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ABSTRACT

Gamification has arguably emerged as the most dominant of persuasive technologies, giving rise
to a multidisciplinary field and diverse associated industries. As the field has grown, so too has
the need for further resolution, nuance, and conceptual acuity; it is important to be able to distin-
guish different facets once the use of umbrella terminology becomes insufficient. One notable
area of interest is gamblification, the study of which is not yet as well-developed; while gambilifica-
tion is often conceptualized as an extension of gamification, recent research has found it to be an
effective means of engaging users in alternative ways. This article examines points of similarity
and difference between gamblification and gamification, with the intention to highlight the scope
of gamblification as a means to promote specific user behavior and, furthermore, to provide a
clear theoretical basis for the ongoing investigation into this phenomenon. The most significant
point of difference is that while successful gamification primarily utilizes intrinsic motivations to
effect meaningful change, gamblification does so predominantly through leveraging extrinsic
motivations. Consequently, gamification and gamblification are used to achieve different aims and
are suited to different contexts. Finally, a future research agenda for developing the study of gam-
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blification is presented.

1. Introduction

Gambling, games, and gamification are widely investigated
phenomena, attracting significant attention both in research
and practice (Guo et al., 2019; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019;
Tobon et al., 2020). Yet little is known about how the asso-
ciated phenomenon of gamblification (Macey & Hamari,
2022) is employed and how it may affect user behavior. This
comes as a surprise because gamblification has been subject
to political criticism, restrictions, and policies (Macey &
Hamari, 2019a; Zendle et al., 2020). Indeed, the current con-
versation on gambling and gamblification has traditionally
been on the dark and problematic side, such as on the ways
in which reward uncertainty contributes to problem gam-
bling and addiction (Binde, 2009; Robinson & Berridge,
2001; Zack et al., 2020). Yet, more recent research on gam-
blification has increasingly opened up to investigate the
motivating effects of gambling-related activities (Shen et al.,
2015, 2019). Moreover, gamblification is also linked to a
huge financial success that is equal to or even surpasses that
of gamification, with revenue generated by loot boxes on
digital platforms forecast to rise from $15bn in 2020 to
$20bn in 2025 (Juniper Research, 2021) (see e.g., Ma et al,
2014; Stehmann, 2020; Tobon et al., 2020; Zanescu et al.,

2020). This huge financial success is mainly thanks to its
wide and prevalent application in commercial contexts as a
means of monetizing products and services and, thus, to
increase revenue generations.

While gamblification has been gathering more attention
in recent years, there is a distinct lack of conceptual clarity
in approaches, for example, Social Sciences and Media
Studies tend to view it as a distinct entity with notable, and
growing, influence particularly in digital culture (Brock &
Johnson, 2021; Lopez-Gonzalez &  Griffiths, 2018;
Zanescu et al., 2021). Alternatively, the dominant view in
Information Studies and HCI is that it is simply an exten-
sion of gamification (Adam et al., 2023; Norsk Pantelotteri
AS, 2023; Reinelt et al., 2021), however, some acknowledge
sufficient dissimilarities and distinctions to merit consider-
ation as separate processes (Benner et al., 2022). This issue
is significant as the motivations gratified by gamification
and gamblification are likely to differ in the same way as
between games and gambling. Accordingly, the two concepts
are unlikely to be equally appropriate means of achieving
desired behavioral changes, especially so when considering
the different contexts in which they are applied, for example,
education, marketing, workplace productivity, and so on.
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Gamblification can be seen to offer a distinct and novel
value proposal that goes beyond gamification. The concept
of reward uncertainty in particular opens the door for new
and unexplored decision-making biases, which can evolve
into powerful cognitive distortions regarding the nature of
randomness and the degree of control over obtaining
rewards (Clark, 2014). This assertion is consistent with
recent work discussing the appeal of slot machines due to
the combination of “machine design features” (e.g., near
misses) and “human design features” (e.g., a human’s sus-
ceptibility to illusory control) (Clark et al., 2019).

Gamification has explicitly been connected to the grow-
ing importance of games contemporary societies, whether
this be economically or socio-culturally, this has variously
been dubbed “the gamification of society” (Devisch et al.,
2016), the “ludification of culture” (Raessens, 2006), or the
“ludic turn” (Sutton-Smith, 1997). While gamblification can
also be argued to be connected to the same ludic turn, it is
more closely associated with attitudinal shifts toward money
and financial systems described as “casino capitalism.” That
is, individuals and societies are increasingly tolerant of
approaches in which financial resources are no longer
viewed as fixed or stable but are instead volatile and unpre-
dictable (Strange & Watson, 2016). Furthermore, gamblifica-
tion can also be seen as an extension of ideals that celebrate
individuality, risk, and excess in Western culture, primarily
those values extolled and exported by the US in the 20th
century (Abt et al., 1984; Smith & Abt, 1984).

This article intends to shed light on the scope and rele-
vance of the emerging research topic of gamblification and
to examine points of similarity and difference with respect
to the established topic of gamification. Achieving this aim
will provide a clear theoretical basis for ongoing investiga-
tion of gamblification, a phenomenon that has potentially
significant social and economic impact. To achieve this aim,
gamblification and gamification will be introduced individu-
ally before examining the theoretical grounding and prac-
tical implementations of the two. Finally, the implications of
this work will be discussed, and a future research agenda for
gamblification is presented.

2. Understanding gamification and gamblification
2.1. Gamification

Gamification is variously referred to as a process, a tool, a
phenomenon, a means of exploitation, or an interpretive
lens; such diverse approaches speak to the complexity of the
topic, while also reflecting the varied motivations and both
theoretical and political perspectives of those that use the
term (Fuchs, 2014; Thibault & Hamari, 2021). The study of
gamification has evolved over the past decade, not only
reflecting a range of ideological positions but also expanding
across multiple domains, from health and wellness to logis-
tics (Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). At the same time, it has suf-
fered as a result of misunderstandings and misapplications,
as well as from opportunistic and simplistic exploitation
exemplified by a focus on points, leaderboards, and badges
over all else (Chou, 2019).

