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Executive summary 

Context and rationale

Digital wellbeing and online gambling are currently at the forefront 
of many discussions internationally. Our need to rely on digital 
technology throughout the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted 
both the positive as well as negative outcomes of spending 
extensive time online. Concurrently, limitations on and closures of 
land-based gambling venues as well as some governments’ desires 
to offset the financial repercussions of the pandemic have led 
or fast tracked both the gambling industry and policy makers to 
considerably expand online gambling across many jurisdictions. 
The interconnections between these areas, however, have received 
limited attention.

Purpose and approach

Our previous piece of work on purposeful collaboration for 
supporting the digital wellbeing of young people outlined key 
areas of need at this nexus between digital wellbeing and online 
gambling, some of which include a shared definition of digital 
wellbeing, the inclusion of online gambling in this definition, and 
holistic digital wellbeing initiatives that include online gambling. 
In order to begin to address these important gaps, the current 
piece of work considers the following question:  How does online 
gambling relate to digital wellbeing? 

It is our hope that this report will spur collaboration across digital 
entertainment sectors, provide knowledge for shaping goals and 
initiatives, and generate practical next steps for stakeholders 
working in digital wellbeing and online gambling spaces.

This report uses research literature and results from an online survey in Canada, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom to begin to identify the conceptual and empirical links between digital wellbeing and online gambling. 
It outlines a definition of digital wellbeing that includes online gambling, provides the only population-level look at 
digital wellbeing in these three countries, and offers the first examination of how online gambling is associated with 
digital wellbeing.
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Key insights

1. Digital wellbeing is defined as a personal experience
of both the positive and negative impacts of spending
time in various online spaces. It is fostered by personal
factors, like digital literacy and resilience, and design
factors, like positive design approaches that meet
psychological needs.

2. Online gambling can be understood within digital
wellbeing as a form of design for pleasure that meets
psychological needs similar to those captured within
digital wellbeing.

3. Digital wellbeing is lower among certain groups and
those with certain beliefs and behaviours.

4. Online gambling harms and problems are higher among
certain groups and those with certain behaviours and beliefs.

5. Importantly, online gambling is associated with digital 
wellbeing. Those who gamble online, have psychological needs
met by their play, have more risky online gambling beliefs and
behaviours, and experience gambling harms or problems have lower
levels of digital wellbeing.

The conceptual and empirical links between digital wellbeing 
and online gambling identified in the current study warrant the 
development of digital wellbeing collaborations and initiatives that 
include online gambling stakeholders and goals to allow for a more 
holistic understanding of and focus on the risks, benefits, and overall 
impacts of online spaces, including the psychological needs being 
met.

• Playing any games
• Playing frequently, particularly daily
• Longer session lengths
• Higher number of accounts
• Higher monthly spend
• Higher fulfillment of online gam-

bling psychological needs
• Lower safer gambling beliefs and 

behaviours

• 18-24 year olds
• Men

High Online Gambling Harms & 
Problems Groups

High Online Gambling Harms & 
Problems Beliefs & 
Behaviours

• Being online for less than an 
hour or more than 5 hours 
a day

• Lower digital confidence
• Lower digital wellbeing beliefs
• Lower digital wellbeing 

behaviours
• More frequent use of 

information resources, time 
management features, 
pause features, and blocking 
features

• 18-24 year olds
• Those of Asian and other non-

White backgrounds 
• Those with high school edu-

cations
• Full time students
• Those in the lowest income 

bracket
• Those who are single

Lower Digital Wellbeing 
Groups

Lower Digital Wellbeing 
Beliefs & Behaviours
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Industry

Cultivate a culture of 
responsibility where the 
wellbeing of those  
using their platforms is a 
priority within all digital 
entertainment industries, to 
address the results for low 
digital wellbeing and online 
gambling harms and problems

Complement and confirm  
general population online survey 
results with industry data

Prioritize design for 
pleasure features in digital 
entertainment platforms 
including online gambling, 
such as limiting unnecessary 
data collection, implementing 
user feedback features, and 
allowing customization (i.e. 
turn off push notifications, 
setting daily screen timers)

Collaboration 

Use the outlined definition of 
digital wellbeing, that includes 
online gambling as a form of 
design for pleasure and digital 
entertainment, to develop a 
shared understanding of the 
problem and ways to address it

Use results on digital wellbeing 
and online gambling from 
the online survey to inform 
collaboration goals, to target 
the areas of greatest need

Use the measures of digital 
wellbeing and online gambling 
harm and baseline data for 
assessing progress against goals 
and evaluation of short and long 
term impacts of initiatives

Include various stakeholders, in 
particular those from the online 
gambling field, in collaborations 
to determine the best person-  
and design-led approaches for 
supporting digital wellbeing

Engage in international 
collaborations that address 
the identified similarities 
and differences in digital 
wellbeing and online 
gambling across countries

Next stepsImplications and 
next steps

While this report takes important initial 
strides in outlining the conceptual 
justifications for and empirical evidence 
supporting the link between online 
gambling and digital wellbeing, future 
research is needed to confirm and expand 
on these findings. Further, strategic work 
is required to include gambling within the 
understanding of digital entertainment 
and initiatives to support digital wellbeing. 
The insights from this report are being 
taken forward in a series of roundtable 
discussions and a piece of independent 
research being conducted by RG Plus 
to examine how technology can be used 
to provide information and support to 
gamblers across the player spectrum, 
from low to high involvement and risk. 

