relates of online gambling, much of the work has been cross-sectional in nature and
often focused on either online gambling in general or specific types of online gambling
games. As individual measurements of various psychological attributes can change
over time, it is difficult to determine whether the effects observed at a given time
would still hold months or years later. Also, relatively little attention has been given to
other concurrent and important facets of the Internet that are related to gambling and
may be risk factors for developing or maintaining problem gambling, namely, instant
loans and virtual gambling communities. Insight into gamblers’ own experiences and
perceptions on how meaningful virtual gambling communities and instant loans are in
their gambling activities is needed, in order to create viable interventions. Thus, a need
for longitudinal and qualitative investigations on Internet-related risk factors of prob-
lem gambling has been identified (Allami et al., 2021). This mixed-methods study
aims to fill these research gaps.
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Online gambling and related online activities

The Internet provides a unique environment for gambling for several reasons. First, users
have complete flexibility in terms of when they play, where they play, and what type of
gadgets they use to access the game (Giménez Lozano and Morales Rodriguez, 2022).
Second, whereas traditional land-based gambling venues are more limited with their
game selections, virtual gambling sites offer a vast variety of games that are rapidly
changing in order to keep players engaged and interested (Gainsbury et al., 2015a;
McCormack et al., 2013). Wide selection of games and lower running costs also allow
online gambling operators to give players higher payouts and special offers like bonuses
and free spins (Kim et al., 2015; Lelonek-Kuleta and Bartczuk, 2021). Third, the Internet
has provided a new type of channel for offshore gambling operators to provide games for
customers in different jurisdictions (Gainsbury et al., 2018). Offshore gambling opera-
tors operate without a valid license, and against the local restrictions and standards,
which have raised concerns as offshore gambling has been associated with increased
gambling problems (Oksanen et al., 2022, 2024).

Online gambling is a prevalent activity. According to a population study from
Finland, which is also the context of this study, 70% of participants had gambled online
in the past year (Gronroos et al., 2024). Overall, gambling prevalence among adults in
Finland has decreased between 2019 and 2023 but gambling problems among that
smaller proportion of gamblers have increased (Gronroos et al., 2024). This shift aligns
with the COVID-19 pandemic and the implementation of new gambling control meas-
ures, which limited the accessibility of offline gambling but underscored the accessibil-
ity of online platforms. Studies on the pandemic’s impact on gambling indicate that, for
most people, gambling behavior decreased or remained unchanged due to limited venue
access. However, a small group of gamblers transitioned to online products (Brodeur
et al., 2021; Wilska et al., 2021), and those who did experienced increased gambling-
related harm (Marionneau and Jarvinen-Tassopoulos, 2022).

Online gambling (e.g. sports betting, poker, slot machines) is potentially more hazard-
ous than land-based gambling, partly due to its constant availability and prevalent adver-
tising (Estévez et al., 2017; Gainsbury et al., 2015c; Lawn et al., 2020; Potenza et al.,
2019; Syvertsen et al., 2022). The overall profiles of online gamblers also differ from
those of offline gamblers, largely because their problems with gambling are much more
connected to situational factors, such as availability and accessibility (Hubert and
Griffiths, 2018). In general, online gamblers are more likely to be male and younger
compared to offline gamblers (Lind et al., 2022; Pallesen et al., 2021). Online gamblers
are also likely to gamble more frequently on a variety of activities and spend higher sums
of money on gambling (Gainsbury et al., 2015c). Online gambling is often initiated by
the motivation to make money, to seek excitement, or to demonstrate skill (Goldstein
et al., 2016; Macey et al., 2025). Studies also suggest that comorbid substance use, and
mental health problems may be more prevalent among online gamblers than offline gam-
blers (Papineau et al., 2018; Scholes-Balog and Hemphill, 2012).

The Internet brings gambling closer to the consumers, but it also gives a platform for
the formation of online gambling communities where individuals interested or involved
in gambling activities can get together and share gambling experiences and content
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(O’Leary and Carroll, 2013; Parke and Griffiths, 2011; Sirola et al., 2019). Such com-
munities often form around specific sites or apps, such as those provided by social media,
and consist of a diversity of members who share similar interests in gambling (Miller
et al., 2016; Savolainen et al., 2022; Sirola et al., 2021). Online gambling communities
are used for various reasons. For example, they can offer problem gamblers a place to
seek peer support and help, or alternatively, be used to share gambling tips and strategies
(James and Bradley, 2021). The use of online gambling communities has been associated
with a higher likelihood of problem gambling in previous research (Savolainen et al.,
2022; Sirola et al., 2021). Importantly, these communities increase the social element of
gambling activities, and it is possible that interacting with other gamblers normalizes
gambling activities and reinforces motives to gamble, especially among at-risk gamblers
(Sirola et al., 2018).