At heart, the principles of gamification concern the inten-
tional generation of gameful experiences and interactions in
non-game contexts, this can be with the aim of motivating
specific behaviors, of achieving certain goals, or of enhanc-
ing experiences of a product or an activity (Huotari &
Hamari, 2012; Nacke & Deterding, 2017). In a nutshell,
gameful approaches are used to enhance more functional
activities or experiences, thereby making them more engag-
ing and more desirable. The popularity of gamification, as a
topic both within and outside academia, is a reflection of
the “ludic turn” observed in contemporary industrialized
societies, although behaviors commonly associated with
gamification have existed for much longer (Fuchs, 2014).

To ensure clarity for the reader, this research will adopt
the conceptual framework of gamification as a technique
used to motivate individual behaviors or goal attainment.
This approach has been chosen for two main reasons: first,
that it reflects the bulk of research and practice in the field
of gamification; second, that it ensures the possibility of dir-
ect and meaningful comparison with gamblification.

A wealth of literature exists that is dedicated to the more
prosaic aspect of gamification, that is the creation of taxono-
mies for identifying game elements, mechanics, and design
principles (Koivisto & Hamari, 2019; Krath & On Korflesch,
2021). Similarly, diverse attempts to explain the motivational
powers underpinning gamification have made use of such
theoretical perspectives as self-determination, goal-setting,
situational relevance, and behavioral reinforcement to name
but a few (see, e.g. Landers, 2014; Seaborn & Fels, 2015).
Despite the competing theories attempting to explain gamifi-
cation, it is commonly accepted that the primary driver of
successful gamification is the effective leveraging of intrinsic
motivations over extrinsic, although both can feature
(Hamari, 2017).

2.2. Gamblification

Gamblification, vis-a-vis gamification, is situated similarly as
gambling is to gaming, thereby implying that in the same
way that the etymological and symbolic roots of gamifica-
tion lie in gaming, gambling is the anchor for gamblifica-
tion. Specifically, as gamification employs the mechanics and
aesthetics of games to motivate certain behaviors, gamblifi-
cation utilizes the aspects of gambling products, services,
systems, and culture.

Originally, the term gamblification was coined to describe
the association of gambling with sports or cultural events as
a vehicle for promoting increased acceptance and normaliza-
tion of gambling (e.g., advertising during televised coverage
of sporting events, either for real-time, in-play betting mar-
kets, or alternative products, such as online poker)
(McMullan & Miller, 2008). Subsequently, this combination
of gambling with other consumable content was transferred
particularly to digital environments, such as social networks
(Morgan Stanley, 2012), esports (Lopez-Gonzalez et al,
2019; Macey & Hamari, 2019a; McGee, 2020), online games
(Abarbanel & Johnson, 2020; Macey & Hamari, 2020). More
recently, the term has become more widespread and has



been broadened to comprise not only the incorporation of
full-fledged gambling but also the incorporation of individ-
ual gambling design elements specifically (Abarbanel &
Johnson, 2020; James et al., 2017). In contrast to gamifica-
tion, the primary driver of successful gamblification is asso-
ciated with extrinsic motivations, i.e., rewards; while
intrinsic motivations, such as excitement and curiosity are
also employed, they are leveraged through association with
extrinsic rewards (Adam et al., 2023). Recent work has
united these disparate uses by identifying two primary types
of gamblification, effective and affective, each of which con-
sisted of two sub-types. In summary, the first refers to the
incorporation of gambling into activities where it is not
traditionally present, while the second refers to the use of
gambling imagery and cultural references to induce affective
reactions (Macey & Hamari, 2022).

Beyond these aspects of gamblification, further character-
istics can be considered, such as motivational drivers, in that
gamblification may encourage participation by capitalizing
on the motivations which, to varying degrees, drive partici-
pation in gambling activities (e.g., the chance of winning;
the potential to win big; social rewards; intellectual chal-
lenge; mood change (Binde, 2013). Moreover, further
approaches and tools can be used to define the degree of
gamblification employed, such as through the design of
stakes, rewards, volatility of utility value, etc. (see Macey
et al., 2024).

It is reasonable to consider that a design can be evaluated
in terms of how little or how much it is characteristic of
gambling, and therefore, whether it is more or less gambli-
fied. At the fully-fledged end of gamblification (effective—
full fidelity), it not only consists of gambling game design
elements and related chance-based mechanisms but, further-
more, incorporates resource transfer mechanisms. The
resource transfer can also be considered a significant differ-
entiating aspect between gamblification and gamification;
games (the inspiration for gamification) are focused on non-
consequential activities provoking intrinsic motivation
(Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). In other words, gamblification
without resource transfer (affective gamblification) is posi-
tioned in a grey area between gamblification and gamifica-
tion. See Figure 1 (above) for a visualization of one
potential approach to disentangle gamblification from
gamification.

3. From games and gambling to gamification and
gamblification

A game usually refers to systems in which players engage in
an activity, resulting in a quantifiable outcome (Salen &
Zimmerman, 2003; Stenros, 2017). These outcomes are often
skill-based (e.g., in the game of chess outcomes are deter-
mined by skills, such as imagination or strategic thinking).
In case they are not predominantly skill-based, they are
chance-based (e.g., lotteries) and hence rely on reward
uncertainty as a central motivational driver for player
engagement (Clark, 2014; Zack et al, 2020). A particularly
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prevalent form of these chance-based games are gambling
games (e.g., blackjack, craps).