The following next steps can 
guide practical actions for building 
collaborations and creating initiatives 
for supporting digital wellbeing, with the 
inclusion of online gambling spaces.
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Next steps

By implementing the key insights for 
digital wellbeing and online gambling 
and directing next steps to addressing 
the needs around collaboration, industry 
roles, education and safeguards, 
regulation, and research noted above, 
stakeholders will be well equipped to 
develop meaningful and holistic initiatives 
for supporting digital wellbeing across 
online spaces, including online gambling.

Research

Examine the impact of mental 
health on digital wellbeing 
and vice versa to further 
our understanding of the 
foundations of these outcomes, 
as the links between them 
are largely unexamined

Confirm and expand on online 
survey results with additional 
follow up research on similar  
and expanded topics

Education & Safeguards

Develop holistic education 
programs across digital 
entertainment spaces 
that are focused on:

• 18-24 year olds
• Level of involvement
• Building digital literacy and 

resilience
• Increasing positive beliefs and 

behaviours

Create tailored safeguards 
and tools that are relevant 
across spaces targeting:

• 18-24 year olds
• Level of involvement
• Supporting positive beliefs and 

behaviours
• Positive design features

Regulation 

Support the development 
and implementation of broad 
industry safeguards through 
evidence-based regulation 
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Foreword

Digital wellbeing and online gambling are currently at the 
forefront of many discussions internationally. Our need to rely 
on digital technology throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and 
its related social restrictions has highlighted both the positive – 
community building, information sharing, reduced loneliness – as 
well as negative – excessive use, compulsive information seeking 
– outcomes of spending extensive time online. Concurrently, 
limitations on and closures of land-based gambling venues as 
well as some governments’ – like some US states and jurisdictions 
in Latin America – desires to offset the financial repercussions of 
the pandemic have led or fast tracked both the gambling industry 
and policy makers to considerably expand online gambling 
across many jurisdictions. The interconnections between these 
areas, however, have received limited attention.

Our previous piece of work on purposeful collaboration for 
supporting the digital wellbeing of young people outlined key 
areas of need at this nexus between digital wellbeing and online 
gambling, some of which include a shared definition of digital 
wellbeing, the inclusion of online gambling in this definition, and 
holistic digital wellbeing initiatives that include online gambling. 
In order to begin to address these important gaps, the current 
piece of work considers the following question: How does online 
gambling relate to digital wellbeing?

This report uses research literature  
and results from an online survey in 
Canada, the United States, and the 
United Kingdom to begin to identify 
the conceptual and empirical links 
between digital wellbeing and online 
gambling. It outlines a definition 
of digital wellbeing that includes 
online gambling, provides the only 
population-level look at digital 
wellbeing in these three countries, and 
offers the first examination of how 
online gambling is associated with 
digital wellbeing.
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It is our hope that this report will spur collaboration 
across digital entertainment sectors, provide 
knowledge for shaping goals and initiatives, and 
generate practical next steps for stakeholders 
working in digital wellbeing and online gambling 
spaces.

Finally, we would like to thank all online survey 
participants for sharing their information and 
experiences, and Playtech plc for their support.

Dr. Sasha Stark 
Senior Researcher, RG Plus  

The Responsible Gambling Council (RGC) is a 
non-profit organization dedicated to promoting 
safer gambling by influencing positive change 
and advancing responsible gambling standards 
in Canada and around the world. For over 35 
years, RGC has worked with regulators, operators, 
and the gambling public to ensure that gambling 
safeguards are in place to support the wellbeing 
of people and communities. RG Plus, a division 
of RGC, offers strategic consultation services 
across all lines of business from online betting 
and gambling to land-based operations. RG 
Plus guides operators and regulators towards 
a sustainable business model by evaluating the 
impact of programs; benchmarking responsible 
gambling initiatives; contributing evidence to 
strategy development; offering cutting edge 
responsible gambling turnkey training solutions; 
and undertaking independent research and public 
health consultations.

C
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Digital Entertainment Stakeholders’ 
Working Definition of Digital Wellbeing

What is digital wellbeing?

 “Digital wellbeing is a subjective individual 

experience of optimal balance between the benefits 

and drawbacks obtained from mobile connectivity. 

This experiential state is comprised of affective and 

cognitive appraisals of the integration of digital 

connectivity into ordinary life. People achieve digital 

wellbeing when experiencing maximal controlled 

pleasure and functional support, together with 

minimal loss of control and functional 

impairment.” (Vanden Abeele, 2020: 13)

Digital wellbeing is the balance between time 
spent online and offline and the maximization of 
positive and reduction of negative uses of digital 
tools and spaces that lead to an overall positive 
impact for the person and those around them.

At first glance, the term digital wellbeing seems intuitive – it’s about our 
welfare in relation to technology, or more specifically online spaces. But in 
speaking with stakeholders in digital entertainment and wellbeing fields 
(Stark, 2021), we learn that a shared definition of digital wellbeing is 
lacking. Defining terms like digital wellbeing is important because it allows 
us to take steps to support it. To build collaborations and creative initiatives 
to foster digital wellbeing, we need to know what we are striving for, which 
can provide insights on how to get there. When evaluating the impact of our 
efforts, we also need to be able to measure progress towards that goal. 