The Internet and digital technologies have further provided numerous new ways to
consume. One major development has been the increased access to consumer credit like
instant loans (Larsson et al., 2016). Instant loan usually refers to a credit amount of a few
hundred euros with a short payback time and high interest rate (Makkonen, 2014).
Gambling is centered around spending money on its activities and most gamblers end up
losing money in the game (Raymen and Smith, 2020; Sulkunen et al., 2021; Volberg
et al., 2001), which can easily lead to debt and serious financial problems. Instant loans
provide easy and fast access to additional financial resources and can become an espe-
cially attractive alternative for gamblers who need quick monetary relief and possess the
means to apply them (Oksanen et al., 2018). Many gamblers chase their losses with the
intention to win back the lost money but are, in fact, more likely to continue losing which
then deepens their financial burdens (Hakansson and Widinghoff, 2020). Previous stud-
ies have found that heavy gambling consumers are more likely to obtain instant loans and
fail to pay them back (Hékansson, 2020). Instant loans have been also found to contrib-
ute to problem gamblers’ psychological distress (Oksanen et al., 2018). Together, losing
money on gambling activities and the availability of instant loans can generate an array
of new challenges (Jarvinen-Tassopoulos, 2020; Lind et al., 2015).

Aims of the current study

The Internet brings gambling from restricted offline venues to individuals’ homes
through devices like smartphones and computers, while other resources for gambling
such as access to instant loans and virtual gambling communities are increasingly salient
(Gainsbury et al., 2015b; Hakansson, 2020; Savolainen et al., 2022). There is a lack of
longitudinal investigations into these Internet-related risk factors of problem gambling.
At the same time, more qualitative research is needed to better recognize gamblers’ own
experiences and perceptions of the Internet-related risks.

This study investigated online gambling and associated risk in the Finnish context.
Gambling is a popular activity in Finland: around 70% of the population had gambled
within a 1-year period according to the latest Finnish Gambling Survey (Gronroos et al.,
2024). Online gambling had also increased from 37% in 2019 to 44% in 2024 among the
population. Moreover, 7% of the population had gambled on offshore gambling web-
sites, but offshore gambling was more prevalent among men (men 11.5%, women 2.4%).
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The aim of this mixed-method study is to longitudinally and qualitatively examine the
role of different aspects of the Internet in gambling problems. This study was conducted
during a particularly significant period, representing also the active years of the COVID-
19 pandemic when EGMs and physical gambling venues were largely unavailable in
Finland. Controlling measurement variability across time and using multilevel modeling
enables robust predictions of problematic gambling. Furthermore, our study provides a
qualitative analysis of how recovering problem gamblers have utilized the Internet and
its variety of platforms and services in their gambling habit, and how they manage the
challenges of Internet-afforded ubiquitous gambling opportunities while recovering
from gambling problems. The research questions of our study are the following:

RQ1: How significant is the role of the Internet in problematic gambling?

RQ2: How has the Internet challenged players’ efforts to avoid excessive gambling?

STUDY I: longitudinal survey study
Methods

Participants. The quantitative section of the study comprised a longitudinal survey. A
sample of 18- to 75-year-old Finnish adults was recruited from an online respondent
panel administered by Norstat. Utilizing an online panel enables access to high-quality
data and allows us to efficiently reach our target population of adults aged 18 to 75 resid-
ing in all major areas of Finland. The panel facilitates reliable longitudinal data collec-
tion, as Norstat manages the profiles of their panel members and invites all those who
participated in the survey at T1 to partake in follow-up surveys. Norstat regularly evalu-
ates and manages the quality of its panels by comparing members’ profiles with official
statistics. This approach to data collection is also cost-effective, a significant advantage
compared to other recruitment methods. The current sample consisted of 50.33% male,
49.41% female, and 0.26% participants identifying as another gender. Most participants
(35.29%) were from the greater Helsinki-Uusimaa region. Approximately 25% were
from Western Finland, 21.50% from Southern Finland, and 18.37% from Northern and
Eastern Finland. About 25% of participants were single, 59% were married or in a regis-
tered relationship, 10% were divorced, and nearly 3% were widowed. Close to 59% of
participants had children, and 38.5% held a university degree. The sample effectively
mirrors the current population distribution by age, gender, and geographic area.

Procedure. Initial data collection took place in March—April 2021 and yielded 1533
responses. After data quality and integrity checks which included attention checks, pat-
terned-response checks, and rapid-response checks, three respondents were dropped.
Thus, the final sample totaled to 1530 responses (T1: M,,.=46.67, SD=16.42, 50.33%
male). Second-wave data collection was conducted in October—November 2021 (T2:
n=1198, response rate 78.30% of T1 respondents) and the third wave follow-up took
place in April-May 2022 (T3: n=1095, response rate 71.57% of T1 respondents). The
final fourth wave follow-up data collection commenced in October 2022 and was
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finalized in November 2022 (T4: n=1008, response rate 65.62% of T1 respondents).
Respondents at T4 were, on average, slightly older than the original T1 sample (51.80 vs.
46.67 years, respectively), but no major biases were detected when comparing the demo-
graphic characteristics (age, gender, education level) of the participants to the Finnish
adult population (Oksanen et al., 2022). In total, 58.95% of the T1 respondents partici-
pated in all four surveys.

At every survey collection time, the respondents were informed about the aims of the
study and that by completing the survey they will give their consent for participation.
Participation was wholly voluntary, and the participants could withdraw at any time
without consequences. The research team only received pseudo-anonymous data from
Norstat who handled sampling, recruiting, and administering of participants. Norstat
compensates their panel members with Norstat coins, which can be redeemed for gift
cards or donated to charity at the participants’ discretion. The study procedures adhered
to the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. The study protocol was
reviewed by the local Regional Academic Ethics committee (24/2021), which oversees
non-medical research involving human subjects, and determined that the study did not
present any ethical issues.