Games, game play, and gambling have always been
closely interlinked, and until the 20th century, they were
essentially synonyms. A wealth of evidence exists for the
presence of games of chance across many human societies
across many millennia, with the oldest example of a board
game with written rules currently known, the Royal Game
of Ur, dates from around 2700 B.C. and is thought to have
been not only played for entertainment but also used for
divination and gambling (Pfeiffer & Sedlecky, 2020). Indeed,
the development of “gaming” in classical cultures has been
speculated as constituting an idealized form of chance-based
game play which, in turn, arose from practices of fortune-
telling and from religious rituals (David, 1998).

Games, whether competitive or ritual require rules in
order that participants know their roles and that outcomes
are considered legitimate. While many contemporary games
and sports have their origins in popular folk formats, their
modern forms are far removed from those practised centu-
ries ago. Essentially, the rules and practices of games varied
according to locality, meaning competition between rival
teams was problematic and results could be disputed.
Consequently, the official rules and regulations were formal-
ized and documented, enabling not only inter-locale play
but, more significantly, the ability to wager on the outcome
of matches without results being contested. Indeed, the
more closely an activity was associated with gambling, the
earlier that commonly agreed rules were adopted (Vamplew,
2007). The connection between sports and gambling is pre-
sent across many levels, and prior to professionalization
gambling was often the only source of income for athletes,
with the terms “sportsman” an “gambler” being used inter-
changeably as recently as the early 1900s (Ferentzy et al.,
2013).

Gaming, therefore, appears to be more closely associated
with games of chance, while gambling more closely associ-
ated with games of skill. In an apparent reversal of this lin-
guistic association, contemporary cultural usage of gaming
and “gamer” refers to the play of digital games in which skill
is predominant, while gambling is used to denote legally-
defined activities in which participants may profit or lose a
stake with the outcome being defined by uncertainty. As an
extension of this last point, gambling is also used in more
general terms to refer to situations characterised by risk
(Abarbanel, 2018).

A recent corpus linguistic study revealed that the first
recorded use of “gaming” in English occurred ~200 years
before “gambling,” and was used more frequently until the
mid-1800s. The changing preference was linked to the era of
the gold rush in California, both in terms of the nature of
the gold rush as a socio-historical event and the leisure
activities of the gold miners. Finally, “gaming” was found to
have undergone a relatively recent resurgence, with usage of
the term rising sharply in the 1990s and continuing on an
upward trend. This is explained by twin factors, first an
effective attempt to rebrand gambling, both by industry and
governments, and second, by the rise of digital games (also
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Skill-based design

No extraneous

Extraneous

resource transfer

resource transfer

Chance-based design

Figure 1. Disentangling gamblification from gamification.

Table 1. Comparison of gambling and games.

Gambling

Games, other than gambling

Activity

outcomes within gambling games.
Resource transfer (stakes
and rewards)

Gambling is characterized by risking something of value with the
possibility of an ultimate real-world gain (Reber, 1995, p. 319).
Gambling is mainly chosen for its means to the desired (often financial)
end. The activity itself does not need to be entertaining (the prospect
of winning a reward is often entertaining enough). Typically linked to

A valuable stake is usually placed as a prerequisite to partake in gambling.
As such, a critical mass of participants allows to finance the expensive
rewards in the first place (i.e., “Winners gain at the sole expense of
losers”) (Griffiths, 1995). To leverage the motivational effect of reward

Games are characterized by skill-based rule
systems without consequential (outside game)
outcomes, characterized by voluntary
involvement that is separated from the
mundane reality (Caillois & Barash, 2001).

No valuable stake is usually necessary to play the
game (i.e., free of charge); required contextual
stakes to progress or complete a task can be
earned through activities within the game.

uncertainty, rewards are provided based on uncertainty.

Predominantly objective rewards can be gained from winning or losing
(e.g., acquired rewards have value outside of gambling). The legal
definition of gambling in many contexts typically refers to earning
rewards that can be turned into monetary payouts to the player.

Predominantly chance-determined (i.e., uncertain or unpredictable)
rewards; the gambler usually interacts only little in gambling, in that
the gambler often just watches the results happening (i.e., “gambling

Determination of outcome

happens to the player”).

Predominantly game-specific rewards from winning
or losing (e.g., acquired points and badges only
have contextualized value but do not have
value outside of the game).

Predominantly skill-determined rewards; substantial
player-game-interaction, in that skills mainly
determines the results (i.e., “the player happens
to the game”).

“video games” and “computer games”) as a leisure activity
and an ever-growing social, cultural, and economic force (Li
et al, 2020). In an interesting point highlighting the inter-
connectedness of these concepts, the term “whale” used in
the digital game industry to denote a high-paying player of
free-to-play games was co-opted from the gambling industry
(Barsky, 2018; Cassidy, 2013).

Gambling, thus, is positioned as a specialized form of
games, additionally, to fully constitute gambling a resource
transfer is necessary. Since the conceptual origin of gamifi-
cation and gamblification stem from games and gambling,
respectively, we illustrate the common and divergent charac-
teristics between gambling and games in Table 1.

Although some studies have implicitly devoted attention
to gamblification (Grange et al., 2019; McCay-Peet & Toms,
2022), little is known about how gamblification is employed

and how it may affect user behavior. The large neglect of
gamblification, outside research informed by gambling stud-
ies, is likely because (1) gambling is usually associated with
moralistic attitudes and negative effects on users (e.g., addic-
tion, loss of control, suffering), and which is even under
regulatory control in traditional offline and online settings
(Cotte & Latour, 2009; Hou et al.,, 2019; Ma et al., 2014);
and (2) uncertainty, a key characteristic of gambling in the
form of chance, is broadly treated by HCI and IS research
in particular as a phenomenon that needs to be avoided or
at least reduced (Dimoka et al., 2012; Hong & Pavlou, 2014;
Pavlou et al., 2007). Indeed, the general avoidance of uncer-
tainty in gamification literature can be seen in the inconsist-
ent terminology and various definitions for rewards, in that
only chance-based rewards have often been classified as
uncertain rewards (Bui et al, 2015; Koivisto & Hamari,



2019), although even skill-related rewards are to some agree
degree uncertain (Malone, 1981).

