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Abstract of Thesis

The “Socialmediafication” of Modern Gambling Platforms

This thesis explores the merging of social media based architectures into online
gambling platforms, with a focus on how the blending of these platforms affects
gambling practices and exacerbates problem gambling behaviors. Using an analysis of
the DraftKings sports betting platform, this research identifies the social media based
architectures integrated into the gambling platform. Through the use of thick description
observation of the DraftKings sportsbook, the study puts forth the concept of
“socialmediafication,” specifically, that sports betting platforms have developed similar
architectures and strategies native to social media applications to keep players online and
playing. The findings suggest socialmediafication increases and retains user engagement,
as well as further captures and maintains the attention of users in ways that depart from
traditional gambling. The thesis identifies major regulatory gaps shaping the risks
surrounding these platforms and has implications for future research involving social

media, gambling, and problem gambling.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Lisa D’Alessandro is a New Jersey mother who woke up one day to realize almost
all her savings’ accounts and her children’s college funds were lost because of her
husband’s secret gambling addiction (Goldman, 2024). A newly filed lawsuit claims her
husband lost more than $942,000 of their money from 2020 to 2023, placing more than
34,000 individual bets in just four years. In total, he wagered over $12m, averaging 23
bets per day and around $400 per bet. His betting patterns displayed the severity of his
addiction, as year over year he more than doubled the number of bets he placed as well as
the total amount wagered. In his first year of betting, he wagered $175,000 in 1,560 bets;

in his last year of betting, he wagered $6.4m in 14,760 bets. (Goldman, 2024).

Lisa claims it was not just her husband’s problem gambling habits that led to this
situation, rather it was due to the incentives, gifts, and bonuses the sports betting
company DraftKings offered him which exacerbated his addiction (Welman, 2024). She
argued that DraftKings made her husband a “VIP,” resulting in phone calls and text
messages from VIP hosts, which contained bonuses, free bets, and unique perks
(Goldman, 2024). All these benefits arguably fueled his addiction, as it seemed that the
platform was aware of his compulsive betting. Instead of preventing it from worsening,
they incentivized him to bet more and more often. This thesis explores the working of the
platform central to this story and how cases like those of D’ Alessandros are even

possible.

As the internet and technology continue to rapidly expand, newly emerging

industries capitalize on the levels of convenience and accessibility they provide. Devices



like cell phones now provide access to the internet from almost anywhere in the world,
creating both global access and reliance on technology. Through this expansion, social
media platforms have developed to capture consumers' attention, incorporate algorithms
to keep users on their applications for extended periods of time, and profit from the time
users spend on these platforms. As a result, users have developed social media addictions,
creating a reliance and dependency to their online presence, which stems from the

addictive nature of these applications.

Concurrent to the expansion of social media, legalized adoption of online
gambling and sports betting has also recently been popularized. The gambling industry
now allows you to place a sports bet or play casino games from a mobile device, resulting
in a revolutionized mobile form of gambling, removing all physical barriers. As a result,
we now have the convenience to gamble at any time, anywhere, creating a level of

accessibility that is unparalleled to any previous avenue of gambling.

Social media applications have been developed to be more addictive by design,
resulting in a large increase of social media addiction as well as other mental health risk
factors (Jahagirdar et al, 2024). These platforms are also intentionally designed to capture
the user’s attention, for extended periods of time, by using advanced architectural design
(Mujia et al, 2024). Features like Endless Scroll, Flow, Social Pressure, and Nudge, are
all integrated within platforms to keep users fully engaged for long periods of time and
aim to minimize the time between user sessions (Mujia et al, 2024). Higher levels of
social media and internet usage have been directly linked to mental health problems like
anxiety, depression, and increased substance abuse (Prasetya, 2023). Social media

addiction has also been seen to impact work engagement, resulting in individuals



focusing more on social media during both work hours as well as late nights, creating
significant decrease in work productivity and performance (Jahagirdar et al, 2024).
Furthermore, users have also been seen to develop dependencies on their phones and
social profiles resulting in phenomena like phantom text syndrome, where users feel
ghost vibrations because their brain is constantly focused on their next notification and its

corresponding dopamine release (Jahagirdar et al, 2024).

Although gambling itself may not have a direct risk, behaviors that may develop
because of gambling pose the biggest threats to both new and problem gamblers alike.
Sports betting was found to be the most addictive form of gambling, in which sports
betters made both more frequent and larger deposits each day when online gambling, as
well as spent more time gambling online (Ukhov et al. 2020). Notably, where casino
players spend 70 minutes during the average session, sports bettors spend over 100
minutes (Ukhov et al. 2020). Addictive behaviors have been seen to have a chain
reaction, in cases where an individual is susceptible to one addictive behavior, then they
are more likely to be exposed to others (Buja et al, 2019). Gambling has been found to
have a link with other health risk behaviors like drinking and smoking, irrespective of the
socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of the individual (Buja et al, 2019).
Additionally, gambling addiction poses significant financial, psychological, and social
risks, which are on the rise with these new mobile gambling platforms (Prasetya, 2023,
Muijia et al, 2024). We also see a strong focus on shifting the sports betting scene to
mobile application-based programs versus traditional in-person methods, as it is viewed
as more convenient, accessible, and legalized at a rapid rate. Research has found

adolescents who gamble are more likely to develop smoking, drinking or even drug



related habits as well as increase their chance of police interaction (Griffiths, Mark,
Sutherland, 1998). Therefore, the largest risk behind this shift is the targeting of
individuals who are younger and less educated on gambling or sports betting as early

exposure to these behaviors can develop very problematic long-term behaviors.

This thesis examines the architecture of these gambling apps and how they are
drawing on the social media techniques to keep users engaged. Examination of these two
forms of entertainment from afar immediately reveals that a natural affinity exists
between SM and sports betting. Sports betting has been observed to be the most addictive
form of gambling due to its high frequency (Ukhov et al. 2020). Social media
applications use architectural designs to keep users engaged for extended periods of time,
without disruption, creating an addictive platform. Both platforms operate using the same
neurological mechanisms, focused on the release of dopamine, to keep users using and
returning (Jahagirdar et al 2024, Mujica et al, 2022). This thesis considers these
contributions in tandem to analyzing how the field of sports betting is merging with and
adopting many of the architectural techniques of social media platforms, to keep users on
the platform and playing. Drawing on empirical observations developed from observing
betting platforms, this thesis analyzed the current state of mobile gambling apps to look
for social media-based architectures which have been integrated into the applications to
make them more addictive. With the rapid expansion of social media and sports betting
platforms in recent years, there is good reason to look at how, what | term to be,
“socialmediafication” of sports betting platforms has affected the gambling industry, and
how it has developed new ways to acquire users and keep them engaged. Whereas

research has shed light on social media platform’s role in creating social media and



problem behaviors among users of these apps, there is still a lack of research on how
related technologies emerging in the world sports betting and gambling are impacting
users of these platforms. As will be show in subsequent sections, given the consequences
that accompany a variety of forms of traditional gambling (i.e. mental health problems,
economic difficulties, damaging interpersonal relationships, etc.), it is important for
researchers to consider how emerging technologies that draw on well-established social
media techniques are contributing to existing and new forms of problem behaviors
connected to sports betting. Furthermore, developing a clearer understanding of these
emerging sports betting technologies is necessary for making well-informed policy
interventions, including to potentially limit the harms associated with problem gambling

that may arise through engaging with these platforms.

This relationship is very important because if we fail to identify and address the
issues that derive from combining social media and sports betting, two highly addictive
behaviors, we allow for the creation of a new social gambling platform, which holds the
potential to be more addictive than its predecessors. Today, we have already begun to
witness a new generation of gamblers who have normalized sports betting as it is
integrated into sports at its core through gamblification, making it impossible to be
interested in sports without sports betting (Hing, 2023). If normalized, this new wave of
sports betting may contribute to a distinct, intensified form of gambling addiction that is
masked by its technological novelty, its legality, and its integration into the new media

landscape.

This thesis begins with a literature review which examines the research

surrounding problem gambling, including risk factors and demographic characteristics,



the rapid expansion of social media and its implications, and the addictive architectural
designs these platforms integrate. Then it discusses the methodology used to analyze the
DraftKings platform along with the challenges and limitations surrounding the methods.
It then continues to discuss the findings concluded from the analysis of the platform,
including a look at how these addictive features have been directly integrated into a
modern gambling platform. Ultimately, it ends with a discussion of the findings, a
conclusion, and suggestions for what future research would be keen to further expand this

thesis.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

Problem Gambling:

Research on gambling has largely been concerned with addressing the problems
that arise from gambling and fall into four domains—categorization of different forms of
gambling and their consequences, demographic makeup of problem gamblers, gateway
effects of gambling, and gambling addiction from biological and phenomenological
perspectives. Below | present an overview of the central issues identified in the problem
gambling literature outlining the implications for this research in the context of an
expanding gambling market, contracting regulatory and legal environment, and
preventative measures. Additionally, I will discuss how the rapid proliferation of social
media has changed the way we communicate, how platforms now engage with billions of
users around the world, along with the rise of concerns about addiction, manipulative
designs, and mental health impacts of users. Furthermore, this section will identify the
key mechanisms and architectures which drive social media addiction, including
engineered features like infinite scroll and personalized algorithms, while examining
some one of the broader implications these designs can have on individual and societal

behavior and well-being.