Measures. The nine-item Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI; Ferris and Wynne,
2001), measuring problem gambling, was the dependent variable of the quantitative
analysis. The measure is widely used and efficient in assessing at-risk and problem gam-
bling, also in non-clinical population samples (Currie et al., 2010). The original PGSI
scale measures gambling habits, symptoms, and adverse consequences experienced in
the last 12 months, but given the longitudinal design and 6-month data collection interval
of our study, we modified the items to reflect gambling experiences in the past 6 months
(e.g. “Thinking about the last six months, have you felt guilty about the way you gamble
or what happens when you gamble?””). Responses are given on a scale from 0 to 3, where
O0=never, 1=sometimes, 2=most of the time, and 3=almost always. The full scale had
scores from 0 to 27, higher points indicating a higher likelihood of problem gambling.
Internal consistency, assessed using McDonald’s omega, was excellent at each time point
(Tl: ®=.95; T2 ®=.94; T3: ©=.94; T4: ®=.94). The PGSI was used as a continuous
outcome variable in our statistical models.

Different forms of gambling involvement were inquired with a multiple response
item. The anchor of the question asked, “How often, in the past 6 months, have you used
the following gambling services or sites?” Choices included the following: “sites offered
by the Finnish gambling provider Veikkaus,” “sites offered by Paf,” “sites offered by
foreign gambling providers (other than Veikkaus or Paf),” “online casinos (e.g. online
fruit slot games),” “online poker sites,” “land-based gambling (e.g. roulette or blackjack)
at a gambling venue,” “land-based electronic gaming machines,” and “scratch tickets.”
Answer choices were never (0), less than once a month (1), monthly (2), weekly (3), once
a day (4), and several times a day (5). Veikkaus is a monopoly gambling operator, and it
has an exclusive right to provide gambling services in mainland Finland. Paf is a monop-
oly operator which operates in the Aland Islands and offers both online games and games
on ships sailing between Finland, Estonia, and Sweden. For the analyses, we only
included those gambling forms that were played online. We termed the use of sites
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offered by foreign gambling providers offshore gambling as these sites are outside of the
Finnish jurisdiction. Thus, the analyses investigated participation in online gambling (1)
on online casinos, (2) on online poker sites, (3) on sites outside the Finnish jurisdiction
(offshore gambling, which includes Paf), and (4) on sites offered within the Finnish
jurisdiction by Veikkaus (onshore gambling).

The participants’ other online activities were screened with a multiple response
item asking how often, in the past 6 months, they had used different social media
services, including virtual gambling forums or communities. Answer choices were
never (0), less than once a month (1), monthly (2), weekly (3), once a day (4), and
several times a day (5).

We also screened whether the participants had taken any instant loans. The first sur-
vey asked the participants whether they had ever taken an instant loan, while the follow-
up surveys asked about potential instant loans taken during the past 6 months. The
answer choices were no (0), yes (1), and prefer not to answer (2).

Quantitative analysis. We used Stata version 18 to run all quantitative analyses. Descrip-
tive statistics and correlations of the main variables were observed at T1. For the longi-
tudinal data analysis, we utilized linear fixed-effects regression, executed using the xtreg
command in Stata (McCaffrey et al., 2012). Fixed-effects models are attractive when
analyzing longitudinal panel data as they can provide a stronger basis for causal infer-
ence when using repeatedly measured units and controlling for unobserved confounders
(Briiderl and Ludwig, 2015; Firebaugh et al., 2013). The analyses focused exclusively on
gambling and online activities. The continuous problem gambling score (PGSI) was the
dependent variable and online casino use, online poker, offshore gambling, virtual gam-
bling community use, and instant loans were time-varying predictors. All predictor vari-
ables were standardized for comparability and easier interpretation. The models estimate
how variation within individuals causes change in the outcome measure while removing
the effects of time-invariant causes (Firebaugh et al., 2013; Quintana, 2021). All assump-
tions of linear regression analysis were checked. We found outliers and heteroscedastic-
ity and, as a result, ran the analysis by removing outliers and using robust standard errors.
The fixed-effects analysis includes data from participants who contributed across time-
points. This approach ensures that all available data are utilized (N=1530), yielding
4827 observations and maximizing statistical power while maintaining analytical rigor.
We also conducted a robustness check and applied within-subject average imputation to
address missing data. After imputation, we re-ran our primary analyses and found that
the results remained; thus, these are not separately reported. For the main analyses, we
report standardized regression coefficients (B), robust standard errors (SE), statistical
significance at the .05 level, and 95% confidence intervals.

Results

Descriptive analyses and correlations of the variables were examined. These are pre-
sented in Tables 1 and 2. The overall mean of the PGSI score was relatively low at 1.10
(on a scale ranging from 0 to 27). However, nearly 7% (n=69) of the participants had
gambled at moderate risk level (PGSI score of 3 to 7) and nearly 5% (n=42)
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the study variables.