Conceptual discussions of what terms mean are frequently occurring in the 
research literature, where the foundations of terms and their associations 
with other concepts are considered. Luckily, some work has begun to outline 
a conceptualization of digital wellbeing. Surprisingly though, the concept 
has only very recently received research attention.

Academic Definition of 
Digital Wellbeing
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The academic literature tells us 
that, broadly, digital wellbeing 
is “the effects of carrying out 
activities and tasks online  
on a person’s wellbeing”  
(Dowthwaite et al., 2020:  
22). More specifically, digital 
wellbeing is “a subjective 
individual experience of optimal 
balance between the benefits 
and drawbacks obtained 
from mobile connectivity” 
(Vanden Abeele, 2020: 13). So 
digital wellbeing is a personal 
experience of both the positive 
and negative impacts of 
spending time  
in various online spaces.

People achieve digital wellbeing 
when they maintain their 
self-control and when digital 
technologies are  
used optimally, to maximize 
positive and minimize negative 
experiences (Gander et al., 
2016; Greyson et al., 2014; 
Spenhoff et al., 2013). 

Now that we have a better understanding of what we mean by the term, we will 
unpack in more detail where digital wellbeing comes from: how technology leads to 
digital wellbeing and the benefits and drawbacks that are encompassed by it. These 
considerations are important for creating impactful initiatives that aim to support digital 
wellbeing. 

Digital wellbeing is the product of both the person & 
design features

Although digital wellbeing is experienced on a personal level, it is the result of both the 
person’s actions and abilities as well as the design of the online spaces with which they 
interact (Cecchinato et. al, 2019). At the person level, digital wellbeing can be influenced 
by one’s digital literacy and digital resilience (Renyolds & Parker, 2018; Vissenberg & 
d’Haenens, 2019). Digital literacy – the ability to navigate and stay safe online – allows 
the person to gain competence in online spaces (Dowthwaite et al., 2020). Digital 
resilience – the ability to deal with negative experiences online – can help the person to 
recover from harm and protect themselves from future harm (Alutaybi et al., 2020). 

The design of online spaces also has important effects for those who use them. Positive 
design refers to designers’ conscious efforts to embed features, tools, and information 
that support positive user impacts (Calvo & Peters, 2017). For example, Google’s Digital 
Wellbeing features and Apple iOS’s Screen Time are designed to allow people to control 
the time spent on their device, like setting limits or completely blocking access to certain 
applications and websites. Studies show that these features allow people to regulate their 
online behaviours in a proactive way (Saariketo, 2019; Rooksby et al., 2016).
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When these basic psychological needs are met  
online, people can achieve high levels of pleasure and satisfaction 
in their digital experiences (Peters et al., 2018). Each of the 
psychological needs can be met by various design features. 
Autonomy can be fostered by digital technologies that are 
interactive, are able to be personalized, and provide an appearance 
of choice  (Peng et al., 2012; Velez et al., 2018). Competency can be 
increased by setting attainable goals and manageable challenges, 
features that allow as sense of accomplishment and positive 
feedback (i.e., digital achievements), and opportunities for learning 
(i.e., tutorials or guides on how to use the platform; Klapperich et al., 
2019; Peters et al., 2018; Rigby & Ryan, 2011). Lastly, relatedness 
can be encouraged through cooperative features in video gaming 
(i.e. online matchmaking, party chats; Velez et al., 2018) and direct 
forms of communication between two people or small groups on 
social media (i.e. wall posts, group chats; Burke et al., 2010; Sutcliffe 
et al., 2018). 

Digital technology can support digital 
wellbeing by fostering autonomy, 
competence, & relatedness
How can design influence digital wellbeing? By creating online 
spaces that meet people’s psychological needs (Abeele et al., 
2018; Burke et al., 2010; Creswick et al., 2019; Dowthwaite et 
al., 2020; Duplaga & Szulc, 2019; Hill et al., 2015; Sutcliffe et al., 
2018). The definition of digital wellbeing outlined above applies 
existing psychological concepts of wellbeing – for human to human 
interactions – to digital technologies – so human to computer 
interactions (Dowthwaite et al., 2020; Peters et al., 2018). Most 
often Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is used (Ryan & Deci, 2000), 
which identifies three basic psychological needs that are essential 
to a person’s psychological wellbeing – neglecting them can lead 
to anxiety, distress, and low self-esteem (Peters et al., 2018; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). These basic psychological needs are:

Autonomy: The perception of being the cause of one’s own 

actions. Wellbeing is threatened when one perceives external 

forces are shaping one’s actions (Hassenzhal et al., 2013).

Competence: The feelings of capability and mastery 

over actions, as compared to feelings of incompetence or 

ineffectiveness (Hassenzhal et al., 2013; Shove et al., 2012).

Relatedness: A general feeling of connection to others and 

a sense of belonging, compared to feelings of isolation and 

loneliness (Lin, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2000).