Definitions:

Sports betting is the act of wagering on various aspects of sporting events, most
commonly which competitor or team will win, but can include other elements such as
which player will score, which team will score the most, or what Gatorade color will be

spilled at the Super Bowl. These sport bets can mostly be combined into a new style of



bet called a parlay, where instead of betting on one singular outcome, the bettor is
wagering on two independent outcomes both occurring. An example of a parlay would be
betting on a sports team to win and the total combined points to go over the expected
amount. For a parlay to win, both outcomes must occur, and partial payments do not
exist, thus if you were to combine eight different bets into one parlay and seven won but
one lost, the bet would still lose regardless of a majority win. Additional betting
structures do exist, like round-robins or teasers, yet these two most popular versions of

sports bets placed are straight bets and parlays.

Online gambling refers to the act of gambling through a virtual platform. This is a
broader term that also includes online casino websites, which can include anything from
slots, virtual table games, and even integrated sportsbooks. The term online gambling
includes sports betting, as users can bet on sports online, but sports betting doesn’t mean
online gambling, as people can bet on sports in-person. These online gambling platforms
are mainly located out of the legal jurisdiction of the US, many times in countries with
minimal gambling regulations, which results in lower regulatory requirements, as well as
the ability to use digital currency resulting in nearly untraceable forms of payment. These
virtual gambling platforms provide a level of accessibility unparalleled to previous forms
of gambling, as users can simply log on to a website and gamble from anywhere, at any
time, without the need to leave the comfort of their own home. This convenience truly
redefined modern gambling, as the days of dressing nicely and going to the local casino
to try your luck have changed to simply opening your phone and playing more casino

games than what is available at your local casino.



Demographics of Problem Gamblers:

The largest demographic risk factors for problem gambling were mainly identified
amongst single men under the age of 30 years (Youssef et al, 2021), full employed
individuals, as well as highly educated (Derevensky & Winters, 2023). Additionally,
recent research further reinforces the claim that single young males, who live alone, as
well as endure financial hardships, have been identified as the main risk factor for
maintaining and developing a problem gambling disorder (Moreia et al, 2023). Due to the
largely addictive nature of sports betting, it was found that individuals who bet on sports
made both more frequent and larger deposits each day when online gambling, as well as

spent more time gambling online (Ukhov et al. 2020)

Studies have shown 16% of all online sports bettors meet the clinical criteria for
gambling disorder, along with 13% showing signs of gambling problems (Derevensky &
Winters, 2023). Research also suggests sports bettors tend to spend more time gambling,
where casino players spend 70 minutes during the average session, sports bettors spend

over 100 minutes (Ukhov et al. 2020).

Background:

There has been a rapid expansion of online gambling and the development of
various online casinos and gambling platforms (Watson et al, 2004), as well as a vast
increase of the legalization of gambling throughout the United States (American Gaming
Association, 2024). As online gambling was first legalized in some European and
African countries, many of the earliest online gambling platforms are based in these

continents due to relaxed legislation (Watson et al, 2004). In 1995, there were an



estimated 24 legal gambling websites, which increased to an estimated 2000 by the year
2002 (Watson et al, 2004). But while it is evident that gambling has expanded along with
the expansion of the tech sector, changes in the regulatory environment, and consumer
demand for new forms of wagering, there is no accurate estimate as to the number of
illegal gambling websites or applications available today (Hing et al, 2022), which makes
up nearly 40% of all gambling (American Gaming Association, 2023). Today, online
sports betting is legal in 30 US states, retail sports betting is legal in 36 states, and online
casino gambling is legal in 7 states (American Gaming Association, 2024). Excluding
Nevada, all US online sports betting and gambling laws and/or legislation have been
passed in the last decade (Rodenberg, 2021). Mobile gambling application downloads
have increased from 6 million to 33 million from 2019 to 2023, resulting in online sport
betting wagers to reach $113.9 billion in volume over the same period (Wayne et al,
2024). This remarkable growth highlights both the immense profitability of the gambling

industry as well as the large influx of new users in just a few years.

Having the ability to place a bet or gamble from the comfort of one’s home is a
large factor behind both the expansion of online gambling outlets as well as the main
reason many users start or switch to online gambling (Killick and Griffiths, 2020). This
change created an unparalleled level of convenience compared to previous gambling
venues, as well as removed a majority of the operating costs behind running a casino
(Watson et al, 2004). In 2004, Watson et al. argued that establishing a casino would, on
average, cost nearly $300m, as well as have other logistical and financial hurdles such as
training employees or obtaining licenses, but now can be created from a computer at a

cost of less than 1% of a land-based operation (Watson et al, 2004). The ability to create
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a virtual casino at a fraction of the costs of a physical one has driven the market toward
online gambling, which has grown to 40% share of the total U.S. online gambling market
(American Gaming Association, 2023). These platforms have increased in popularity as
they also allow for anonymous gambling, which creates an outlet for people who wish to

gamble but may not want to be seen gambling (Watson et al, 2004).

Not only have the sheer numbers and profits of gambling increased but we've also
seen the expansion of this sector in other domains. When it comes to gambling
advertisements during sporting events, we now see a surge of gambling platforms
advertising directly on fields, courts, or banners during live and publicly broadcasted
sporting events. The large sports betting platform DraftKings, for example, had a
marketing budget of nearly $500 million for the year 2020, which includes
advertisements directly on or around courts and fields (Darren, 2021). Sporting events
now broadcast live betting odds, as outlets as large as ESPN incorporate this data during
their pregame, live, or post-game reports. ESPN is not a sportsbook, rather they are a
sports news outlet, yet they include gambling odds in their analysis of sporting events

dubbed “PickCenter” (ESPN, n.d.).

Gateway Behaviors and Risk Factors:

Research suggests that the main issues that surround problem gambling are the
gateway effects to other harmful behaviors (Buja et al, 2019). Gambling itself is not
inherently a problematic behavior, rather there are problems that arise as a consequence
of gambling. The behaviors found to have the strongest link to problem gambling are
drinking and smoking (William et al, 2021), which have been found to be irrespective of

the socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of the individual (Buja et al, 2019).
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To be sure, smoking has largely correlated with gambling behaviors, as a vast majority of
gamblers smoke (Turk et al, 2023, William et al, 2021) and there is evidence that
recreational gamblers are also more likely to consume alcohol when compared to non-
gamblers (Merkouris et al, 2021). Correlation has also been found between substance
abuse disorders and problem gambling at both a biological level and phenomenological
level (Merkouris et al, 2021). This correlation is significant because it highlights the
shared mechanisms underlying addictive behaviors. From a biological level, both include
imbalanced dopamine pathways, while at a phenomenological perspective, they share
similar patterns like loss of control and cravings, which offers insights into lived

experiences and physiological vulnerabilities.

Other risk factors of problem gambling include mental health issues, as
individuals with mental illnesses tend to have a higher risk of problem gambling
(Merkouris et al, 2021). Risk factors like low self-esteem, loneliness, social anxiety, and
sensation seeking have all been identified in individuals who suffer from problem
gambling (Akbari et al, 2023). Adolescents who engage in problem gambling behavior
have been observed to have a lower level of self-esteem as well as a lower level of social
support (Akbari et al, 2023). Higher levels of loneliness and low social support have both
been identified with problematic gambling behaviors (Akbari et al, 2023). Although the
direction of this relationship from the study was not fully clear as this was a cross-section
study (Akbari et al, 2023), there appears to be an association between low self-esteem,
low social support, and problematic behaviors. Other research also suggests that
impulsivity is another psychosocial risk factor of problem gambling, as it affects an

individual’s decision-making skills in high stress environments. (Abbott et al, 2017).
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Furthermore, gambling fallacies, such as gamblers’ belief they have a sense of control in
an inherently random process, have been a prominent factor in predicting both current
and future problem gambling behaviors (Goodie & Fortune, 2013), but the relationship

between the two is suggested to be bidirectional (Leonard & Williams, 2016).

Problem gambling can also leave a larger negative impact on an individual's life,
as it has been seen to further enlarge financial stressors, create household instability, and
affect work and school life (Tseng et al, 2023). Financial issues which have been
identified among problem gamblers include inability to pay for necessities like food and
rent, diminishment of savings, amassing of credit card debt, liquidating possessions, and
excessively borrowing from friends or family to continue their gambling addiction
(Tseng et al, 2023). These issues affect their family lives, as individuals stated they
developed relationship problems with close friends and family, in turn, resulting in
further feelings of shame, depression, and anxiety (Tseng et al, 2023). As a result of these
conflicts, some individuals reported missing work or class diminishing academic
performance, leading some individuals to even drop out of school or dramatically hinder

employment prospects (Tseng et al, 2023).