This inconsistency in the definition may also potentially
explain the inconsistencies found in research and practice
on the success of gamification (Tobon et al., 2020).
Nevertheless, recent research in related fields has cast doubt
on these opinions and even demonstrated the hidden value
of reward uncertainty, in that chance-based (vs. certain)
rewards can indeed increase resource investment and
enforce repetitions due to increased motivation (Shen et al.,
2015, 2019). Thus, this chance-based mechanism is likely to
be utilized and reach its full potential via gamblification,
rather than in pure gamification contexts. Yet, there is only
minimal research that has brought gamblification and its
effects to the forefront of its investigations.

Both gamification and gamblification can draw on the
same pool of theories from IS, from HCI, and other related
fields (e.g., behavioral economics, marketing, psychology) to
inform their research. For instance, both the design of
incentives and the setting of optimal rewards can draw on
research regarding the utility of gambling (Conlisk, 1993;
Diecidue et al., 2004) or on behavioral economics, such as
prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). On the other
hand, to address motivation, research on gamblification and
gamification can draw on theories from psychology, such as
flow theory (Davis & Csikszentmihalyi, 1977) and self-deter-
mination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017). For example, it may
provide important insights to investigate whether situational
or long-term facets of gamblification are more important in
driving motivation through the fulfillment of needs (e.g.,
competence, autonomy, arousal) compared to gamification.

However, in contrast to more commonplace gamification,
gamblification usually involves resource transfer (ie., a
“real-world” reward). It is important to note that gamifica-
tion seeks to utilize game elements and rhetoric to induce a
sense of gamefulness, it does not necessarily seek to recreate
games within other systems or services. The same is true in
regard to gamblification; while the potential for participants
to suffer a loss is axiomatic of gambling, it is not a requisite
of gamblification. Indeed, any transfer of resources that
takes place within gamblified systems or services can incorp-
orate financial, virtual, or even intangible assets (Macey &
Hamari, 2022).

Whereas gamification is more concerned with affecting
user engagement by adapting the target systems through
provision of affordances for the emergence of motivation
(e.g., autonomy, competence, social relatedness) (Xi &
Hamari, 2019), gamblification additionally invokes motiv-
ation by introducing “real world” consequences in terms of
rewards (e.g., Starbucks introducing an augmented reality
lottery, providing users the prospect to win money-equiva-
lent rewards) (Macey & Hamari, 2022; Starbucks, 2021).
Thus, while many overall designs may be gamblified, and
generally have characteristics of gambling, in order for a
design to be considered full-fledged gamblification, it not
only requires specific game design elements and related
chance-based mechanisms but further, on top of gamifica-
tion, it typically also involves a resource-transfer. This
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differentiation gives gamblification a distinct and unprece-
dented value proposal beyond mere gamification and intro-
duces additional complexities and unique challenges in
designing systems. For instance, one possible dynamic in
gamification is the enabling of competition with other play-
ers (Liu et al.,, 2013, 2019). With the introduction of gambli-
fication, and the focus on chance-based (i.e., random)
rewards and related affordances in particular, however, these
assumptions are likely to no longer hold true in gamblifica-
tion. Specifically, chance-based rewards do not provide the
necessary feedback about one’s competence, and competition
with others predominantly based on “luck” is unlikely to be
motivating. Yet, vast findings on gambling in research and
practice strongly indicate that people not only accept but
also seek chance-based rewards, being potentially even more
engaging and consequential than game design elements due
to higher affective appeals (e.g., motivation, excitement,
enjoyment) (Shen et al., 2015, 2019) and the process utility
of gambling (Bailey et al., 1980; Le Menestrel, 2001).

Given these characteristics of gamblification, we argue
that it is an approach which, although conceptually similar
to gamification, is one which has sufficient unique charac-
teristics that it can be considered separate, and which
requires further conceptual development in order for it and
gamification be meaningfully discussed and distinguished in
future research. Furthermore, while gamblification and
gamification both draw on specific game design elements to
shape user experiences and drive user engagement, their
success is dependent upon gratifying different primary
motivational drivers and, therefore, suited to different
implementations.

3.1. Ethical issues

Gamification and gamblification are also related to persua-
sive design (Fogg, 2002) in that they are employed to motiv-
ate particular behaviors on the part of users, both beneficial
and detrimental (Benner et al., 2022). As such, there are cer-
tain ethical considerations that arise as a consequence of
their use, for example, typical questions that are asked
include who benefits from the resultant behavioral change,
and do users have the ability to opt-out of such systems?
Criticisms of gamification tend to have focused on its mis-
use, or the degree to which it exploits individuals’ motiva-
tions by leading individuals to behave in ways not suited to
their best interests, particularly in workplace-related situa-
tions, such as gamified productivity applications (Kim &
Werbach, 2016; Woodcock & Johnson, 2018). Indeed, con-
cerns about the top-down application of gamification have
resulted in recent calls for it to reclaim its “punk” roots as a
means of challenging the status quo and increasing individ-
ual autonomy (Thibault & Hamari, 2021).

Ethical considerations around gamblification are focused
more on the potential for normalizing gambling as an activ-
ity, and for encouraging individuals to seek out “deviant”
leisure practices, and a preference for chance-based rewards
(Johnson & Brock, 2020; McMullan & Miller, 2008; Raymen
& Smith, 2020). Conversely, systems ostensibly designed to
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enhance user engagement have been criticized as being akin
to gambling, resulting in negative financial and psycho-
logical consequences for users who have no choice but to
participate (Vieira, 2023). Furthermore, there is concern that
individuals are being encouraged to participate in activities
for which they are not being fairly compensated, for
example in situations where companies collect personal data
as conditions for receiving a chance-based reward. Such
practices raise issues around transparency, information
asymmetry, and the value consideration of non-tangible or
virtual resources (Macey & Hamari, 2022).