Digital Wellbeing &
Online Gambling

03

16 

 01 Executive summary

02 Foreword

03 What is digital wellbeing?

04  How does online gambling fit into 
digital wellbeing?

05  What does digital wellbeing look 
like in Canada, the US & the UK?

06  What does online gambling look 
like in Canada, the US & the UK?

07  How is online gambling 
associated with digital wellbeing?

08  Key considerations 
and next steps

09 Methodology

10 Acknowledgements

11 Detailed Results

12 References

Digital technology has positive as well 
as negative impacts on wellbeing

A unique and critical feature of digital wellbeing is that it considers 
both the benefits and drawbacks of time spent online. Most 
research focus to date has been on the negative impacts, as digital 
technology is often framed as inherently dangerous (Orben, 2020). 
Notable drawbacks include scams, privacy invasion, exposure to 
distressing and disturbing imagery, the development of the fear of 
missing out, reductions in autonomy, cyberbullying/harassment, 
excessive use, depression, low self-esteem, and anxiety (Alutaybi 
et al., 2020; Alter, 2017; Dhir et al., 2018; Giraldo-Luque et al., 
2020; Houghton et al., 2020; Lin et al., 2016; Primack et al., 2017; 
Rozgonjuk et al., 2020; Vanden Abeele et al., 2018; Vissenberg 
& d’Haenes, 2020; White et al., 2017). During the COVID-19 
pandemic, studies have also reported increased levels of digital 
procrastination and compulsive information seeking (Elhai et al., 
2020; Sun et al., 2020).

In the last few years, there has been a push to reframe digital 
technology as a net positive for wellbeing and day to day 
functioning (Granic et al., 2020). For example, complete removal 
of digital technologies would likely cause social isolation, loss of 
employment, or inability to access critical resources (Cecchinato 
et al., 2019). Notable benefits include access to information, 
ability to connect socially with others, building personal identities, 
professional collaboration, streamlined education, entertainment, 
reduced loneliness, and lower suicidal ideation (Bers, 2012; 
Duplaga & Szulc, 2019; Finlay-Jones et al., 2020; Hill et al., 2015; 
Lewis & Seko, 2015; Widdicks, 2020). Studies during COVID-19 

have contributing to this positive reframing of digital technologies, 
finding that their use allowed for the maintenance of relationships, 
reduced loneliness, and the use of digital entertainment as a coping 
mechanism (Boursier et al., 2020; Cauberghe et al., 2020; Granic et 
al., 2020; Orben, 2020; Zhu, 2020).

Links between Psychological Needs, Design 
Features, & Wellbeing

Consideration of the positive impacts does not ignore or diminish the 
harms that digital technologies can cause. Instead, it provides a more 
balanced view that acknowledges how online spaces can provide 
positive outcomes when safely used and offers a more comprehensive 
set of outcomes for targeting digital wellbeing initiatives. 

Attainable goals and manageable challenges 

Sense of accomplishment and positive feedback 

Learning opportunities

Interactive

Personalizable 

Appearance of choice

Cooperative features (i.e matchmaking, party chats) 

Direct forms of communication (i.e wall posts, group 

chats)

Autonomy

Competency

Reduced anxiety, 

depression, and

isolation/loneliness

Wellbeing

Relatedness
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Pulling it all together: outlining a 
shared definition of digital wellbeing

We know from the academic literature that digital wellbeing 
can be conceptualized as “a subjective individual experience of 
optimal balance between the benefits and drawbacks obtained 
from mobile connectivity” (Vanden Abeele, 2020: 13). 

The conceptualization of digital wellbeing in the literature – how 
it’s defined, where it comes from, what its key outcomes are – 
confirms and builds on the key features of digital wellbeing that 
were described by stakeholders in our previous work around 
collaboration for supporting the digital wellbeing of young people 
(Stark, 2021). (The italics in the list below denote what is specified 
or added by the literature).

From these various sources, we know that digital wellbeing is:

•  A person-level concept,

•  Heterogeneous, being experienced differently by each person,

• A balance between time spent online and offline – in the context 
of controlled use,

• The result of person and design features,

• Supported by industry and government – specifically through the 
use of positive design approaches and features,

• The result of awareness and mitigation of risks in online spaces – 
in particular digital resilience and literacy,

• Supported through the satisfaction of three psychological needs by 
digital technologies – autonomy, competence, and relatedness,

• The maximization of positive – e.g. social connectedness, access 
to resources, entertainment – and reduction of negative uses – e.g. 
cyberbullying, excessive use, compulsive information seeking, and

• A net positive impact on the person and those around them –with 
the focused placed on the person themselves.

Equipped with this fulsome understanding of what digital wellbeing 
is and the processes that support it (see figure below), we can more 
effectively design and evaluate initiatives to foster it. We are also well 
positioned to continue pursuing the goal of considering how digital 
wellbeing relates to online gambling in the following sections.

Positive & Negative Impacts of Spending Time 
Online

Social connectedness

Entertainment

Access to resources (i.e. information, 

education, employment) 

Personal identity building

Professional collaboration

Reduced lonliness

Reduced suicidal ideation

Scams/privacy invasion

Exposure to distressing imagery

Fear of missing out

Reduced autonomy

Cyberbullying/harrassment

Excessive use

Depression

Low self-esteem

Anxiety

Digital procrastination

Compulsive information seeking
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Processes that Support the Development of Digital Wellbeing

Personal
Characteristics
Digita l Resilienc e

Digita l Literacy

Design
Characteristics
Positive Design

Psychological Needs

Drawbacks

Autonomy Competence Relatedness

Digital Wellbeing
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How does online gambling fit into digital 
wellbeing?