In a study which focused on gambling and family violence, there was an
association found between problem gambling and family violence perpetration and
victimization amongst a small Australian Population (Dowling et al, 2015). One study
found the connection between gambling and family violence was stronger for low-risk
gamblers but was reduced amongst moderate-risk problem gamblers (Dowling et al
2015). Still, moderate risk/problem gamblers were more likely to be victims of family

violence victimization if alcohol abuse was involved—suggesting there was an
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interaction effect between these problem behaviors (Downling et al, 2021). The overall
leading factor for household violence is the use of alcohol which has a significant impact
amongst problem gamblers (Dowling et al, 2021). Currently, research does not suggest
that there is a strong correlation between Intimate Partner violence (IPV) and problem
gambling, but it is theorized that some women use gambling as an escape mechanism
from IPV (Dowling et al, 2021). Research surrounding gender and problem gambling
violence contrasts with each other as one study suggested there were no significant
differences between genders (Suomi et al, 2019), but a previous study found female
gamblers more likely to seek treatment for family violence (Palmer et al, 2018). To
summarize, research highlights the complex interactions among alcohol use, IPV, and
gambling, while suggesting alcohol is a key amplifier to the risk of both perpetration and
victimization, thus making it a critical factor in understanding the relationship between

IPV and problem gambling.
Preventative Measures

As the gambling industry has rapidly grown in recent years, much of the problem
gambling prevention methods are still in theoretical phases, as none of these preventative
measures have been found to have a majority success rate (Yang et al, 2024). One study
that analyzed the verbiage and appeal type of preventative measures to problem gambling
found that a majority (62.9%) used intervention-based messaging (i.e. confidential or
free) to help users with their addiction (Yang et al, 2024). These intervention-based
messages focused on offering resources to problem gamblers such as counseling services,
self-help tools, or free support hotlines, all of which are designed to encourage

individuals to seek help without fear of judgment or financial burden (Yang et al, 2024).
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This methodology is orchestrated on the idea that problem gamblers feel a sense of shame
of their actions and wish to handle their issues anonymously to avoid more
embarrassment from their peers (Yang et al, 2024). Other preventative measures are ones
incorporated into online gambling websites themselves, like the ability to self-exclude or
display text of problem gambling helplines. Although these preventive measures are
available to everyone who accesses the gambling platforms free of cost, they all require a
user to accept their problem. These avenues can only be properly utilized if the users
themselves are willing to accept their issues and actively wish to get proper help, as
despite it being possible for someone to self-exclude from regulated casinos, they are still
able to easily access the thousands of illegal and unregulated avenues of gambling. When
it comes to the self-exclusion system in place today, research has found that despite 71%
of voluntarily self-excluded individuals having a 12-month follow up rate, only 30-35%
actually complete their assigned programs (Yakovenko & Hodgins, 2021). During a
study focused on monitoring gamblers through the self-exclusion process as well as
problem gambling rehabilitation, amongst 85 identified individuals, 68% reported having

gambled despite self-excluding themselves (Hakasson & Akesson, 2021).
Social Media’s Rapid Expansion:

Research concerning social media is mainly focused on the increased usage of
social media, the development of social media addiction, mental health issues that arise
from excessive social media usage, as well as physically and artificially designed
architectures created to keep users engaged for extended periods of time. Physically
designed architectures are intentional integrations programmed into the applications to

make them more addictive, like the infinite scroll feature. In the following section, | will

15



provide an overview of the social media literature which considers the rise of these

technologies, their impacts, and the mechanisms they use to keep users online.

The growth of social media and social media platforms has been exponential.
With billions of users connected today, we have created a society where there are more
people who use a form of social media than individuals who do not (Chaffey, 2024).
Today, there are an estimated 5.04 billion total users on social media platforms
accounting for roughly 62.6% of the total world population, of which 259 million users
have joined in just the last year (Chaffey, 2024). Today, 93.3% of all internet users use a
form of social media and spend an average of 2 hours and 20 minutes on social media
each day (Chaffey, 2024). With social media usage becoming so prevalent in our modern
society, research has begun to identify problems surrounding excessive usage of social

media, and how it affects individuals.

Social media has been observed to have an addictive quality thus resulting in
cases of social media addiction (Prasetya, 2023, Jahagirdar et al, 2024). The term “social
media addiction” refers to a pattern of excessive and compulsive usage of social media
platforms which negatively impact a users psychological well-being (Prado et al, 2023).
Users first want to gather information or wish to engage in communication, so they seek
it on social media platforms. While scrolling and engaging through the content, they
begin to anticipate what they are searching for, so once it is found it can trigger a reward,
but if the information sought does not satisfy the user, they revert to wanting then
seeking, until what they find does eventually trigger the anticipated dopamine reward
(Mujica et al, 2022). Addiction stems from dopamine release, which is our brain’s

natural response to feelings of happiness, satisfaction, or anything that makes a person
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feel good (Jahagirdar et al 2024, Mujica et al, 2022). Our brains associate social media
with a happy experience thus users use the platform to trigger a dopamine release, which
ultimately can lead to social media addiction (Jahagirdar et al, 2024, Mujica et al, 2022).
This cycle can lead to habitual behavior, as users feel the need to engage with social
media to avoid the discomfort of feeling disconnected, eventually progressing into
addiction as it begins to interfere with normal functioning. The “Hooked Model” is used
to describe how social media is specifically designed to release dopamine as a reward for
users to engage on the platforms, resulting in them engaging in the “Dopamine Cycle,”
which consists of want, seek, anticipate, trigger, reward, then beginning the cycle again

with want (Mujica et al, 2022).

Another factor that fuels a user's development of social media addiction is fear of
missing out or FoMo. FoMo has been identified to have a large impact on social media
users, as users grow addicted to the apps because they have a fear of missing out on
information others are seeing (Prasetya, 2023, Alutaybi et al 2020, Roberts et al, 2020).
Scholars identify both the positive and negative effects of FoMo, as FoMo creates
stronger social connections through user engagement, however, it also leads to significant
increases of social media usage as well (Alutaybi et al 2020, Roberts et al, 2020). The
effects of FoMo can be so severe that when trying to stop using social media, users
experience withdrawal, conflict, relapse, and mood alteration, which classifies it as a

behavioral addiction (Jahagirdar et al 2024).

Documented impacts of Social Media

Research on the negative effects of social media addiction further emphasizes the

harsh psychological impact it can have on a user in other dimensions of their daily life
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and mental health. Scholars have identified a significant link between high social media
and internet usage with both anxiety and depression (Prasetya, 2023, Jahagirdar et al
2024, Zewude et al 2024). Individuals under the age of 33 were identified to have the
strongest correlation between high internet usage and depression (Prasetya, 2023), further
emphasizing the effect of social media on the youth. Individuals suffering from social
media addiction tend to also spend a lot of time on social media during late nights or
work hours resulting in a significant impact on work engagement (Prasetya, 2023,
Zewude et al, 2024, Ou et al 2023). The literature also emphasizes how excessive internet
usage can lead to the diminishment of in-person or offline activities, as social media
addiction has been seen to cause a reduction of interpersonal communication, exercise,
and social interactions (Zewude et al, 2024). These components are all crucial for
developing a positive psychological resource, thus addicted users tend to have feelings of
isolation, decreased self-esteem, and loneliness (Zewude et al, 2024). Another recently
observed phenomenon that users experience when addicted to social media is Phantom
Text Syndrome (Jahagirdar et al 2024) also known as Phantom Vibration Syndrome. This
occurs when users feel ghost vibrations in their pockets or hear ringtones that never
played, due to the brain tricking their body into thinking their phone has rung thus

causing users to check their phones and media applications (Jahagirdar et al 2024).

Addictive by Design

The literature further discusses the way addiction is fostered through the
intentional design of social media platforms. Other works consider how social media
platforms produce a series of addictive properties in an effort to keep users engaged for

extended periods of time, due to the large levels of financial gain that correlate with the
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modern “attention economy” (Mujica et al, 2022). The “attention economy” is the
platform's engagement business model that has given rise to the necessity of grabbing a
user's attention and keeping them on the platform for as long as possible (Mujica et al,
2022). Social media companies are motivated by a business model that requires user
engagement; thus, they focus on the extraction of user information without the
consideration of any negative ramifications (Mujica et al, 2022). There is a large financial
gain captivating a user's attention, as increased user engagement equates to increased
advertisements which further equates to increased revenue (Mujica et al, 2022). The two
primary ways these media platforms accomplish this goal is by intentionally
incorporating properties that hold users’ attention into the design of the platform, as well
as curating and personalizing each user's content to further develop interest and
engagement (Mujica et al, 2022). These concepts are possible due to both the
accessibility and convenience of smartphones. Scholars agree that smartphones lead to
the development of a behavioral addiction known as hypernatural monitoring, which is
the result of instant messaging, emails, and other rapid methods of communication
(Mujica et al, 2022, Veissiere & Stendel, 2018). Hypernatural monitoring is the
individual's need to constantly be connected with others, monitor and watch them, as well
as the need to be heard from, seen, monitored, appraised, and even judged by others
(Veissiere & Stendel, 2018). Smartphones exacerbate hypernatural monitoring because
they provide mobile access to these methods of communication, like social media. In this
sense, overuse of smartphones leads to hyper-social rather than anti-social engagement

(Veissiere & Stendel, 2018).
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Architectures

Scholars identify the specific features of mobile social media platforms that make
these platforms more addictive, as well as the ways developers design features to keep
users engaged for extended periods of time without disruption. In the following sections |
will discuss how social media platforms are designed with architectural structures that
cultivate addiction. In an effort to understand why social media is so addicting, scholars
have begun to identify structures coded into social media applications (i.e. infinite scroll,
push notifications, etc.) which trigger various psychological responses, like dopamine
release, in users in an effort to keep individuals engaged on these apps for longer periods

of time (Turel et al, 2018, Montag et al, 2019, Zhao, 2021).