While both gamblification and gamification share similar
issues of concern about potential user exploitation, the spe-
cific focus of each is somewhat different. Gamification has
the potential to induce users into behaviours and practices
potentially detrimental to their long-term well-being or are
otherwise emotionally damaging, while gamblification has
the potential to induce loss of personal resources, financial
or non-tangible. Both feature hazards of opaqueness, infor-
mation asymmetry, and deceit between the implementing
party and the user (Al-Msallam et al., 2023).

Given the roots of gamification and gamblification it
would also be productive to consider extant research which
examines the potential harms of these two activities, espe-
cially in light of the transfer of resources that sets gamblifi-
cation apart from gamification. A significant body of
research exists investigating the negative consequences aris-
ing from disordered or potentially problematic consumption
of both gambling and gaming, with the latter being devel-
oped from the former. Concepts of harm and the ways in
which they manifest can vary, but commonly include finan-
cial, psychological, physical, social/cultural, work or study-
based, and in the most extreme cases, criminal activity
(Langham et al., 2015).

A recent work compared harms experienced by compar-
able samples of gamblers and game players whose consump-
tion practices were categorized as being problematic, finding
that there were clear differences between the two groups.
Most notably, problematic gamblers were found to experi-
ence a wider range of both harms and severity of harm than
pathological gamers. Furthermore, while both groups
reported experiencing a range of harms, the particular types
experienced by each were distinct, with gamblers experienc-
ing more severe financial and psychological harms, whereas
gamers experienced greater harms related to physical health
(Delfabbro et al.,, 2021). Together, these findings support the
distinct concerns related to gamification and gamblification
outlined previously and highlight the particular potential for
unethical gamblification to result in negative financial conse-
quences for some users, as illustrated by mainstream media
reports of problematic spending on loot boxes, for example.

4. Common applications of gamblification and
gamification

In the following section, we pinpoint four prevalent
forms to provide a more illustrative understanding of
gamblification:

4.1. Making a certain resource transfer (e.g., exchange,
transaction, gifting) uncertain

The easiest implementable type is to transform certain trans-
actions into chance-based ones; valuable rewards and stakes
already implicitly exist in every transaction and only the
mechanism of chance-based uncertainty has to be intro-
duced. For instance, in many online games simple transac-
tions have been gamblified to increase user engagement,
revenues, and profits by offering chance-based content
instead of previously certain content (e.g., League of
Legends and Counter-Strike) (Steam, 2021; whatacoolwitch,
2023). The associated emergence of loot boxes (i.e., virtual
goods that contain random selections of other virtual goods)
on digital platforms has paved the way for new forms of
monetization, thereby influencing various digital business
models, supplementing their traditional revenue streams
with innovative monetization strategies (Veit et al, 2014).
As such, the replacement of certain rewards with chance-
based rewards have turned simple transactions into recur-
ring gambling activities (Griffiths, 2018; King & Delfabbro,
2019; Macey & Hamari, 2019b). In fact, global spending on
these gamblified rewards in online games alone is estimated
to have reached over $15bn in 2020, equal to more than
one-fifth of the total gaming market, and is expected to
grow to in excess of $20bn by 2025 (Juniper Research,
2021). Another example is fostering pro-environmental
behavior (e.g., improving resource conservation): By giving
the opportunity to choose a lottery entry in place of a
refund, a Norwegian company (Norsk Pantelotteri AS, 2023)
has turned bottle recycling machines into bottle recycling
“slot “machines. This gamblification is associated with not
only more user-recycled bottles but also simultaneously
reduced the overall amount of refunds. A further example is
donating “surprise” gifts (e.g., loot boxes) which can be pur-
chased by users and transferred to streamers on live stream-
ing platforms to support streamers. These gifts often include
random rewards (i.e., neither the user nor the streamer
knows what form the gift takes before opening) (Abarbanel
& Johnson, 2020).

4.2. Providing gamblification design elements in
addition to existing products and services

This type of gamblification focuses on enhancing pre-exist-
ing conditions, under which a user interacts and considers
achieving an instrumental outcome (e.g., the overall product
and service agreement under which a user decides to trans-
act with a seller). Hereby, the original price of the product
and/or service agreement often stays the same and the add-
itional costs are covered by the additional revenues gener-
ated through the appeal of gamblification. For instance,
Starbuck’s Starland is an augmented reality lottery, which is
offered as a bonus to its customers, thus rewarding users for
the purchase of one of their products (Starbucks, 2021);
Google Pay offers scratch cards after users top up their
credit accounts, allowing them to gain additional benefits
(Google, 2023); and Twitch.tv allows subscribers to take part
in raffles organized by streamers, “resulting in a long-term



potential that these gambling design elements may serve as a
normalization (and later, migration) platform for ‘fully’
gambling activities” (Abarbanel & Johnson, 2020). The last
example is improving civic-minded behavior (e.g., reducing
fare-dodging) by turning bus ticket vending machines into
bus “lottery “ticket vending machines, so that users receive a
lottery ticket on top of a simple purchase of a bus ticket
(Fabbri et al., 2019).

4.3. Placing bets on one’s and other’s behavior

This type of gamblification focuses more on skill and self-
efficacy but is still predominantly focused on chance-based
outcomes. Hereby, particularly the consequentiality of the
uncertain actions change (and not necessarily the uncer-
tainty of the main goal). For instance, Waybetter is a digital
platform that allows users to join games in which they can
bet on their own skill-related behavior by placing stakes
(i.e., money) into a community pot to increase their motiv-
ation to achieve a bet-upon outcome (e.g., running a mara-
thon, eating healthy, losing weight, quitting smoking)
(WayBetter, 2023). At the same time, they bet that other,
similar participants are not able to reach the same goal in
the same time period, a situation mainly driven by chance,
or at least out of the control of the individual. The partici-
pants who reach the agreed-upon goal split the pot while
the others lose their stake. More than 1.4 million people are
currently signed up to Waybetter and, for example, have
collectively lost more than 14 million pounds (lbs.) in
weight (WayBetter, 2023), however, these types of services
are coming under increased scrutiny (Lexel, 2019).