Continuous variables Range TI, M (SD) T2, M (SD) T3, M (SD) T4, M (SD)
Age (at TI) 18-75 49.50 (15.85)
PGSI 0-27 1.15(3.02) 1.12(298) 1.11(3.03) 1.0l (2.85)
Online casinos 0-5 038(0.82) 0.38(0.82) 0.36(0.81) 0.38(0.85)
Online poker 0-5 0.12(0.45) 0.13(0.46) 0.14(0.50) 0.15(0.51)
Offshore gambling 0-5 022(0.67) 025(72) 0.24(0.73) 0.25(0.77)
Categorical data T, n (%) T2, n (%) T3, n (%) T4, n (%)
Online casino users 200 (22.17) 200 (22.17) 188 (20.84) 194 (21.51)
Online poker site users 82 (9.09) 85 (9.42) 86 (9.53) 89 (9.87)
Offshore gambling 164 (18.18) 172 (19.07) 161 (17.85) 164 (18.18)
Virtual gambling communities 102 (11.31) 88 (9.76) 92 (10.20) 78 (8.65)
Instant loans 292 (19.08)* 27 (2.25) 43 (3.93) 29 (2.89)
Male 524 (51.27) 524 (51.27) 523 (51.17) 477 (52.88)
Female 495 (48.43) 498 (48.73) 499 (48.83) 425 (47.12)
Other 3(029) 0 0 0

Note. ?Instant loans at T1 measure if the respondent has ever taken an instant loan.
The following timepoints inquire about an instant loan taken in the last é months.

Table 2. Correlations of the study variables at TI (N=1530).

| 2 3 4 5 6
I. PGSI |
2. Onshore gambling 0.26%F |
3. Offshore gambling 0.58%F  0.34%F |
4. Online casinos 0.54%FF  0.36%  0.68%% |
5. Online poker 0.48%FF  022%  0.60%F  0.52%FF |
6. Virtual gambling communities ~ 0.36%  0.2]%%F  0.46%  0.38%*  043%F |
7. Instant loans 0.32%Fk Q.1 PR 0.26%FF  0.24%F  0.18%*F Q.11

Note. All correlations were statistically significant at ***p <.001, except for the correlation between virtual
gambling communities and instant loans (p =.146).

had gambled at a problem level (PGSI score of 8 or higher) during the past 2 years of
measurement (T1-T4). The most common form of online gambling was online casinos,
as approximately fifth of participants had gambled on, or used, online casino sites.
Similarly, about 18% had visited or gambled on offshore gambling sites and 10% had
played online poker. On average, no statistically significant increase in online poker or
casino site use was observed across the 2-year measurement period. Online gambling
communities were used by approximately 10% of participants and around 3% had taken
instant loans during the past 2 years.

All forms of online gambling showed positive, statistically significant correlations
with problem gambling: offshore gambling (»=.58), onshore gambling (»=.26), online
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Table 3. Multilevel fixed-effects regression model predicting problem gambling over time.

Within-person effects B SE p 95% confidence interval
Offshore gambling 40 AL <.001 [0.187, 0.613]
Onshore gambling (Veikkaus) 21 .06 .001 [0.092, 0.337]
Online casinos 23 .08 .002 [0.082, 0.377]
Online poker 27 .09 .002 [0.102, 0.440]
Virtual gambling communities A3 .06 .035 [0.009, 0.257]
Instant loans .05 .02 .046 [0.001, 0.093]

casinos (r=.54), and online poker (»=.45). In addition, involvement in online gambling
communities (#=.36) and the use of instant loans (»=.32) were positively associated
with problem gambling. The fixed-effects models (Table 3) showed that all the investi-
gated forms of online gambling had within-person effects on higher PGSI scores.
Specifically, an increase in offshore gambling, onshore gambling, online casino gam-
bling, or online poker participation over time had within-person effects on problem
gambling. The use of virtual gambling communities also had within-person effects on
PGSI scores over time (p=.035), as well as having taken instant loans (p=.046).

STUDY 2: qualitative interview study
Methods

Participants. The study consisted of one-on-one interviews conducted between Novem-
ber 2021 and August 2022. Participants were self-identified recovering problem gam-
blers who were recruited through a service constellation called Gambling Clinic in
Helsinki, Finland. Gambling Clinic specialized in helping people with gambling and
gaming problems as well as their close others. It offered a variety of services such as an
anonymous helpline, chat, peer support group, and an online therapy program for prob-
lem gamblers and gamers until its closing in 2023.

Procedure. Invitation to participate in the study was disseminated on different online
channels, including the gambling clinic’s newsletter, website, Twitter account, and by the
facilitators of the peer support groups. Participants were informed that participation in
the study was fully voluntary and did not involve incentives. Volunteer interviewees
contacted the research group via email or phone who then organized and conducted the
interview sessions. Due to the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic at the end of 2021, the
interviews were conducted remotely over the phone or Zoom. If the call was conducted
over Zoom, the interviewee could decide whether they wanted to have their camera on
and have the discussion with video image showing. Three interviewees opted to keep
their camera off. A total of 18 interviews were performed (61% male, M, =42.1) and
analyzed for this study.