The first and most prominent addictive architectural feature seen in social media,
as well as almost all media platforms, is infinite scroll (Montag et al, 2019). Infinite scroll
occurs when the content or feed that the user is viewing constantly changes as the viewer
scrolls through, creating an infinite media feed (Zhao, 2021). By endlessly scrolling
down, the user is getting more and more immersed within the app which does not offer a
natural stop, where they might easily reconsider quitting or changing the platform (Zhao,
2021). Endless scrolling is further enhanced by the placement of something rewarding
(e.g., a funny or interesting video), which they then continue to scroll in search of more
(Zhao, 2021). On platforms like Douyin (the Chinese version of Tiktok), the overall
length of a video is about 15 seconds on average, but due to the constant and continuous
feed generation, users spend large amounts of time scrolling through these videos daily
(Zhao, 2021). Users watching multiple short-videos one after the other is referred to as

high frequency applications. Big data research has found that 41.3% of users engage in
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high frequency use, and, moreover, do so multiple times a day. That same study
identified that 56.9% of users spend more than one hour each day on these applications
(Zhao, 2021). The key to increased levels of daily usage lies in the simplicity of this
structure, as users need only scroll their finger up to start the next video, thus creating a

very mindless task that leads to endless content (Zhao, 2021).

The architecture of infinite scroll is a tool to create a natural feeling of flow within
the application (Montag et al, 2019). Through infinite scroll and other architectures, the
immersive design of applications and platform technologies are focused on creating a
natural feeling stream of information so users can effortlessly navigate around an
application without disruptions (Montag et al, 2019). Scholars correlate the concept of
Flow with Time Distortion, as these apps are meant to be so immersive and captivating
that users tend to forget about the amount of time they're spending on the app (Turel et al,
2018, Montag et al, 2019). Flow focuses on the psychology behind achieving the optimal
experience when engaging with these apps (Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). One of the primary
focal points of flow is achieving such a strong level of attention captivation that the user
begins to forget about other aspects of life as their attention is engulfed by the application
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). Long sessions of media consumption allow users to disengage
from their daily lives and immerse themselves into what seems like another world
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). Optimal flow is achieved when the user is so engaged in an
application that they feel time no longer seems to pass. When this occurs, they may
experience confusion regarding how long they were actually on the app as it felt like time
stood still for a moment; this is referred to as time distortion as users become so

immersed within these applications that they lose their concept of time
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(Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Turel et al, 2018). These concepts were proven and identified in
two similar studies surrounding online media usage, as users were found to be so engaged
that they had a hard time disconnecting from their online environment without intrusion

from others in the real world (Rau et al, 2006, Turel et al, 2018).

Another key architectural design used to influence a person's engagement with
social media applications is nudge (Leonard, 2008, Hausman & Welch, 2010). A nudge
steers the person, but always leaves open the option for the person to choose another
course (Leonard, 2008). Information presented by the platform, while not explicitly
forcing or requiring an action by the user, potentially implies a secondary meaning which
influences the user. A prime example of this concept in social media is the “Read” or
“Seen” function integrated within the messaging section of almost all direct messaging
platforms online (Mai et al, 2015). When users know that there is a “Read” or “Seen”
function on the messages sent or received, studies have found that it alters how they
respond, as well as how fast they respond (Mai et al, 2015). Users don’t know if their
chat partner expects a fast or slow response, but with the “Seen” option, they are able to
monitor their answering behavior, which has a psychological impact (Mai et al, 2015).
Therefore, users were found, on average, to have a higher level of obligation to answer
faster when their message was seen as they didn’t want to be perceived as ignoring the
message, thus they were influenced by this architectural design (Mai et al, 2015). The
three main observations that have been made of a nudge are that they are architecturally
designed to influence a user's engagement, it is a component of social media architecture
that is unavoidable, and although users' choices are being guided, they are still able to

freely decide what they want to do (Leonard, 2008).
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Furthermore, there have been many additional architectural triggers integrated on
social media platforms, which each have a distinct purpose and larger impact on overall
user engagement. One of the most popular architectural designs is the “like button,”
which acts as an online social approval metric, creating both validation and social
comparison which has become a coveted reward (Mujica et al, 2022). The “sharing
button” is another popular and driving factor behind social media as it allows the users to
directly share media with one another, capitalizing on keeping users online for more time,
and it can become a measure of friendship status (Mujica et al, 2022). Media grows
popular and goes viral because it is shared so often, thus the incorporation of this function
is integral to modern media. It becomes a further measure of friendship and status as
users who share content with each other can grow stronger interpersonal relationships.
Conversely, users often feel left out if media is not shared with them. These applications
also implement a feature known as push notifications, which are messages sent to users
when the application is closed. Push notifications are also a very important part of social
media, as it allows apps to directly boost engagement as they nudge the user to open the
application and further explore the notification (Mujica et al, 2022). The color of these
notifications impacts how users react to them, with the color red having a distinct
psychological impact on a user (Mujica et al, 2022). Indeed, red notifications are used to
increase the anticipation of a noteworthy event as well as to become harder to ignore
(Mujica et al, 2022). Another tool frequently shown on social media are live ellipses,
which indicates text being written by another user creating immediate anticipation of an

incoming text reply. This feature causes users to wait for the reply by staring at the app

23



instead of closing it thus waiting for an anticipatory arousal effect that comes with an

expected reward (Mujica et al, 2022).

Another structure of integrated architectures that influence a user's media usage is
the artificially generated content. The incorporation of artificial intelligence (Al) has
completely revolutionized how media content is presented, both intentionally and
unintentionally (Cameron & Hamidzadeh, 2024). The implementation of Al is intentional
because artificial intelligence was physically programmed, designed, and integrated into
these applications to control how the applications present information. The byproduct of
Al integration is the vastly improved personalized algorithms, which alter the application
to cater to each user's experience on the application (Cameron & Hamidzadeh, 2024).
Algorithms are so powerful that they have been used to monitor a user’s behavior, to
predict their moods, as well as generate content based on their interactions with other
content, thus creating personalized content for each user to keep them engaged longer
periods of time (Eichstaedt et al, 2018). These Al systems have direct control over the
content it exposes its users to, reacting in real-time to the behaviors it identifies and
makes adjustments to the content accordingly (Cameron & Hamidzadeh, 2024). To
achieve this end and their goal of delivering revenue-generating advertisements, social
media platforms apply real-time Al systems to govern users’ content experiences
(Cameron & Hamidzadeh, 2024). For years now, Facebook, for example, has developed a
learning machine that studies user behavior in vast detail, based on their usage of the
platform. It is able to analyze what people like as well as the amount of time spent on a

liked or ignored post to further personalize content (Eichstaedt et al, 2018). This learning
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algorithm has grown so strong that it has been used to predict depression amongst

Facebook users (Eichstaedt et al, 2018).

The impact of these implementations was exposed during the Cambridge
Analytica scandal which drew attention to social media platforms as real-time systems
employing Al algorithms that were shown to influence users’ behavior both on and off
their platforms (Confessore, 2018). The Facebook/Cambridge Analytica (CA) data
scandal unfolded in 2018 when a whistleblower revealed that CA had used false
pretenses to gather millions of Facebook users’ personal data (Confessore, 2018). Using
information from users' posts, location, newsfeed, timeline, and even private messages,
CA targeted users with individualized advertisements aiming to influence US and UK
elections on behalf of their client (Confessore, 2018). Beyond this instance, social media
feed content is directly and continually altered based on feedback; social media user's
behavior on the platform and in life beyond the platform may be influenced, but not

measured directly (Confessore, 2018).

Conclusion

The literature surrounding problem gambling consists of a multidimensional
understanding of causes, implications, and consequences within the context of a rapidly
expanding gambling landscape. This review includes an analysis of demographic and
psychological factors which contribute to gambling disorders, how gambling
technologies have evolved in recent years, as well as the mechanisms which foster the
addictive behaviors surrounding it. The insights offered highlight the relationship
between social constructs, biological vulnerability, and software architectures which

exacerbate gambling problems. Furthermore, the rise of online gambling and social
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media has created new forms of addictive behaviors, which are supported through
engineered features which encourage extended engagement and dependency. Ultimately,
this review emphasizes the urgency of mitigating and understanding the societal impacts

of gambling and its related addictions as the world grows increasingly interconnected.
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Chapter 3: Methods

Methodology

Growing up, gambling was a normalized behavior in my household as well as my
community, mainly because it was always seen as a form of entertainment and collective
socialization between my family members. My first experiences gambling began when
family members would occasionally bring home a lottery ticket or scratcher to play at
home—it was always fun to watch them play, celebrate with the wins, and brush off
losses in hopes of winning next time. Living in Los Angeles, we would occasionally take
family vacations to Las Vegas and | was always captivated by the lights from the slot
machines, the occasional screaming from a craps table, and the overall excitement that
came from such a fast-paced environment. After | turned 18, it was finally my turn as |
was able to legally gamble at a local casino—an Indian Reservation roughly two hours
away and the place where I first learned the ins and outs of the games. Although | always
enjoyed playing and felt that gambling was always just another form of entertainment in
my community, there came a point where | realized it had developed into something

more.