4.4. Using gambling imagery, terminology, and to
increase positive affect

This type of gamblification focuses not on the transfer of
resources, but on rewards of more intangible nature; interac-
tions are framed in such a way as to reference the gratifications
afforded by gambling, in particular successful gambles. For
example, terms, such as “high roller” are unequivocally associ-
ated with gambling and are used to convey images of a luxuri-
ous lifestyle beyond normal reach. The “no-frills” airline
company JetBlue released advertising for a new transatlantic
service with the tagline “fly like a high roller without spending
like one” (McNeill, 2023), thereby emphasizing the kind of
grandiose experiences associated with those who can afford to
gamble with large amounts of money. Furthermore, this form
of gamblification is used to support other forms (see 4.1 and
4.2, above) as it uses presentational techniques pioneered in the
gambling industry to increase impact on users. While some
contemporary digital games distribute random rewards via loot
boxes, others do so with more explicit replications of gambling.
The free-to-play game Stumble Guys (Scopely, 2023) makes
cosmetic skins available to players via a “lucky wheel,” a direct
replication of the “wheel of fortune” game complete with “near
misses” (Clark et al., 2013, 2009) and maximizing the period of
uncertainty (Anselme & Robinson, 2013). Indeed, prior
research has shown that supplementing random rewards with
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audio-visual references associated with gambling increases user
appeal and encourages riskier behavior (Cherkasova et al.,
2018; Kao, 2020). Finally, as the specific practices of gamifica-
tion have been associated with the wider impact of games in
society, the practice of gamblification is increasing alongside
the growing presence of gambling, most notably in the context
of sports and video games (Macey & Hamari, 2022).

Given these examples, gamblification is not only linked
to revenues that surpass the $9 billion investment in gamifi-
cation in 2020 (Markets & Markets, 2022) but is also likely
to have wide-ranging applicability, as many providers can
gamblify their systems to promote desired behavior. Table 2
provides examples of how gamblification and gamification
are used in particular application contexts, thereby high-
lighting how the relevant characteristics of each are suited to
different implementations.

The table above highlights how gamification and gambli-
fication are employed across a range of contexts, it is not an
extensive list of all domains but rather those where examples
of both gamification and gamblification can be found, fur-
thermore it highlights the different motivations that are gra-
tified. Chief among these differences is that the primary
driver of Gamblification is often extrinsic motivation and,
therefore, is more suited to effecting short-term goals.
Consequently, the focus on short-term goals and extrinsic
motivations mean that gamblification is not suitable for use
across all contexts. In particular, the learning and education
example in Table 2, above, highlights the different effects of
gamblification and gamification in the same context.
Gamified education seeks to improve students’ levels of
attainment by supporting and reinforcing learning.
However, the example of gamblified education does not
necessarily require that the students directly engage with the
course, and their success in the task is not linked to any
educational attainment. While knowledge of both the polit-
ical context, and the practicalities of the US system is
undoubtedly beneficial, the result is not connected to, or
influenced by, the interaction. Indeed, the potential pitfalls
of introducing gamblification to educational settings have
been raised in prior works (Palmquist et al., 2021). The
workplace productivity example also highlights the potential
negative impact of applying gamblification to certain con-
texts, with the variable payment structures, which are not
known before accepting a job, resulting in negative conse-
quences (financial and psychological) for workers (Dubal,
2023; Vieira, 2023).

As with gamification, it can be useful to conceptualize
gamblification using a design process model, as such gamifi-
cation science (Hamari et al., 2014; Huotari & Hamari,
2017) and the gamification framework and terms by Liu
et al. (2017) offer a sound basis for describing gamblification
design elements.

Gamblification may be realized in the following way:
designing interactions that incorporate uncertain rewards
and/or gambling references. To make this incorporation of
reward uncertainty more tangible and actionable for
researchers and practitioners, we preliminary suggest consid-
ering gamblification as designing through the utilization of
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Table 2. Example applications of gamblification and gamification.

Application contexts

Gamblification examples

Gamification examples

Commerce and marketing

Sustainability

Finance and banking

Health and well-being

Crowdfunding

Social media

Governance

Learning and education

Workplace productivity

Virtual goods that contain a random selection of content (e.g.,
loot boxes) in place of direct, known, purchases (Roethke
et al.,, 2020)

An app-based augmented reality lottery on top of regular
transactions in which users receive rewards with the host
company (Starbucks, 2021)

Cultural and sporting events used to normalize participation
in gambling through sponsorship, brand ambassadors, etc.
(McMullan & Miller, 2008)

Users can choose to take monetary refunds in form of lottery
tickets in place of direct refunds through bottle recycling
“slot” machines (Norsk Pantelotteri AS, 2023; Shen et al.,
2019)

Digital scratch cards that incorporate chance-based monetary
rewards redeemable within the digital payment system
(Google, 2023)

The emergence of new financial products (high-frequency
stock trading, high-risk derivatives, cryptocurrencies) which
are more structurally akin to gambling than traditional
investment options (Andrade & Newall, 2023; Newall &
Weiss-Cohen, 2022)

Betting money to run a marathon. Achieving the goal entitles
users to a share of a communal prize pot, otherwise, the
stake is lost (WayBetter, 2023)