As shown in the previous section, digital wellbeing is about the 
positive and negative impacts experienced by the person across 
online spaces. To provide a full assessment of digital wellbeing, it is 
necessary to examine the impacts of all online spaces. Most often, 
digital wellbeing work focuses on areas like social media and video 
gaming (Cauberghe et al., 2020; Zhu, 2020). Of unique interest is 
the consideration of online gambling. As discussed in Section 6, a 
sizeable percentage of people participate in online gambling, so 
including online gambling in examinations of digital wellbeing 
is necessary for a holistic approach. Further, online gambling 
includes unique features compared to many other online activities 
– like chance based outcomes and financial loss– that may have 
distinct impacts for digital wellbeing.

To date, few studies of and initiatives targeting digital wellbeing 
have included online gambling. Gambling is often framed as an 
inherently harmful activity (Parke et al., 2019), which contributes to 
gambling being left out of discussions of digital entertainment. As 
a result, online gambling is also absent in examinations of digital 
wellbeing. Below, the reasons for including online gambling in 
approaches for digital wellbeing are summarized and a way to 
move the field in this direction is outlined.
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Online gambling aligns with other online 
behaviours & provides opportunities 
for supporting digital wellbeing

As outlined in our previous work on collaboration for supporting 
the digital wellbeing of young people, there are several reasons to 
include online gambling in considerations of digital wellbeing, as 
well as benefits of doing so (Stark, 2021). Stakeholders in digital 
entertainment and wellbeing fields indicated that online gambling 
should be incorporated into understandings of digital wellbeing 
because: 

• Online gambling is intertwined with other digital spaces, 
like social media (i.e. accounts focused on reporting betting 
behaviours,influencers) and gaming (i.e. gambling features),

• Like other online behaviours, gambling has both positive (among
those of legal age, i.e. socializing) and negative impacts (i.e.
financial and personal difficulties) that should be fully understood,

• Like for other digital behaviours, people need to know when they

are at risk of harm from online gambling and how to get after 
support and,

• Problematic online gambling behaviours can be a cause of poor 
mental health and wellbeing as well as one of many presenting 
symptoms of underlying mental health difficulties.

By including online gambling alongside other online behaviours, 
we can develop support for the behaviours, risks, and harms that 
are present across online spaces. Online gambling also provides an 
(additional) opportunity to promote digital wellbeing to those who 
spend time online. 
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Online gambling as a form of design for pleasure

We can begin to bring online gambling into considerations of 
digital wellbeing by framing it as design for pleasure. The positive 
design framework (Desmet & Pohlmeyer, 2013) mentioned 
in Section 3 outlines three cornerstones for positive design, 
each of which fosters subjective wellbeing: design for personal 
significance, design for virtue, and design for pleasure. Design for 
personal significance is focused on supporting the achievement 
of goals and aspirations (Desmet & Pohlmeyer. 2013), like 
wellness and teaching apps designed to produce a sustained skill 
or behaviour (Peters et al., 2020). Design for virtue focuses on 
promoting an “ideal mode of behaviour” (Desmet & Pohlmeyer, 
2013), like the development of wisdom or knowledge through the 
access to large amounts of information provided by the internet. 

Most importantly here, design for pleasure focuses on creating 
positive feelings like “being relaxed, having fun, being free of problems” (Desmet & Pohlmeyer, 2013: 8) or reducing negative ones like 
pain, discomfort, or sadness. Design for pleasure can support wellbeing through the creation of frequent, momentary pleasurable 
experiences, which can lead to sustained feelings of accomplishment and happiness (Hassenzahl et al., 2013). The instant psychological 
gratification offered by design for pleasure has been examined for a variety of online spaces, such as social media, online gaming, and 
a variety of other forms of digital entertainment (Burr et al., 2020; Sutcliffe et al., 2018; Tamborini et al., 2011; Zhu, 2020).  

Online gambling can be understood as form of design for pleasure as it is a product designed to create positive feelings like excitement. 
Through these positive feelings, leisure activities like gambling can have a beneficial effect on health and wellbeing (Newman et al., 
2014). Several benefits of gambling have been identified, including the development of social connections (Basham & Luik, 2011; 
Hilbrecht & Mock, 2019); inducing positive emotions such as joy, happiness, and accomplishment (Collins & Lapsley, 2003; Delfabbro et 
al., 2020); and improving pattern recognition as well as memory (Winstone, 2002). In some cases, benefits are more often reported by 
those who are also experiencing severe harms from their gambling (Delfabbro et al., 2020).
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Detachment 
• Relax
• Escape
• Release stress

Excitement 
• Take risks
• Test luck
• Show courage

Mastery 
• Test abilities
• Stimulation
• Decision making
• Learning

Affiliation 
• Socializing
• Meeting people

Self-affirmation 
• Self image
• Self esteem

Gambling can meet psychological needs

As outlined in Section 3, digital wellbeing is supported by design features that fulfil 
three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. A further 
justification for including online gambling in the understanding of digital wellbeing 
is that gambling has also been found to meet psychological needs. In fact, leisure 
activities like gambling can meet specific psychological needs (i.e., immediate 
gratification) that may not be met through other non-leisure activities (Chick & 
Hood, 1996). Recent research has found that online gambling meets some type of 
psychological need for over half of players (Parke et al., 2019). More specifically, 
participants report having the following five basic psychological needs satisfied by 
their gambling: detachment, excitement, mastery, affiliation, and self-affirmation. 
In Section 6, we examine how these psychological needs are met among adults who 
gamble online in Canada, the US, and the UK.