During my senior year at California State University Northridge, | had become
interested in the world of sports betting and I realized that a younger segment of my
community also took part in this form of betting. Sitting through a course on crime
statistics, a friend seated next to me brought up the Laker game, which was about to start,
and asked me if | had bet on it. At the time, not only did I not bet on sports, but I also
didn’t even know that I could bet on the game, as to my knowledge, sports betting was

illegal in California at the time. He showed me an online gambling website, where he was
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able to place sports bets directly on his phone. | was dumbfounded, as previously
gambling to me involved a two-hour car ride to a casino, yet now he was able to bet
directly on his phone in the middle of class. | soon discovered a new genre of gambling,

sports betting, and how exciting and accessible it could be.

As the years passed, | saw more friends and family begin to bet on sports online,
integrating it into their daily lives. Conversations about sports betting grew more and
more common, as friends would always ask questions about who you think is going to
win, or how much they won or lost in the last week’s main sporting events. I began to
notice how the normalization of sports betting was rapidly growing in my community,
making it so that sports betting had overtaken the collective activity of actually watching
major sports events—so much so that my closest friends would never watch a sporting
event that they did not have money on. There was an aspect to this version of gambling
that transcended traditional gambling, as it felt less like just another casino game, and
more of a collective form of gambling that had become integrated into our everyday

lives.

These life experiences were the inspiration for a term paper | wrote during the
second year of my graduate program in Criminology at GWU. | decided to write my
criminological theory course paper on the effects of legalized online gambling, as | was
curious how the rapid legalization of gambling was impacting many communities like
mine throughout the country. The findings from that paper further motivated me to make
this the topic of my master’s thesis, as I realized that despite its fast growth and impact on
my community, there was a dearth of research on how these novel gambling platforms

were changing how people gambled.
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Initially, my intention for my thesis was to do interviews with members of my
community to directly inquire about the reasons they bet on sports so often as well as the
impact it has had on their lives. Due to time constraints and IRB regulations, | couldn’t
pursue this avenue, but it is a study | wish to conduct in the near future. Instead, | began
working closely with my master’s thesis mentor who encouraged me to focus on the
platforms themselves as a site of study. This resulted in my initial exploration of online
gambling applications, in which I began to search for and identify similarities between
social media platforms and gambling platforms. However, upon investigating the
platforms | realized that it would be difficult to obtain quantifiable data about how users
were engaging with apps—indeed, sportsbook platforms do not make this data available,
and it was unlikely that I would be able to obtain such records. Thus, I turned my focus to
the platforms themselves to examine how they provided answers to what was ushering in
this new form of gambling. In order to capture this data, | drew on existing qualitative
methodological approaches in the social sciences which examine text and other forms of

data using thick description (Leeds, 2015).

Applied to this context, | conducted observations of the DraftKings app, keeping
detailed notes of the content that appeared throughout the platform but also reflecting on
how my user experience constituted its own interaction ritual with this technology
(Badenhorst, 2015). To do this, | first began with a detailed exploration of the DraftKings
Sportsbook application, where | attempted to open each section individually and to
present a general description of what | saw as | navigated the platform. Once | was
familiar with the entire application, | then began to make more detailed observations

where | navigated the application as though | was a new user, clicking on random
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sections which captured my attention, to create a simulated user experience. Going into
my observations, | had to train myself to nearly forget all my prior experience with these
applications and treat each observation like it was the first time | was opening the
application to ensure there wasn’t any bias in my data. This was difficult, but with the
help of my mentors, | was able to learn how to make these independent observations,
develop objective observations of the data. Furthermore, my mentors at GWU, vetted a
majority of my observations to ensure the removal of any bias or preconceived notions in
the data, as well as helped me identify early flaws in my observations to further improve
my analysis skills. Using thick description allowed me to observe multiple dimensions of
the application and recognize key features, such as color schemes, images, and layouts
the application used to shape the user experience. Through the coding of my
observations, | was able to identify the key similarities between social media platforms
and the DraftKings sportsbook to support the idea that DraftKings uses social media-
based architecture to create a highly engaging and deeply immersive gambling platform.
Over the course of this exercise, it became immediately clear to me that these platforms
represented a significant change to what modern gambling, or a significant sub-section of

it, has become.

| initially picked DraftKings because | had seen their advertisements so many
times during basketball games | would watch with my brother. | knew it was one of the
more popular sports books in the market as they were capable of advertising and
sponsoring an NBA game, thus they must be a large sports book. Today, DraftKings is

the most used sports betting website, currently holding 35% market share (Statista, 2024).

30



Online sports books were more than mere websites where one goes to bet on
sporting events. Instead, these platforms were interactive, encouraged the user to play,
brought users in interaction with other users, and pushed information and technology that
provided a rationale or justification for betting. It quickly became clear to me that these
platforms had developed with many of the features and algorithms that characterizes the
web 2.0—our current internet age that prioritizes ease of use, user created content,

interaction between users, and algorithmic tailoring.

What follows are the empirical findings that resulted from conducting thick
description observation of the DraftKings sports betting book. I conducted approximately
100 hours of observational research on the DraftKings platform taking verbal and written
notes during my observation sessions. My observations included visual descriptions of
what appeared on my screen as well as observations of the ways in which content on the
platform shaped my experience as a user. Data was shared with my faculty mentors on an
ongoing basis and was occasionally written into memos for my advisor to derive thematic
understandings from my observations. Discussions and memo writing allowed me to get
a fresh set of eyes on my observations and made it possible to scrutinize initial
conclusions | drew that might be the result from personal biases and the fact that | was
already familiar with the platform. Such vetting proved invaluable as it enabled me to
think critically about my initial takes and “make the everyday strange,” much in the way

C. Wright Mills urged sociologists to observe our social world (Mills, 1959).

I used thick description as my method of observation to transcribe my
observations and user experience of the DraftKings platform. By using this method, | was

able to identify many of the minor details integrated into the application, like color
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schemes, text layouts, and even feelings | experienced while using the application. As |
began to move to a thematic analysis, | began to code my data noting instances in which
the platform resembled social media, similar architecture to social media but seemingly

with a different purpose, as well as structural similarities to social media platforms.

Research Challenges and Limitations

My initial observations began in the Spring of 2022, where | spent a few months
opening the application and describing the content. Serious health problems interrupted
my research creating a nearly two-year gap in my observations, thus I did not continue
my academic work until the Summer of 2024. This presented a challenge in the data
collection process and analysis as | had to first go back to my previous observations and
verify that they were all still relevant to the current state of the DraftKings application to
ensure that my findings were not outdated or no longer pertinent to the platform today.
Upon confirming their relevance, | resumed observations describing the design and user

experiences of the DraftKings platform.

One of the challenges built into my descriptive methodology of the DraftKings
application is the fact that the platform is constantly changing. Whatever sporting events
are most current will affect and alter the app’s content, for example. Due to the adaptive
nature of the application, every user's experience on the DraftKings will be slightly
different and not everyone will experience the application as | did. Existing research has
documented that these platforms run on algorithms tailored to the user experience
(Cameron & Hamidzadeh, 2024). Thus, while the experience of individual users might
differ in terms of what content gets put on their screen, the main structures of the app and

the general tailoring of the experience will be experienced in similar ways according to
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the user's interest. However, the adaptive nature of the application does not affect the
validity and replicability of the study, as the core structures of the application remain the
same. This study would stand the test of replicability, as the validity and replicability are

present, despite one person's observations.
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Chapter 4: Findings

In the following sections, | will identify the architectural similarities between
DraftKings and social media platforms, the adoption of universal symbols created on
social media platforms, as well as the creation of a new social media platform directly
integrated into DraftKings. This newly developed social space has been created as a new
social media network for gamblers, where users share their wins, losses, and even

predictions with one another.

Through the integration of these social media-based architectures, these gambling
apps have created gambling environments which resemble modern social media
platforms, appealing to a new generation of users (as well as a new kind of gambling).
Ultimately, the mixture of social media and gambling, two forms of entertainment that, as
noted in the literature discussed above, can lead to addictive behaviors and secondary
problems associated with problem gambling. The following sections will begin by
showing how endless scroll, the interminable content pushed to users, contributes to flow,
the ongoing uninterrupted characteristic that makes up most social media platforms
today. Following this description of the platform, I show how nudges, a variety of
implicit notification mechanisms that encourage the user to engage with the platform, are
combined with symbols derived from social media to further contribute to flow, as well
as highlight how artificial intelligence is creating personalized algorithms to keep
information flowing. Finally, | will close with a description of how, similar to social
media, sports betting apps have developed an attention economy equipped with gambling

“influencers” who create a parallel form of entertainment (based on personality, not
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quality of information) that encourages further use of sports betting platforms, and

gambling.