The Local Academic Ethics Committee reviewed the study protocol prior to
implementation and stated that no ethical issues were present (12/2021). Before each
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interview, the interviewee was given an informed consent. Agreement to the informed
consent was provided by texting “I consent” to the interviewer’s phone or typing it
in the chat box if the interview was held in Zoom. The interviewees were informed
they could withdraw from the interview at any point without consequences and that
their identity could not be recognized from the data used for research purposes. The
interviews were voice recorded and transcribed for analysis purposes. Participants’
first name and age were acquired; however, this and all other potentially identifiable
information were anonymized before undergoing transcription.

Semi-structured interviews. The interviews were semi-structured and included an outline
of questions that followed a predetermined framework pertaining to gambling in the
digital age (see Supplementary Material 1). The interview questions were developed by
the research group to align with the quantitative survey, allowing for a deeper explora-
tion of phenomena. The development process involved formulating potential questions
based on topics assessed and identified in the survey, followed by iterative discussions
within the research team to ensure their relevance and suitability. This approach ensured
that the semi-structured interview outline was investigative while complementing the
quantitative analysis by providing richer, qualitative insights. The interviewee was asked
a set of open-ended questions that allowed flexibility in the answers, as well as spontane-
ous follow-up questions. The interviews were approximately 30 minutes long, ranging
from 20 to 60 minutes in length.

Qualitative analysis. The qualitative analysis consisted of a thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2006) with the identification and organization of themes in line with inductive
qualitative content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005), informed by the principle of
constant comparison (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The interview data were organized and
analyzed by the first author using NVivo 14. Sections of the interviews relating to the
Internet were given short verbal descriptions and thematized into parallel themes and
subthemes. As is common in qualitative analysis, multiple themes exhibited conjunction
and overlap, yielding to various possible systems of categorization (Denzin and Lincoln,
2000). As more findings emerged, the themes were re-synthesized in relation to the entire
corpus of themes and data, throughout the process, to construct the most suitable repre-
sentation of the relevant data (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). Other authors were consulted
regarding the most complex thematic structures.

Results

The qualitative analysis elaborated on the roles the Internet adopts in problematic gam-
bling. Interviews yielded 806 descriptions relating to the Internet, which were synthe-
sized into 284 subthemes, and grouped into 31 themes and six main themes. Table 4
gives an overreaching depiction of the results with descriptions related to the Internet and
their representative interview extracts, while the following chapters address the most
central and novel findings of each main theme.
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Table 4. The main themes, themes, and selected descriptions and data extracts in the
qualitative analysis.

Internet
essential in
acquiring
gambling funds

The nature of
online gambling
differs radically
from land-
based gambling

Dangers of
gambling come
in degrees

Consequences
of Internet use
in gambling can
be severe

Advertisement of gambling credit
central in going to an online
casino (160)

Internet provides means to
access rapid loans (36)

Instant money transfers to
gambling sites through online
services (5)

Omnipresence of online gambling
opportunities (69)

Online casinos are felt as highly
tempting (29)

Immensity and diversity of
different online gambling
opportunities (105)

Gambling communities felt to be
socially unimportant and focus on
enabling gambling (32)

Gambling found similar to crypto
trading (3)

Online gambling has resulted in
gambling very large sums of
money (15)

Sense of criminality on a site
increases felt pleasure (1)
Internet offers secrecy and
anonymity in gambling (7)

Sites promise high wins but make
it hard to get money back to
one’s bank account (15)
Offshore sites seen as most
dangerous (27)

Veikkaus site seen to be different
(64)

Internet seen to increase danger
in gambling (49)

Betting seen less dangerous but
related information gathering
consumes time (2)

Results in varying levels of
psychological harm (24)

Online gambling threatens one’s
positive identity (22)

Led to severe relationship harm
(14)

Repeating financial harm (9)

Has led to committing crimes (4)

“Made 150 emails to get more gambling
credit” and “Playing with free gambling
credit leads to nothing”:

I've made like 150 emails with fake names
... so | could gamble with free credit,
which never lets you win anything

(Eric, 35)

“Finds wealth of gambling opportunities
through Google” and “Gambling is now
also at home:

You just need to Google “online casinos”
and you find God knows how many

offers and ads. It [internet] has changed
gambling. Now it’s also in your home
(Diana, 67)

Lost savings quickly at an online casino:
In just a few hours at an online casino . . .
all the savings | had struggled to collect
when studying and working low-paying
jobs. Perhaps. . . yeah, | don’t know what
happened to me, | don’t know. | guess. . .
I had a kind of crisis, | wished | had more
money saved. | saw others buying houses
and so on, perhaps it was a bit like “darn
it, | only have some thousands saved when
others have tens of thousands” (Peter, 33)

Veikkaus makes you set stop-losses
while offshore casinos do not:
Veikkaus site demands that you set stop-
loss limits. But the foreign online casinos
don’t make you do anything like that
(Julia, 41)

Online gambling led to a range of
psychological and social harm:

All so-, a lot of social relationships,
friendships, have suffered. Mental well-
being really bad. Anxiety, depression,
thoughts of suicide. There’s a lot, quite a
range of things. (Walt, 39)

(Continued)
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Table 4. (Continued)

Online
entertainment
games are felt
to have little
relevance to
gambling

Internet also
facilitates
getting help

Harmless financial loss but severe
loss of time (10))

Some familiar elements from
gambling (3)

More social than gambling (I)