Psychological Needs Fulfilled 
by Gambling in Parke et al. 
2019
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This section has provided an outline of both the benefits of including online gambling in the understanding 
of digital wellbeing as well as an approach for doing so (see figure below). Situating online gambling within 
the design for pleasure model can facilitate viewing this online leisure activity alongside other forms of digital 
entertainment. The understanding of online gambling as a form of digital entertainment can then support its 
inclusion in examinations of digital wellbeing. Including online gambling in approaches for digital wellbeing will 
allow for a more holistic understanding of the risks, benefits, and overall impacts of online spaces, including the 
psychological needs being met. Online gambling also provides another avenue for promoting digital wellbeing 
and a focus on design for pleasure can encourage designers of online gambling spaces to consider positive 
design features that can better promote digital wellbeing among players.

A Framework for Including Online Gambling in Digital Wellbeing

Online Gambling 
Understood as 
Contributor to Digital 
Wellbeing

Online Gambling 
Framed as Design 
for Pleasure

Negative Framing of  
Online Gambling 
Reduced 

Online Gambling 
Considered   Digital 
Entertainmen

Design for Pleasur e 
Features Used to 
Support Wellbein g in 
Gambling  Spaces

Additiona l 
Opportunities to 
Promote Digital 
Wellbein g

Approach

t
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With the definition of digital wellbeing itself being so new, we have 
limited knowledge of what digital wellbeing looks like out in the 
world: what level of digital wellbeing is there, what types of people 
have low or high levels, what types of beliefs and behaviours are 
associated with it. With a definition in place, scholars have recently 
begun to develop ways to measure digital wellbeing (Peters et al., 
2018; Dowthwaite et al., 2020). These tools, though, haven’t been 
widely used across broad populations, including Canada, the US, 
and the UK. 

To start to create an empirical picture of digital wellbeing, we use a 
newly developed measure to examine how digital wellbeing differs 
across countries, demographic groups, and digital wellbeing 
beliefs and behaviours using an online survey of over 6,000 people 
in Canada, the US, and the UK (see Section 9 for detailed methods). 
These results bring to life the concepts from the literature discussed 
in Sections 3 and 4 and provide a critical first look at digital 
wellbeing for informing ways forward in supporting it.

When online, people are most often finding information (67.9%), 
socializing (56.4%), or watching videos or playing games (51.1%). 
Overall, people tend to report engaging in the various online 
activities at a moderately frequent level (19.34 on a scale of 6-30). 
Canada scores lower on online activity levels (18.47) than the US 
(19.75) and the UK (19.80; see Section 11 for more details on online 
activity). 

On average, people tend to have a moderate to high level of 
confidence in their ability to navigate and stay safe online (3.64 
on scale of 1-5). Digital confidence, a concept similar to digital 
literacy mentioned in Section 3, is higher in the US (3.72) and lower 
in Canada (3.53; UK – 3.68).

Online behaviours & digital 
confidence are moderately high
Results show that people spend a considerable part of their 
day online. Almost a third typically spend 3-4 hours a day online 
(32.4%), with another 1 in 5 spending 5-6 hours (21.1%). 

Canadians are more likely to spend 2 hours or less online 
and Americans are more likely to spend 7 hours or more.

What does digital wellbeing look like in Canada, 
the US & the UK?

Time Online

Online Activity

Digital Confidence

• Moderate to high

• Moderate

• 67.9% finding information

• 56.4% socializing

• 51.1% watching videos/playing games

•  32.4% 3-4 hours a day
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In addition to digital confidence, we examined two other personal 
factors that may influence digital wellbeing: 1) digital wellbeing 
beliefs and 2) digital wellbeing behaviours.

We find that overall people tend to have high (positive) digital 
wellbeing beliefs (5.26 on a scale of 1-7; see Section 11 for more 
details on digital wellbeing beliefs). Beliefs are generally higher 
in Canada (5.41) and lower in the UK (5.15; US – 5.21). The two 
least strongly supported beliefs are not being online longer than 
planned and setting limits on the amount of time spent online.

Overall people tend to report moderate levels of digital wellbeing 
behaviours (4.80 on a scale of 1-7; see Section 11 for more details 
on digital wellbeing behaviours). Behaviours are generally higher 
in the US (5.00) and lower in the UK (4.62; Canada – 4.79). The 
behaviour most frequently engaged in is feeling in control of 
online behaviours.

Alongside these personal factors, we examined use of some 
positive design features that are available to support people in 
navigating online spaces (as discussed in Section 3). Overall, 
resources use is low. The most frequently used online resources 
are notification customization features (26.8%) and blocking 
features (23.2%; see Section 11 for more details on use of online 
resources). Use of all resources was higher in the US.

Digital wellbeing behaviours are actions taken while 
spending time online:

• Feeling in control of online behaviours,

• Setting limits on time, and

• Not spending more time than planned.

Digital wellbeing beliefs are thoughts about how to 
spend time online:

• Not being online longer than planned,

• Setting time limits,

• Not being online at expense of other obligations,

• Not having negative impact on private life, and

• Using the internet to a personally appropriate extent.

Wellbeing beliefs are high, behaviours 
are moderate, & resource use is low

Digital Wellbeing Beliefs

Digital Wellbeing Behaviours

Use of Online Resources

• High

• Popular beliefs: no negative impacts on personal
life and personally appropriate use level

• Moderate

• Popular behaviours: feeling in control of online
behaviours

• Low

• Popular resources: custom notification and
blocking features
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To identify groups that may be at most risk for low digital 
wellbeing, we looked at each of the four measures by demographic 
factors. We also looked at how the measures of digital wellbeing 
vary by wellbeing beliefs and behaviours to identify thoughts 
and actions that are linked with higher chances for low digital 
wellbeing (see Section 11 for more details on high risk groups, 
beliefs, and behaviours). We identified several background, belief, 
and behavioural factors that are associated with low levels across 
multiple measures of digital wellbeing, as outlined in the table below.