Infinite Scroll and Flow

When one first opens the DraftKings app for mobile phones, the first obvious
social media architecture one encounters is an endless feed of sport results and bets. This
information is laid out vertically creating a user experience akin to the endless scroll
described in the SM architecture literature. The primary method to access additional
information on the application is to scroll through the sections and subsections. From the
home page of the application to all the subsections, the app is designed to generate and
consolidate as much data as possible, as well as actively change tabs and shift
information in an effort to keep users in what feels like a free flow of information. As
with apps like TikTok and Instagram, users select a picture or video and can scroll for a
theoretically infinite period of time. As the application generates related content, the
platform changes content on the screen as the user scrolls until they have seen all
available content for that page. During my observations, I noticed | used the word scroll
or scrolling 45 times in my field notes, far more frequently than any other identified
architectural similarity. The following excerpt from my field notes describes how content

is formatted and altered as the user scrolls through the application,

As | continued to scroll through the feed further and further, | noticed that almost
all the bets displayed had the same orange box with a varied number of bets placed
... The further I scrolled down the feed, I noticed it would just keep displaying post

after post, creating what appeared to be an infinite news feed.
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The excerpt above was taken during a description of the “Social” section of the
DraftKings app, which contained a user-created feed of content related to betting. Similar
to what would be observed on social media applications, like TikTok or Instagram where
the feed is generated vertically, |1 would have to scroll down to see more content, which

would continuously generate as | scrolled further.

Flow is the result of multiple architectures combining to create a seamless user
experience and feel to the application. It is a byproduct of infinite scroll, as infinite
scrolling creates effortless navigation though the platform, making it easier for users to
engage with the application. This architecture is a key integration as users begin to feel
immersed when using the application and navigating through the different sections of
bets. By adding infinite scroll, users are further introduced to different bets than what
they are previously searching for, as when a user reaches the end of a section, a new one
generates. On the homepage of the application, the first bet displayed is usually the
soonest and most popular event. As the user scrolls down, the sports begin to change, and
they are shown a completely new set of wagers which they may not have previously

searched for.

During one of my observations, the March Madness Basketball tournament was
happening, and I noticed the application promoting related bets. The following excerpt
from my field notes describes how the application was able to adapt to current sporting

events:

Opening the application today | noticed that the homepage had two parlays on the
home screen, placed right at the middle of the page. These parlays were located

right below the horizontal scrolling wheel that allows users to choose which sports
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they wish to bet on. Today, the default selection was College Basketball, likely due
to it being March Madness. This goes to show that the app is constantly adjusting
to what is popular in media and sports to keep the home page updated with

information about the most relevant topics.

The promoted parlays, related to March Madness, offered a prime example of
how DraftKings easily alters the application around current sporting events. The ability to
tailor how wagers are displayed throughout the application creates an unprecedented
promotion of betting information to the user and allows the application to promote any

sporting events by any prioritized order which they choose.

Perhaps the best illustration of flow came from my general experience conducting
observations of the sportsbook. As I began conducting observation, | would find | would
get sucked into a sporting event and results, and upon the completion of one event would
seamlessly get pulled into another sporting event. This constant transitioning from event
to event and bet to bet created over the course of many of my observation sessions
created a similar effect on me, the user, that has been described as time distortion in the
social media literature. In this sense, as | would get lost in the app and often lose track of
what | was originally pursuing and how much time had passed during my observations. It
always seemed like each section had a subsection and subsections had their own
subsections creating this intricate web of bets. In sum, flow was facilitated by the endless
scroll that moved me from bet to bet and parlay to parlay, the way in which specific
popular or topical sporting events were features pushed my way, and in general, the
capacity of the DraftKings platform to capture the attention and create time distortion for

the user.
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Integration of Universal Symbols

Social media sites today all use symbols as identifiers for features on their
applications. For example, the bell icon is traditionally used to represent notifications,
and the magnifying glass is used to represent a search function. These symbols have
grown and developed with social media over the years. DraftKings has adopted and
integrated these symbols directly into their platform, further enhancing the level of user
familiarity. Along with these adopted symbols, DraftKings also consolidates their logo
into unique symbols, just like many other businesses, which allows for effortless
identification of their brand. Creating a brand identifying logo allows DraftKings to
integrate this symbol across the media landscape, in other social media apps, and even on

broadcasts of sporting events and sports new shows.
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(Figure 1)
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Figure 1 is a capture from a UFC fight taken from a YouTube video. The bottom of the
screen features the DraftKings display of the live odds of the fight. This image is a good
example of DraftKings’ use of their in multiple different ways during a live sporting
event, including advertising on the mat, advertising their logo next to the stop clock, as
well as advertising the live betting odds of the fight right next to the fighters’ names. This
allows the platform to place their logo, a form of advertisement, directly in the line of
sight of all viewers as well as remind them that they can still place live wagers for the

fight.

Attaching their branding to these events may also trigger thoughts about gambling
to the viewers who may consider placing a bet on the event, or simply picking up their
phone to engage with the app. The following excerpt from my field notes describes where

| identified these features, as well as how they are incorporated into the platform,

At the top of the screen there is an image of what appears to be a person next to a
bell icon. Next to those symbols, at the top-center of the screen, | see the
DraftKings logo, but this logo is different from ones previously shown. It is a
smaller, more consolidated logo that is created from just the letter D from
Draftkings, as previously described, and a crown on the top... By tapping the
image of the Bell, the screen changes to another that states my username on the

top with the message “No Notifications” .

The excerpt highlights the usage of the bell icon and how it is used to indicate a
notification section of the application. It also identifies the consolidated DraftKings logo,
which serves as branding for the company. This consolidated logo was ubiquitous

throughout the application but also allowed for seamless advertising integration. The
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following excerpt describes how the logo can be placed subtly in an advertisement for

DraftKings,

The left side of the image [had] “Get a free bet up to $100” in a bold white font
using all capital letters. [On]the right side of the image [there was] a badge shaped
icon with a small consolidated DraftKings logo as well as the statement “Refer a

Friend” written just below.

These consolidated logos create what appears to be subtle branding, as they are
able to identify their gambling platform in an image or message with just the letter D,
thus making it easier to integrate their branding. In the fast-growing and competitive
market that makes up sports betting platforms, DraftKings is constantly reminding the
user of ways that they are using or should use the DraftKings' platform. Also worth
noting about the excerpt above is the encouragement to “refer a friend.” This represents
more than just a marketing tool aimed at expanding the user base. Instead, friend referrals
are a means for establishing networks of players on the platform. This feature is
necessary for users to connect vis-a-vis the social media portions of the application that

will be discussed in the next section.

A Social Network of Bettors

The integration of social media-based architecture in the DraftKings application is
further identified through the incorporation of a section that resembles a social media
platform. To begin, DraftKings allows users to create a personalized profile, including

the option to upload a profile picture, share their favorite sports and teams, and even

40



provide demographic information. The following excerpt from my field notes best

describes this integration:

When I scroll up and select the “Edit Profile” button, a new screen opens, in which
I am able to make changes and create a personal profile. At the top of the screen
there are the words “Edit Profile” with the letter “X” written before. Tapping the
“X” closed the screen, thus indicating a new image for a back button. After
selecting “Edit Profile” again to reenter, [ also see my username again (which was
Breezer), along with the same image of the “B” but this time with a small green
circle with an image of a camera inside. Tapping this image of the camera, | notice
that it allows me to select a custom profile picture. | am able to take a new picture
or select one from the photo library already on my phone. Below this, there are
demographic questions that I can fill out to further personalize my profile. There
are sections to add personal information like ‘“Name, About Me, Location,

Website,” as well as the options to select my favorite sports and favorite teams.

Ultimately, this social profile directly resembles what a social media profile

would look like, as users are allowed essentially the exact same level of personalization

and customization. The application invites users to personalize their profile by providing

them several different ways they can share information about themselves. As mentioned

in the excerpt, there are sections for information about themselves, their location, a

profile photo, or even a website they would like to share with other users. The ability to

share this information allows bettors to connect with each other, further developing each

user’s social network on the platform, just like the “refer a friend” section.
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Not only does personalizing a profile on the app help users connect with each
other, it also provides the app and algorithm more information to alter the content
presented to users, based on factors such as background, location, and preferences. If, for
example, users tend to like basketball related content, DraftKings can not only influence
their media feed with more basketball related posts but can also incentivize their
promotions into more basketball related content, thus potentially influencing users to
gamble more on basketball. As described in the excerpt, there was a section for users to
provide information about their favorite sporting events and teams. Such information
would allow DraftKings to know exactly which teams you were the most likely to bet on
and would be able to alter the homepage bets to involve those respective teams as well as
their opposing teams. DraftKings can do the same with other information such as location
or time zone, promoting local or time sensitive sporting events. Ultimately,
personalization feeds user data directly to DraftKings, allowing them to then personalize
their platform based on the information you provide, creating an individualized user
experience for each user, just like social media platforms. Thus, the incorporation of
these personalization features alters how users engage with the platform as they are being

presented with betting options tailored specifically to their user profile.

By adding these features, users can find friends, engage with each other on the
application through liking, commenting, and sharing posts to each other, as well as
compare and share bets. This creates a new form of socialization, within a gambling
focused environment, which encourages users to bet according to what they see amongst
their friend groups and communities. DraftKings has allowed users to not just share bets

with other users but also allows them to easily copy those bets and repeat them in
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seconds, encouraging users to gamble collectively (and in a simple sense, more). FoMo
plays a large role in this social pressure to gamble with friends, as users don’t want to
miss out on opportunities to win with friends or not mimic a bet a friend placed that won.
If a player shares a bet with a friend, that person might feel obligated to place it also,
because if that bet wins and they didn’t place it, it could upset them and make them feel

like they missed an opportunity.