Useful helping communities such
as forums and peer groups can be
found online (18)

Help from professionals,
programs, and sites is found
online (26)

Mandatory identification for
gambling venues help (16)
Online support helps to block
relapse (32)

Desperation is felt due to
convergence of digitalization and
gambling (2)

Societal awakening to harms of
online gambling has come too
late (2)

Noticed gambling terms in mobile

games:
Played a lot of mobile games, according
to my husband “grandma games”. . . At

some point | noticed some of them starting
to include terms familiar from gambling
(Simone, 23)

Gambled while pretending to be OK in
online help groups:

Pretended to be OK for a couple of years
.. . gambling at the same time, and then
confessing and sharing. (Julia, 41)

Hopes more information to be available
for gamblers when they hit the bottom
and want to quit:

When you hit the bottom and want to quit,
there should be more information available.
It has increased in the past years, but there
still should be more (Bart, 46)

The number of descriptions in each theme is indicated in brackets.

Consequences of the loss of time and money. Several consequences of gambling-related online
activities were described. Smartphones were common media for these activities. Tanya, 24,
described how gambling-related smartphone use leads to a life glued to one’s phone:

Without gambling, I would be a happy and positive person, I would hear the birds and have
energy to move and all. But it somehow freezes your whole body. And you just play, you can
stay tapping on your phone for six hours, tensed all the time.

Ubiquitous and rapid access to gambling also often led to severe monetary, psycho-
logical, and social consequences, threatening the respondents’ closest relationships.
Simone, 23, described how she nearly lost her marriage due to the rapid and unregulated
access to gambling that her smartphone provided her with:

My husband told me that if things don’t change, he’ll leave . . . I got paid in the morning, and
already around noon, I had gambled everything.

A commonly described transition from sports betting to offshore casino sites was

deemed highly consequential. Internet-afforded ubiquitous access to offshore casinos,
with few or no limits for bet size, meant that even a very short faltering in conviction to
not gamble could be life altering. Tony, 29, described immense losses in a very short time:

I gambled away 130.000 [euros]within ten minutes.
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Acquiring gambling funds and marketing of gambling credit. Initial gambling funds were often
acquired by ads offering free gambling credit. A complex system including casino-affili-
ated social media influencers, free gambling credit, and reference bonuses was described.
Casino games streaming on platforms such as Twitch were a source of gambling credit to
the affiliated casinos through reference links included in the stream. Recovering gambling
addicts also watched these streams, although it was considered to be a kind of “dry-drink-
ing” (cf. Ludwig, 1989), keeping them connected to gambling regardless of having
decided to stop. Tony, 29, thought streaming to pose an underrated danger:

Because a lot of people, me too, I watched people streaming there in Twitch, casino affiliates, |
can only imagine how gambling problems will explode in Finland in, let’s say the next 5 to 10
years.

Marketing of free gambling credit felt overwhelming. Opting out of this marketing
was experienced to be very difficult. Barbara, 37, describes how it led to her relapse:

If you want to completely close your account you have to write to customer service, otherwise
you can just click a temporary ban for couple of months. When it’s over, they’ll send you emails
again and tell about offers and free gambling credit, then you go again, thinking that “I’ll just
go and try it out.”

Money won with gambling credit had to be bet again at the casino for 30—40 times
before transfer to a bank account was possible. As it never amounted to real wins, instant
loans were commonly used to fund gambling after the free credit ran out. Websites dedi-
cated to listing recently opened companies, which could be used when loans from pre-
existing companies had been exhausted, were instantly discoverable through Google
search with a smartphone. Loans were considered too easy to acquire, and a law-required
secure identification of clients was experienced lacking, leading some to commit identity
fraud in their search for gambling funds, which then led to immense guilt and suicidal
ideation. Some casinos allowed gambling with a phone plan, introducing a risk of losing
one’s phone connection due to high bills:

When I’d been to all the instant loan companies and maxed out their loans, at some point some
casino had this, that you can gamble into your phone bill. (Alex, 35)

Respondents spoke of deep desire to opt out of gambling-related marketing, but
thought their past gambling-related activities online had resulted in an inescapable
situation:

If I’ve once gambled at online casino, they keep sending marketing and text messages and in
the junk mail there is often. . . and all that. Now not for a while, but sometimes, I also get paper

mail to my home. You see, my information is still there. (Don, 70)

Alex, 35, closed all his social media accounts in an attempt to escape gambling mar-
keting, but still felt persecuted by gambling ads online:

I go to read a news site, and suddenly it’s full of these ads.
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Gambling online and the identity of a “gambling professional.” A wealth of descriptions
depicted the Internet having made gambling more dangerous. Online casino games and
live poker were often deemed the most dangerous, and those who had never tried them,
had typically adopted a strict rule to never do, after hearing testimonials of other recov-
ering gambling addicts. Distinction between betting as a realm of statistics, probabili-
ties, and background research, versus casino games as a realm of temptation, luck, and
emotionality was common. Identification as a problematic gambler versus a rationally
minded gambling professional alternated in the interviews, partly in relation to this
distinction:

Perhaps in ten years or so I can go back to trying to bet prof-, like, as they say, “professionally,”
not professional but you know, but that temptation to gamble. . . (Jack, 39)

Many felt that betting platforms continuously tempted aspiring betting professionals
toward casino games. Alex, 35, laments how this led to him ending up playing risky
casino games, against his original aim of only engaging in betting:

Same companies, I guess all of them, have the casino side too, and then you always get some. . .
You get some gambling credit and bonuses to use and there was, think there was this one game
that I then got into. Then playing all the other [online casino] games started from that.