Reward-based crowdfunding offers options that are linked to
the reaching of milestones so that users are teased and
persuaded to secure and pledge for the respective option
early, although the final reward bundle is dependent on
many chance-based factors beyond their control (e.g.,
pledging of other backers, campaign creator’s
characteristics and activities) (Kickstarter, 2023)

Social Casino Games: gambling-themed games (e.g., roulette,
slots, poker) using the free-to-play model, in which players
can purchase in-game resources, but cannot convert
rewards/winnings to real world currencies (King et al.,
2015; Macey & Kinnunen, 2020; Morgan Stanley, 2012)

Users receive lottery tickets on top of buying bus tickets
when purchasing from “lottery” ticket vending machines,
used to motivate civic-minded behavior (i.e., reducing fare-
dodging) (Fabbri et al., 2019)

Drivers photographed obeying speed limit shared in a pot
consisting of fines raised from those caught speeding. The
scheme encouraged pro-social behavior via financial
rewards (Dargan & Evequoz, 2015)

Students on a university politics course can win cash prizes by
successfully predicting result of US presidential election
(Rice University, 2020)

Variable pay rates for on-demand workers, determined by
opaque algorithms, result in unclear/unknowable payments
when taking jobs, this is viewed as gambling by workers*
(Dubal, 2023)

Creating a game where users can win credits or prizes based
on their performance, credits can be redeemed at physical
locations (e.g., KFC (Stone, 2023)

Loyalty management programs (Tobon et al., 2020), for
example, the service Zinrelo (Hollebeek et al., 2021)

The Kukui Cup is a challenge-based event run by the
University of Hawaii incorporating real and virtual world
elements to provide environmental awareness and
sustainability (Johnson, 2009)

Investorville by Comm Bank used a gamified framework to
educate customers about property investment and to
model outcomes of different decisions (Aitken, 2014)

Goal-based investment is used to gamify investment
strategies and behavior (Sironi, 2016)

Zombies Run is an app which uses narrative to make exercise
more game-like (Friman & Turtiainen, 2017), while Nike
Run Club introduces social and competitive features to
motivate users (Hogberg et al., 2019)

Donation-based crowdfunding utilizes shared goals and social
connections to increase trust and produce enhanced donor
engagement, thereby increasing success of campaigns
(Behl & Dutta, 2020; Golrang & Safari, 2021)

Different Social Media shape user behavior through shared
goals, social relatedness, reciprocity, challenges, and
competition. These include “likes,” streaks, badges/awards,
etc. (Hristova et al., 2021; Hristova & Lieberoth, 2021;
Pellikka, 2014)

Idea-sharing, interacting with local administrators, etc. are
used to promote civic engagement among the public and
participation in policymaking. While gamification has also
been used to enhance delivery of government services by
increasing motivation and engagement among staff.
(Hassan & Hamari, 2020)

Aesthetics, challenges, and rewards to increase intrinsic
motivation, from individual language-learning apps, to
formal learning environments (Govender & Arnedo-Moreno,
2020; Saleem et al., 2022; Toda et al., 2019)

Uber updated their driver interface app to include more
gamified elements (missions, rewards, etc.) to boost drivers’
productivity and satisfaction (Vasudevan & Chan, 2022)

Objectives, goal-setting, multimedia feedback, and narrative
frameworks are also common implementations aimed at
increasing productivity in workplaces (Warmelink et al.,
2020)

Note: *This example reflects the perceptions of the users, not the intention of those who designed the system.

gambling design elements (see Liu et al, 2017). Gambling
design elements hereby refer to:

e specific gambling game design objects and corresponding
affordances (e.g., roulette wheel, dice, scratch cards).

o related game design mechanics in the form of chance-based
mechanisms and related principles (ie., outcomes are
mainly determined by rules of probability and randomness).

e resource transfers (i.e., stakes and/or rewards with object-
ive value which are transferred either from the user to
the target system and/or from the target system to the

user).

The gamblification design elements identified above are
characteristic but not necessarily unique to gamblification.

For instance, dice are chance-based objects that are frequently

used as essential components in gambling games used for
gambling (e.g., Craps, Under & Over 7) to determine the win-
ning of a reward but are also frequently and essentially inter-
woven into regular games (e.g., Monopoly, Backgammon). In
games, however, these design elements and chance-based
mechanisms serve a different purpose, namely, to fulfill the
role of introducing variety and challenge into the game, thus
testing how players deal with chance. As such, skill, and com-

petition—and thus some of the most frequently associated
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Topic

Suggested research questions

Identification and classification
classified in a taxonomy?
User reactions and mechanisms

What gambling design elements exist and are most promising for gamblification? How can they be categorized/

How and why does gamblification affect user experiences and engagement as well as resource transfer in contrast to

gamification? What are the underlying mechanisms and theories (e.g., self-determination, flow, optimal challenges,
reward uncertainty, anticipation, etc.) that can explain these effects? What characteristics of the context (i.e.,
moderating effects) shape the influence of gamblification on user experiences, user engagement, and resource
transfer? What could be possible appropriations and workarounds (e.g., cheating)?

Uniqueness and disentanglement

How do implemented gamblification designs differ from gamification designs? How can the degree of gamblification

and gamification be determined? What about the principles of gamblification (e.g., determination of outcome,

context, centrality)?
Untapped potentials

How can gamblification seize the opportunity to leverage the traditional “dark sides” of gambling (e.g., repetitious

behavior) in favor of users (e.g., increasing digital health in the form of psychological, financial, and physical well-

being)?
Profitability and economics

How can we (statistically) determine the business success of gamblification (e.g., field, observational experiment,

observational data)? How does gamblification affect user behavior and revenue/profit? Does it justify the required

investments?
Ethical issues

How do users perceive the ethics of gamblified interactions? What, if any, are the long-term effects of gamblification

on individuals? Should gamblified services and systems be regulated, and if so, how do they align with current

regulatory systems and approaches?

characteristics of a game—are still mainly intact and domin-
ant when dice are employed in games.