Digital wellbeing is low & lower for 
certain groups, beliefs & behaviours

As outlined in Section 3, digital wellbeing is the result of 
satisfying three psychological needs: relatedness, autonomy, 
and competence. We find that each of these needs are being 
satisfied, although at a low level (≈ 1 on a scale from -4 to 4). 
Autonomy has the highest level of satisfaction (1.81), relatedness 
has the lowest (.84), and competence falls in between (1.16). 
Relatedness and competence are higher in the US (.98 and 1.22, 
Autonomy – 1.80), while autonomy is higher in the UK (1.88, 
Relatedness - .79, Competence –1.12). (Scores for Canada: 
Relatedness - .75, Autonomy – 1.73, Competence – 1.14) 

We also saw in Sections 3 and 4 that psychological needs are met 
through momentary positive emotions, which is why emotional 
wellbeing is assessed alongside the psychological needs in 
examining digital wellbeing. Findings show a low level of positive 
feelings (8.67 on a scale from -28 to 28). Emotion wellbeing is 
higher in the US (9.98) and lower in Canada (7.40; UK – 6.92).

In terms of overall satisfaction with time online, the majority of 
people are satisfied with how things have gone online (77.0%) 
and feel that the things they’ve done online have been meaningful 
(63.4%). Both are higher in the US (82.9% and 70.5%) and lower in 
Canada (69.0% and 57.6%; UK – 79.1% and 62.0%).

Relatedness

• Low

Autonomy

• Low

Competence

• Low

Emotional Wellbeing

• Low

• Being online for less than an 
hour or more than 5 hours a day

• Lower digital confidence
• Lower digital wellbeing beliefs
• Lower digital wellbeing behav-

iours
• More frequent use of informa-

tion resources, time manage-
ment features, pause features, 
and blocking features

• 18-24 year olds
• Those of Asian and other non-

White backgrounds 
• Those with high school educa-

tions
• Full time students
• Those in the lowest income 

bracket
• Those who are single

High Risk Groups High Risk Beliefs & 
Behaviours
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This first population-level look at digital wellbeing in Canada, the US, and the UK finds that time spent and engagement in various 
online activities is moderate and there is a high level of confidence in navigating and staying safe online. Canadians report lower 
levels across all of these items, with Americans showing higher rates of time online and digital confidence.

Levels of digital wellbeing beliefs and behaviours are moderate to high and use of online resources is low. Americans report higher 
levels of behaviours and resources use, but lower levels of beliefs. Beliefs are higher in Canada and behaviours lower in the UK.

Across all four measures, digital wellbeing is low. Relatedness, competence, and emotional wellbeing are higher in the US, while 
autonomy is higher in the UK.

In addition to illustrating the personal factors, design features, and psychological needs that make up digital wellbeing, 
these results begin to outline key groups – young adults, full time students, those of non-White backgrounds, with high school 
educations, in the lowest income bracket, who are single – as well as beliefs and behaviours – low or moderate time spent online, 
more frequent use of online resources, and lower levels of digital confidence and digital wellbeing beliefs and behaviours – that 
can be targeted through initiatives and programs for supporting digital wellbeing.
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Our existing knowledge of what online gambling looks like is more 

advanced than our understanding of what digital wellbeing looks like. 

However, to begin to consider how online gambling relates to digital 

wellbeing, it is useful to have a parallel picture of online gambling – one 

that considers comparable factors among the same group of people: 

what level of online gambling is there, what types of people have low 

or high levels of harm from participating, what types of beliefs and 

behaviours are associated with different levels of impact.  Also, like 

for digital wellbeing, new measures have been developed recently for 

gambling that are useful to consider in our population-level examination 

of digital wellbeing, namely for the psychological needs met by gambling 

(Parke et al., 2019).

To provide this complementary picture of online gambling, we examine 

how online gambling harm and problems differ across countries, 

demographic groups, and online gambling psychological needs, 

beliefs, and behaviours in our sample of 6,000 people in Canada, the 

US, and the UK. These results will be useful for identifying ways forward 

in supporting safer online gambling specifically and digital wellbeing 

broadly. 

Online gambling participation & level of play is moderate 

Our results show that over half of people (51.0%) have gambled online 

in the past year, with rates higher in the UK (62.0%) and lower in Canada 

(43.8%; US – 47.3%). The most widely played online games are lottery 

tickets (25.5%), scratch tickets (19.5%), and betting on live sports on sports 

betting websites (15.7%; see Section 11 for more details on game types).

The majority of games are more popular in the US, though scratch and 

draw lottery, live sports betting, electronic gaming machines, and horse or 

dog races are higher in the UK. All games are played the least in Canada, 

except raffles where Canada has the highest participation.

In terms of gambling frequency, roughly a third of online gamblers play 

between 1 and 6 days a week (37.3%) and less than once a month (32.6%). 

Those in the UK are more likely to gamble online once a week or more 

(52.6%).

On average, online gamblers spend just under 30 minutes per session.