Being a gambling professional could also mean running a streaming channel.
Followers reinforced the gambler’s professional identity also affording them to identify
as valued community leaders offering entertainment and advice to members of the com-
munities they themselves had created. However, the contracts with the affiliated casinos
put them into financially adversarial relationship with their followers:

1 got 40 percent from their losses. And if someone wins like 1500 . . . my best affiliation month
almost happened when I got three thousand and then some dude at the last day went and won
almost two and half thousand, so it dropped to 900. (Jack, 39)

Success as a gambling professional via streaming could also be challenged by gam-
bling the commissions to the very same casinos they worked for, while some were paid
only with gambling credit to those casinos.

Online entertainment games and gambling

The few mentions the interviews included of unease about increasingly encountering
gambling terminology in entertainment games perhaps mirror a worry that certain ele-
ments in video games could trigger relapse among recovering gamblers, which has also
been expressed in previous research (Drummond et al., 2019). However, in contrast to
some previous studies (e.g. Zendle, 2020), the recovering gambling addicts in our data
saw the role of entertainment games to be insignificant in relation to gambling. They
were seen merely as a waste of time, and respondents saw no point in using money in
them. Potential losses in entertainment games were seen harmless in comparison to
gambling.
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Help from blocker programs, centralized bans, and smartphoneless living

Most often described sources of help were blocker programs like Betblocker and self-
solicited bans for gambling sites. These were, however, deemed insufficient. For those
having only gambled at Veikkaus, a self-solicited ban meant a welcome end to gambling
problems. Others were in a different position. Better legislation was specifically hoped
for removing access to private online casinos:

put the Veikkaus site in its own category and ban the foreign gambling sites. That would be a
big thing that could be done. Because, I’m sure there’s some way to do that. (Don, 70)

Hope for a lifetime ban for offshore casinos was strong, but impossible to achieve.
Even after soliciting bans to all possible gambling sites, respondents knew they could at
any time search for newly created casinos where they could instantly start gambling
again:

It’s just that, they’re continuously creating more and more casinos, if you could only go
somewhere to get a ban for all of them. (Barbara, 37)

Temptation for relapse was, therefore, omnipresent. One money transfer service might
afford lifetime ban on gambling-related transfers, but respondents knew they could
always Google for casinos that use other service providers. Inescapability of temptations
could lead to despair. Barbara considered complete Internet isolation as the only solu-
tion, but deemed it unfeasible in today’s world:

I doubt the possibility of any real help, ’cause you’d have to give up your phone, to have no
internet, to not be able to go anywhere.

The same rationale led Alex, 35, to actually give up their smartphone while continu-
ing to access the Internet through other means, and reporting this to have drastically
improved their life:

so I could be free of the phone, ’cause it was. . . if not gambling, you’re on Facebook or
something. So, I learned again to live like before, focusing on these more important things, here
at home.

General discussion

This mixed-methods study based on two samples of Finnish adults investigated Internet-
related risk factors in problem gambling. The quantitative section was based on a longi-
tudinal survey and analyzed different forms of online gambling, instant loans, and online
gambling communities. The qualitative part utilized interview data from recovering
problem gamblers. All studied Internet-related activities had a statistically significant
within-person effect on gambling problems in the longitudinal analysis. Increased off-
shore gambling had the strongest effect, supporting previous research findings on harms
related to gambling outside one’s homeland jurisdiction (Oksanen et al., 2022, 2024). At
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offshore sites, players lack the protections provided by locally regulated sites, which can
compromise fair play, payout guarantees, and data security (Gainsbury et al., 2019).
However, our results also showed that gambling online using onshore sites (i.e. sites
provided by Veikkaus in Finland) had a within-person effect on gambling problems.
While offshore gambling was a stronger predictor, gambling within jurisdiction also
entails risks (Gronroos et al., 2024).

Engagement in online casinos and poker games also had within-person effects on
higher gambling problems in the longitudinal model. An increase in these activities
within 2 years’ time predicted increased gambling problems. While unsurprising, the
results highlight the role of online casino and poker sites in gambling harm also from a
public health perspective (Abbott, 2020). The interviews elaborated on the ease of
access to online offshore casinos and poker sites, and the sophisticated marketing strate-
gies employed by them, often including influencers speaking one’s own language. This
can entice users to gamble more frequently and with higher stakes. The interviews also
highlighted the omnipresence of the temptation to gamble resulting from instant access
to gambling through the smartphone. Some specifically credited the most disastrous
consequences of gambling to this, highlighting that not only is temptation to gamble
ubiquitous because of smartphones, but the nature of smartphone use allows gambling
to take place without others realizing that the person using their smartphone is gambling
(cf. Mantere et al., 2021). The significance of omnipresent online access through smart-
phones was not, however, limited to accessing online casinos. While blocker programs
restricting access to gambling sites were said to offer protection against relapse at a
moment of temptation, the methods for circumventing these protective restrictions were
also immediately and ubiquitously discoverable through a Google search with one’s
smartphone.