Media Feed

Integrated in this social-gambling platform is the ability for users to create and
share gambling specific content to other users in various ways. To begin, users are
allowed to follow each other, just like social media platforms, which personalizes their
feed from the generally promoted content, to content exclusive to or from whom they
follow. Posts on this platform focus on sports betting, as users can post their wins, losses,
predictions, or anything else they feel they wish to share with others in the gambling
community, They cannot post the dollar amount of their wins, thus allowing them to
create the illusion they are winning sums of money, but they could be betting pennies to
win quarters. During the time of my observations, | was not actively following any users,
so the media feed generated was solely created by the application. From my personal
experience using the app as a user, however, | noticed the information presented was
focused around very high risk bets. It seems like the most probably rational is that those
are all user posts as people, as a majority of profiles have personalized aspects, but there
is the possibility of bots posting these random bets to create more content. It seemed to
me that users tend to post parlays that contained 7 or 8 different teams, making the

payout odds in the tens of thousands. These bets are very unrealistic, yet they draw the
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most attention on the app, as people are constantly chasing the big win or the long shot,
because they wish to win big from small bets. Importantly, the application makes it
extremely easy to mimic these wagers - you simply tap a button and they are instantly
loaded into your betting slip, allowing you to replicate the bet in seconds. This makes it
very easy for other users to copy bets they see, potentially leading to them betting more
overall or replicating a random and especially high-risk wager, despite it not relating to

the reason they opened the application in the first place.

The following excerpt shows how users engaged the social media function to

share sports betting results, in this case, the celebration of an improbable win.

The post contained the words ‘MNF how we like that?” and below it displayed a
detailed breakdown of the “2 Pick Parlay” he won. To the right, there was a box
that contained “+1229, which indicated the total combined odds of the bet he
placed (12.29 times his money). The post, however, did not include the amount of

money wagered, rather it only displayed the total odds of the wager.”

In this post, the user shared a winning wager they placed where they won a rather
improbable bet. When posting betting outcomes, users are not allowed to share the dollar

amount they won, only the multiplier (or odds) of their winning bet.

On social media, users may curate a “presentation of self” which is designed to
portray an idealized version of their lives, which may not be realistic. Research has found
social media users tend to set “identity goals”, which is a digital identity they create and
preserve through the content they post on social media (Hollenbaugh, 2020). This digital

image is important to the user, as it allows them to create an image of themselves online.
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They aim to control how people view this self-created image, including by tailoring the
content they share (Hollenbaugh, 2020). Users may wish to portray levels of success,
wealth, or happiness without actually achieving these things. For instance, a person can
post pictures in an exotic car to create the illusion that they own it. Similar to more
traditional forms of social media, users on DraftKings can “fake” their profiles to appear
to be successful bettors, thus potentially amassing a following based on distortion or false
pretenses, as with other social media outlets. This shows how the performative nature of
social media is seamlessly integrated into DraftKings, as it allows users to curate

identities to influence others.

Just like social media, users have the ability to like, comment, and share the posts
they see on their feed as well. By interacting with posts in this way, it becomes easy for
future content to be altered towards what each user likes and remove content they dislike.
These interactions allow for both algorithmic influence, which shapes what users see
based on their engagement, but also significantly boost overall user engagement on the
application as well. Increased engagement on the application means users are spending
more time on the platform, interacting more often with its features, and consequently,
creating new avenues for placing bets. This mirrors the same interactive engagement we
see in social media, which makes it more likely that these users will stay on the platform

for more time and place more bets.

Using thick descriptions to analyze DraftKings Sportsbook, | was able to identify
architectural design similarities to social media applications, as well as identify unique
design elements created to influence a user's betting. The adoption of social media

architectures in online sports betting platforms is what I term the socialmediafication of
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gambling platforms. These architectures have been a key element in revolutionizing
betting. One consequence is that contemporary online gambling, and particularly sports
betting, is customized and targeted to the user’s preferences. The socialmediafication of
online gambling occurs when gambling platforms incorporate designs, architectures,
symbols, as well as key features directly from social media websites into online gambling

platforms.

Socialmediaficaiton of DraftKings

One of the ways DraftKings integrates social media-based architectures is through
subtle directing techniques, or nudges, which encourages user engagement as well as
influences betting behavior. A strategy that DraftKings uses to encourage players to bet is
pushing subtle messages or specific information which can alter a user’s decision to place
a bet. DraftKings does this in a variety of ways in the Statshub section of the application,
where they provide statistical and technical information about a sporting event to promote
bets. Beginning with a concept they call “Fun Facts”, these “facts” are pieces of statistical
information about a bet that could potentially influence a bettor’s decision on whether
they wish to place a bet. Although it is presented as an objective, and therefore,
meaningful fact, the information is often composed of some descriptive statistical
information often involving a degree of randomness. Nevertheless, presented as a “fact,”
these statistical tidbits push the user into action, or to use the social media convention,
nudge the user toward placing a bet. The following excerpt from my fieldnotes illustrates

both the content and presentation of such a nudge:

This Fun Fact section is also scrollable, and you can see two “Facts” that also

correspond with a matching bet. For example, the first “Fact” states “Each of the
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Mariners last seven Road games against AL East opponents have gone over the

total runs line” with the option to bet on the Over for this game, next to the fact.

Here, the “Fun Facts” encourage bettors to place specific bets with the implication that
those bets would be informed by the statistical and historical data DraftKings has curated.
Arguably, the use of historical data is akin to a casino showing the previous winning
numbers on a roulette table, although each spin of a roulette wheel is an independent
event. Selective historical data does not accurately predict the outcome of a future event
when gambling. With this feature the platform can provide information surrounding a
statistically uncommon pattern suggesting to the user that it is likely to happen again,
when in fact it's an out of the ordinary event which is unlikely to repeat itself. Ultimately,
the entire Statshub section of the application is less useful for finding actual statistical
and technical information about a sporting event and is more of a betting advertisement,
where DraftKings can promote any bet they wish for each corresponding game. These

“Fun Facts” seem more like fun nudges, aiming to direct the user to place these bets.

DraftKings influences a users’ betting behavior through the leveraging of social
influence and fostering the sense of inclusivity, by using features like displaying the
number of people who placed a similar bet, the application is nudging users toward
specific promoted bets. During one observation of the app home screen, | noted the

following:

The first parlay was titled “Right the Ship,” with the description “Preseason
hopefuls look to turn their season around.” The parlay then lists four college
basketball teams that are favored to win their match ups. Just after the teams are

listed but before the odds for the parlay are stated, there was an orange fire emoji
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with the words “551 people placed this bet” written in bright orange next to it.
Below this text, was the total combined odds for this 4-team parlay, which was
+892 or 8.92x your bet. The second parlay was titled “Don’t Stop Believing”
followed by the statement “back these Bubble Teams to get the W and help their

resume.”

It was interesting to see them advertising parlays on the homepage to begin with,
but now it seems that the application has taken a more comical approach to gambling.
Additionally, DraftKings incorporates these inspirational titles which create an effect
surrounding these bets. By titling a parlay “Don’t Stop Believing” based on a compilation
of underdogs expected to lose their respective matches, you’re adding a sense of comic

relief to the loss, potentially justifying it for a better.

This parlay also had an orange fire emoji, this time with the text “305 people
placed this bet” in orange text, placed right before the odds are shown. By using this text
to show the number of other people betting on a similar bet, arguably the application is
creating a sense of peer pressure around a promoted bet. An upside of betting in a group,
you are not alone in error or loss, perhaps justifying or mitigating the loss. Adding text
regarding other users placing the same bets seems to also nudge individuals into doing
the same, as it further reinforces the idea of community. It is possible people may choose
to place a bet solely due to a large majority placing it also, as seeing a lot of people take

the same bet makes a person feel like they’re missing out if they don’t take it.

Bettors may think they are taking a losing bet, and anticipate they will lose, as the
entire bet is based on the premise that these underdogs will triumph. It could be argued

that such long-shot bets are “sucker bets”, specifically designed to capture a bettor’s
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attention with incredibly high payouts, yet they have such significantly low odds of
winning that they statistically will never win. By masking these bets as a “Hope” or
“Dream”, it seems as if the user is being directed with positive language to take these bets
even though there is a miniscule chance of them winning. This positive, motivational
language was standard. In all my observations, negative language was never used to
describe gambling, no matter how unlikely the odds of winning were. The usage of
positive language can affect bettors with a sense of control, pushing them to pursue bets
on losing teams. This positive outlook may further encourage a user to bet on teams they
may never have intended to bet on before, as when they see an underdog, they wish to
support them by betting on them, when in reality their wagers don’t have any effect on
the game. In short, it seems that use of motivational language can be another system of

nudges DraftKings uses that is aimed at prompting action toward low-probability bets.