Conversely, and more interestingly, many typical game
design elements are found in gambling games, often with a
different purpose. For instance, leaderboards are one of the
hallmarks of game design elements (Khan et al, 2020; Liu
et al,, 2017). As such, displaying the best players in a leader-
board in gamified systems is intended to provide feedback
to players about their skills, to provide social comparisons,
and to foster competition. In a gamblified system, however,
a leaderboard with the best players does not communicate
information about the leader’s or the user’s skills (because
winning a chance-based reward is not skill-related). Instead,
it is more likely used to highlight that winning the most
desirable chance-based rewards is possible, thus rather
intended to fuel a user’s ambitions (Kahneman & Tversky,
1979; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Another example is that
of points: whereas points in games can only be exchanged
for contextualized goods and services that have little to no
value outside of the ecosystem (e.g., “play money”), points
in gambling games are almost always related to acquiring
real-world money, products, and services. As such, points
can be applied both in gamification and gamblification, but
have different values depending on the contexts and their
pairing with other design elements (i.e., objective vs.
contextual rewards). The aspect of real-world value is char-
acteristic of gambling and bears potentially different conse-
quences for achieving outcomes. Therefore, particularly
contextualization of typical and already investigated “game”
design elements in the emerging context of gamblification
promises various fruitful avenues and new theory generation
for future research.

5. Implications and directions for future research on
gambilification

This research aimed to examine the concepts and practices
related to gamblification, and to examine them in reference
to the more established concept of gamification. Considering
previous research, it becomes evident that research on

gamblification has provided largely high-level phenomeno-
logical insights (Abarbanel & Johnson, 2020; Johnson, 2019;
Macey & Hamari, 2020) and has recently often implicitly
been addressed in IS research and management research
(Chen et al., 2020; Lichtenberg & Brendel, 2020; Roethke
et al., 2020). Yet questions specific to gamblification still
need to be addressed. For example, attempts to provide a
theoretical basis underpinning the ways in which gamifica-
tion works have tended to center on Self-Determination
Theory, although others, such as Flow Theory, and
Experiential Learning Theory are also well-represented
(Krath & On Korflesch, 2021); to date, there has been little
if any, works which attempt to explore the theoretical basis
for gamblification. Given that the core concepts of SDT are
autonomy, competence, and social relatedness, it is unlikely
that the uncertain, chance-based outcomes of gamblification
can be explained in the same way. Similarly, the typically
short-term, reward-focused interactions afforded by gambli-
fied systems and products are unlikely to be explained by
Flow Theory or Experiential Learning. We thus call for the
development of insightful theoretical knowledge across mul-
tiple disciplines and, especially, design theories for an effi-
cient and effective gamblification of information systems
and human-computer interaction, for example. To
adequately address this backdrop, we compiled an initial
research agenda in Table 3.

Beyond the topics raised in the research agenda, an
aspect that particularly attracted our attention during the
review of existing literature was that gambling game design
elements, as well as chance-based mechanisms, have pre-
dominantly been classified as gamification, despite the fine
nuances and important consequences which arise from dis-
entangling these two expressions. Yet, we strongly believe
that both expanding the term to account for gambling
design elements and the act of disentangling gamblification
from gamification expands our scholarly knowledge by pro-
viding valuable perspectives and insights.

Moreover, we firmly believe that gamblification is espe-
cially relevant to fields, such as IS and HCI, however, it
appears to be under-represented in the contemporary
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literature from these disciplines, regardless of its clear rele-
vance. This suggests that other fields (e.g., media studies,
gambling studies, neuroscience) have shown more innov-
ation and openness in their approach to this emerging topic.
Therefore, we further encourage to initiate a discussion
about gamblification across wider fields, especially regarding
the role of technology in the gamblification design.

We expect that without thorough research, the gulf
between evaluation and execution will hold back ethical and
effective gamblification, resulting in practitioners increas-
ingly employing it without proper guidance and without
research properly acknowledging and learning from the phe-
nomenon above and beyond insights from gamification.
Similar to gamification, gamblification can suffer from unin-
formed utilization of gamblification design elements, causing
gamblification attempts in practice more likely to fail.
Therefore: (1) more research on the general understanding
of gamblification needs to be conducted to be able to; (2)
correctly assess the effects of gamblification design elements
on user experiences, engagement, and resource transfer; and
(3) to evolve new design methodologies which can act as
guidelines for the design of effective gamblified systems,
products, and services.

6. Conclusion

The aim of this work was to examine points of similarity
and difference between the emerging topic of gamblification
and the more well-established topic of gamification. The
intention was to highlight the scope of gamblification as a
means to promote specific user behavior and to provide a
clear theoretical basis for ongoing investigation into this
phenomenon which has the potential for notable social and
economic impact.

This work shows that while gamification and gamblifica-
tion are both techniques used to encourage specific behavior
on the part of individual users and consumers, the two are
both conceptually and practically distinct from one another.
These differences extend from the wider paradigms of the
ludification of culture and casino capitalism, with which the
two are associated, to the diverse ways in which they are
implemented.

The most significant point of difference is that while suc-
cessful gamification primarily utilizes intrinsic motivations
to effect meaningful change, gamblification does so pre-
dominantly through leveraging extrinsic
Consequently, gamification and gamblification are used to
achieve different aims and are suited to different contexts;
gamification is suitable for effecting long-term engagement
and goal-oriented changes, while gamblification is often
focused on short-term monetization or engagement.

The study of gamification has developed considerably
over the last decade, with a substantial body of work being
dedicated to the topic, while work dedicated to investigating
gamblification is less advanced. Therefore, this study add-
itionally presents a potential research agenda to develop a
coherent understanding of the ways in which users engage

motivations.

with gamblified systems and services and, therefore, to min-
imize potentially problematic implementations.
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