The perception of being “hunted down” by online casinos even after countless
attempts to block gambling advertisements merits more research. Some respondents sus-
pected the casinos sold their contact information to other casinos, while others remarked
that the same parent company could be behind several gambling sites, perhaps inviting
investigations on how client contact information is treated, and whether recovering gam-
bling addicts are allowed to opt out of all marketing from parent companies owning
multiple gambling sites. Instead of trusting companies’ self-regulation, respondents
wished legislation to address these issues. A proposal for a new gambling act in Finland
has passed, where the monopoly status of Veikkaus will be dismantled and online slot
and casino games are allowed to operate for competition. The new license-based gam-
bling system means changes to gambling marketing and bans. Our results could inform
the direction these changes take. The results of this study underscore the need for more
effective and clearer universal regulations on gambling marketing in the online sphere.
This is particularly important in addressing marketing content that promotes unregulated
gambling sites and deliberately targets already at-risk populations.

Taking instant loans was connected to problem gambling through both quantitative
and qualitative analyses. Considering Hékansson’s (2020) findings on instant loans spe-
cifically being connected to loss of control in intense short-term gambling sessions, the
qualitative results describing the “head-hunting” nature of recipient-designed online
advertisement of both loan companies and online casinos are noteworthy. Increased
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monitoring is essential for enhancing oversight of digital platforms to identify and
penalize unregulated or predatory marketing practices of such loan companies. The
danger these advertising practices pose is further escalated by references to suicidal
ideation resulting from indebtedness and shame, which are specifically connected to the
ease of relapse that the online loans and online casinos afford (Vijayakumar and
Vijayakumar, 2023). Previous research suggests 19% of gambling addicts having con-
templated suicide within the last year, and 4.7% having attempted one (Marionneau and
Nikkinen, 2022).

Engagement with gambling-related online communities also predicted gambling
problems in both samples. This is in line with earlier research connecting the use of vir-
tual gambling communities to increased problem gambling and harm (Savolainen et al.,
2022; Sirola et al., 2021). Such online communities create a social environment where
gambling is normalized and encouraged. Community members share tips, strategies, and
success stories, creating a gambling-promoting culture. Online communities facilitate
access to gambling opportunities as members share links to gambling sites, discuss pro-
motions and bonuses, and provide support and encouragement to continue. On the con-
trary, online peer support networks can provide valuable resources, encouragement, and
a sense of solidarity without fear of judgment for individuals seeking to overcome gam-
bling problems (Savolainen et al., 2022).

Our results might be used to develop some novel help. For instance, the prevalent
practice of quickly finding ways to go around previously set gambling restrictions by
means of a simple Google search might be solved by restricting Internet searches to an
artificial intelligence (Al)-powered tool that is “aware” of the user’s gambling problem.
As some companies prepare smartphones with integrated Al, such tools, when correctly
trained to help with gambling problems, might offer relief for people feeling their smart-
phones make gambling to be an omnipresent temptation. Considering the readiness of
some recovering gamblers to get rid of smartphones altogether or even declare them-
selves under guardianship of a social worker in order to avoid relapse, Al-induced restric-
tions safeguarding them from gambling might be welcomed by many. While the primary
focus of our study was not on recovery from problem gambling, our findings suggest that
certain factors—such as strong social support networks offline or recovery groups online,
reduced accessibility to online gambling venues, and restrictions on instant loans and
their marketing—may support recovery and abstinence and help mitigate gambling-
related harms. However, further research examining recovery trajectories would be
needed for definitive conclusions about the recovery process.

Our study contains a few limitations that ought to be mentioned. Although offshore
gambling predicted more severe gambling problems over time in the fixed-effects model,
it is not entirely clear what aspects of offshore gambling (e.g. access to unregulated prod-
ucts or the type of gambling content) drive this effect. Future studies should investigate
this matter in more detail, also using alternative measures for assessing gambling engage-
ment in online venues. In addition, our study followed participants in Finland over a
2-year period, but we cannot generalize the relationships between the variables to a more
global context. Future research should address these questions using cross-national and
longitudinal approaches. Furthermore, our study primarily focuses on different types of
online gambling, instant loans, and online communities. While this provides insights into
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the varied ways the Internet may influence problem gambling, it does not capture all
relevant factors contributing to gambling problems or their mitigation in the online con-
text. Future research could also explore alternative or complementary analytical
approaches, such as mixed-effects models or multiple imputation techniques, to investi-
gate these relationships and address missing data in longitudinal analyses using different
approaches. Alternative models could also account for temporally stable factors such as
age and gender which were not included in our fixed-effects approach.

In conclusion, our findings underscore the significant impact of various online activi-
ties, including offshore gambling, online poker, virtual gambling communities, and instant
loans, on gambling problems. The longitudinal analysis demonstrated that increased
engagement in these activities over time is associated with higher problem gambling
severity. In addition, the qualitative interviews provided insights into how the Internet
facilitates gambling through ubiquitous opportunities, targeted marketing, social influ-
ence, and easy access to gambling credit, all contributing to a creation of social environ-
ments that normalize and encourage gambling behaviors.
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