Attention Economy and Influencers

Another key similarity between this integrated social media platform and
traditional social media platforms is the existence of influencers or widely followed
individuals or groups who make up part of a larger betting attention economy. When
users first create an account and have not yet followed other users, the app recommends
random users who have high numbers of followers, similar to social media influencers.
These users have anywhere from a few thousand to hundreds of thousands of followers,
and have great influences in their respective betting communities, primarily the power to
promote certain bets. Along with individual influencers, the app further features a section
called “Betting Groups” where larger gambling media networks like “Barstool Sports” or

“B/R Betting” can share their chosen bets. These “Betting Groups” are private groups of
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users led by one main user or channel but are open to the public for anyone to join. Once
a user joins a group, run by admins, they can view the group’s exclusive content, like
posts regarding winning and losing bets. Additionally, “Betting Groups” have members
ranging from a couple of thousand to half a million users, which further demonstrates the
sheer size and impact they have on the community. Relative to their field, some of these
users and groups achieve celebrity status amongst the community, which can vastly
impact how bets are placed. As with social media, people value the opinion of
influencers, creating a level of influence over their followers, which feeds into the
Attention Economy. The demand for likes, comments, and views generate more avenues
of exposure, which leads to various revenue streams for these gambling celebrities and

influencers.

Interestingly, my observations of influencers for the DraftKings network found
that none of these personalities had successful betting records. Instead, they were various
internet personalities who attracted viewers due to their ability to entertain rather than
gamble. For instance, during a DraftKings live stream of multiple gambling influencers
discussing sporting events, each influencer had their record displayed as a running chyron
posted under their image. Despite showing that they had more losing bets than winning

bets, they still provide betting advice, which users apparently listen to.

These gambling-media outlets are mainly focused on the gambling aspect of
sports, which in turn is constantly encouraging and promoting the application thus,
getting users to open the app and place bets. They are essentially nudging viewers to
place more bets on these sporting events through their sports analysis, further promoting

and encouraging users to gamble more through the DraftKings platform.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion

Through the expansion of technology and the ability to mobilize most aspects of
our lives, DraftKings has revolutionized modern gambling. Through the adoption of
designs, architectures, and symbols from social media platforms, modern gambling
platforms have created a new social-gambling environment. This has led to increases in
user engagement, the alteration of modern gambling culture, and the way modern
gamblers bet on sports. Ultimately, the merger of these two highly addictive social media
platforms and online gambling platforms is revolutionizing how individuals gamble,
providing a likely reason we have seen such significant growth in gambling over recent
years. This change will likely lead to new forms of problem gambling that, while
normalized by the regulatory environment and a quickly merging media space, will carry

many of the consequences well-documented in the problem-gambling literature.

Through the use of thick description of the DraftKings gambling platform, this
thesis has identified the social media-based architectures that are built into a successful
modern gambling platform. It has been argued that these platforms have drawn from
social media apps to create a new gambling experience that seeks to maximize the
amount of time that users spend on the app, changing the nature of what it means to take
part in sports betting. Incorporating concepts like flow, nudge, and the attention economy,
users are encouraged to spend more time on these applications, resulting in an increase of
gambling. Recognizing that universal symbols create a user experience that immediately
becomes recognizable and user-friendly to gamblers, developing push notifications to
prompt the player into action, formulating an endless stream of content resulting from

algorithmic infinite scroll are all meant to keep the gambler online and playing. The
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combination of these features make the gambler’s experience flow as well as “nudges”
players to encourage them into placing low probability bets. All the features discussed
above have transformed the world of sports betting. They have drawn features from
social media platforms including architectures, universal symbols, as well as integrated a
social networking platform directly into their application, creating a new attention
economy, all in an effort to maximize the amount of time users spend playing on the
platform. Demand is created for users to seek influencer status, opening the pathway to a
secondary form of entertainment that ties back to the practice of sports betting. to a level

of deception we often see in social media-based influencers.

DraftKings is occupying more and more media space. To be sure, this involves
crossing over into traditional sports broadcasting, placing running betting chyrons,
hosting channels on other social media platforms where betting is discussed in minute
detail, and even broadcasting sporting events and sports betting programs on the platform
itself. These trends show a growing influence of sports betting books in other forms of
media, and expanding the ways it promotes betting among their existing users.
Considering the growing share of media space online sports betting books are occupying
we should be mindful of how this more engaging form of gambling shapes the rates of
problem gambling worldwide, the secondary effects of problem gambling (i.e substance
abuse, financial hardships, mental health issues), and the challenges associated with

recovery for problem gamblers.

As with all research, some limitations are evident. The purpose for this study was
not to search for social media-based architectures in gambling platforms, rather it was

focused on what made these modern gambling applications so addictive. It was only

52



through observation that | noticed similarities between the applications and social media,
leading to the development of the study. One of the limitations of this study is the
constantly changing information displayed on the application, as the bets, odds, and
content change each minute based on what is happening in real life. Although the
information on the application is constantly adapting the major features of the platform
have remained and thus the findings of this research would likely stand if replicated again
today. . Additionally, there was roughly a two-year gap in between my observations, but
all previously recorded data was thoroughly vetted to ensure it remained accurate and
relevant to the study. As discussed earlier, | took several measures to ensure that the data
was still meaningful and relevant, despite some sections of the application changing. |
spent hours vetting all my previous observations to ensure they all stood. Another
limitation of this study is its focus on only one gambling platform, despite countless
others being available. Despite not being able to generalize my findings to other
platforms, the detailed findings presented here trade depth for breadth and were able to

uncover the multiple ways these platforms are evolving vis-a-vis socialmediaification.

There are numerous policy implications from this research. Similar to social
media platforms, DraftKings does not require individuals to verify their age to download
the app or view most of the content on the application. During my initial observations on
the platform, I noticed how | was encouraged to bypass the age verification and quickly

navigate to the main features of the sportsbook:

Almost all my focus was shifted to these selections until I read the option to “Skip
to View Sportsbook” written in a gray text just below. This option allows users to bypass

the login options, granting them direct access to the application, without the need to input
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any personal information or age verification. In essence, anyone of any age can enter and
view the entire application, as well as freely navigate throughout all the selections

without the need to create an account or pass any form of authorization.

The ability to view a majority of the sportsbook without an account further
increased the risk of exposure to youth, as there is a lack of barriers preventing this
exposure. Although you do need to scan a photo of your ID to place a bet on DraftKings,
kids can still open and explore the application without any verification measures to
ensure they are of legal age. This issue has also been noted in the realm of social media
where underage youth can easily bypass verification by self-reporting a false age to view
all forms of media (Therapeutic Partners, 2024). This contrasts with real life casinos
where at most properties, anyone underage is not allowed inside the casino or sportsbook.
In a traditional casino setting, identification is required at the door, not when you're
placing a bet. This truly differentiates online gambling from in-person gambling as
anyone of any age can technically access and view these online gambling platforms, yet
they cannot freely walk into most casinos and just explore. Social media and gambling
platforms and their regulators should focus more on the issue of youth engagement on
these platforms, and create stronger regulations and safeguards to prevent youth
engagement with these apps. With this in mind, one of the policy implications of this
work involves the need to implement state and federal guidelines and restrictions on
online sports books. These efforts should particularly focus on addressing youth exposure
to online sports books (including through advertising and the prevalence of betting lines
throughout sports media), the rates of gambling and problem gambling, and the resources

needed for those experiencing gambling addiction in this sports betting landscape.
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There is a need for guidelines and regulations regarding how users find avenues to
opt out of the app or seek help for their addiction to the platform. States that have allowed
gambling should monitor these dynamics to truly understand how the legalization of
sports betting has potentially reshaped the issue of problem gambling. With most of the
sports betting regulation concerned with how to best handle the roll out of legalization, it
appears there is a lack of policy discussion considering how the unique addictive features
nested in modern gambling. Additionally, at a federal level there should be safeguards
implemented to warn users of the threats of gambling online gambling and gambling
more generally. As has been done with cigarette packaging, there should be a warning

system of outlining the risks of problem gambling.

Additionally, this thesis calls into question the legitimacy of sports betting
platforms, and questions if any of these operation tactics should even be legal. Now that
we recognize that they use techniques that may compound problem gambling, states
weighing the decision of legalizing online sports books should recognize that these
platforms may carry severe consequences for users including but not limited to addictive
or problem gambling. Without deeper examination of these issues, these platforms will
continue to grow in size and share of the media environment and implement additional

addictive design elements, further contributing to the issue of problem gambling.

Future research

The investigation of this research topic has identified and invites various
significant themes worthy of further explorations. Future research should explore how
individuals engage with this platform, identifying how these architectural features shape

use, as well as identifying signs of early problem gambling behaviors. This could include
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interview based or experimental studies, surrounding real world applications of these
structures. Other platforms should also be studied, particularly those which have
harnessed the social media dimensions of online gambling. Additional questions should
be investigated around how young gamblers are accessing these tools and are sports
betting at younger ages, as well as how early exposure to gambling apps shape future
gambling and problem gambling behaviors. Future research should also investigate how
socialmediafication is affecting other platforms, as these structures and architectures
could be used and replicate or create new forms of user engagement. Lastly, although
online sports betting companies do not make any of their data available to the public or
for research purposes, it would be beneficial to gather and analyze user data from
companies like DraftKings to identify problem gambling patterns and in turn, formulate
corresponding prevention interventions. Furthermore, these companies should reconsider
this stance and facilitate the hand off of this data or, alternatively, policy makers should
target this data to understand the scope of problem gambling in this context, and mobilize
support to those who have developed problem gambling behaviors through these

platforms.
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