Average length of session is higher for the US (44 minutes) and lower for 

Canada (20 minutes; UK – 26 minutes). The average number of accounts 

is 2.16, with Americans having almost one more account on average (2.79) 

and Canadians one 

account less (1.05; UK – 

2.46). 

Two in five online 

gamblers (40.1%) 

spend the lowest 

amount measured 

per month gambling 

online, at less than 

$17CAD/$13USD/£10. 

Monthly spend was 

higher in the US, 

with 17.2% spending 

$125CAD/$100USD/£73 

or more, and lower in 

Canada, with 52.4% 

spending less than $17 

CAD/$13USD/£10.

What does online gambling look like in Canada, 
the US & the UK?

Online Gambling Participation

Top Game Types

Gambling Frequency

Session Length

Number of Accounts

Monthly Spend

• 51.0% in then past year

• 25.5% lottery tickets

• 19.5% scratch tickets

• 15.7% betting on live sports on
website

• 37.3% 1-6 days a week

• 32.6% less than once a month

• 30 minutes on average

• 2.16 on average

• 40.1% less than $17CAD/$13USD/£10
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Online gambling fufils 
psychological needs
Similar to digital wellbeing broadly, gambling has been found to 
meet psychological needs for players.

Online gamblers in all jurisdictions report experiencing the five 
types of psychological benefits that (online) gambling can provide. 
Players report a moderate level of challenge and mastery 
(13.46/25) – test abilities, decision making, learning, stimulation; 
affiliation (7.52/15) – socializing and meeting people; detachment 
(8.55/15) – relax, escape, release stress; and risk and excitement 
(8.93/15) – show courage, test luck, take risks. Players also report a 
low level of self-affirmation (6.93/15) – self-image and self-esteem. 
For all five psychological needs, rates are higher in the US (16.86, 
8.69, 9.70, 10.13, 10.43) and lower in Canada (10.81, 5.63, 6.12, 6.95, 
7.46; UK - 12.70, 6.83, 8.46, 8.83, 6.49).

Safer online gambling (or Positive Play) beliefs and behaviours 
are positive beliefs about gambling and behaviours towards 
gambling that are associated with playing at lower risk levels 
that can be supported by design factors. The highest score was 
for personal responsibility beliefs (6.11 of 1-7) – I should be able 
to walk away, I should be aware of how much I spend, it’s my 
responsibility to only spend what I can afford. Online gamblers 
also report high levels of honesty and control behaviours (5.72) 
– feel in control of gambling, honest with others about time and 
money spent, and precommitment behaviours (5.68) – consider 
time and money before gambling, only spend time or money can 
afford. Players report a slightly lower level of gambling literacy
beliefs (5.31) – gambling is not a good way to make money, my 
chances are better after a loss, gambling more will help me 
win more. Precommitment (5.56), gambling literacy (4.66), and 
personal responsibility (5.90) are all lower in the US (5.6, 5.9; 
Honesty & Control – 5.66). Precommitment (5.76) and personal 
responsibility (6.24) are higher in the UK (Honesty & Control – 
5.75; Gambling Literacy – 5.50) and gambling literacy is higher in 
Canada (5.77; Honesty & Control – 5.73, Personal Responsibility 
– 6.14, Precommitment – 5.70, Gambling Literacy – 5.77).

Safer gambling beliefs & behaviours are 
high & online gambling resource use is low

Challenge & Mastery Affiliation

Detachment Risk & Excitement

Self-Affirmation

• Moderate • Moderate

• Moderate • Moderate

• Low

As for digital wellbeing, there are personal – safer gambling 
beliefs and behaviours – and design factors – online gambling 
resources (others not measured here) – that can support 
safer (online) gambling by working in complement. 

Safer Online Gambling Beliefs

Safer Online Gambling Behaviours

• Gambling Literacy: High
• Personal Responsibility: High

• Honesty & Control: High

• Precommitment: High

Use of Online Gambling Resources

• Low
• Popular resources: player account information, 
information on how games work/odds, money 
management features
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To support safer gambling beliefs and behaviours, several 
resources are available to online gamblers to various degrees, 
depending on the jurisdiction and platform. Overall resource use 
is low. The most frequently used online gambling resources are 
player account information on transaction and play history (34.8%), 
information on how the games work/odds of winning (34.1%), 
and features for managing money spent (32.1%;  see Section 11 
for more details on use of online gambling resources). All online 
gambling resources are used more widely in the US and the least 
widely in Canada. 

Gambling harm & problems are higher 
for certain groups, beliefs & behaviours

While digital wellbeing measures both the positive and negative 
outcomes of time spent online simultaneously, the benefits of online 
gambling – like the psychological needs reported above – and its 
drawbacks – the harms and gambling problems reviewed below – 
are assessed separately.

Results show that, on average, online gamblers report experiencing 
1.56 out of a scale of 10 harms as a result of their online gambling in 
the past year, such as reduction in finances, regret, increased debt, 
spending less time with loved ones, etc. Level of harm is higher 
in the US (2.11) and lower in Canada (1.24), with the UK falling in 
between (1.36).

Overall 1 in 5 online gamblers classify as having a gambling 
problem (21.0%) in the past year. Figures are higher in the US 
(31.5%) and lower in Canada (15.6%), with the UK failing in between 
(16.8%). 

We find that both high levels of online gambling harms and 
problems are experienced more frequently by 18-24 year olds and 
men, and those who play any online gambling games, play on a 
daily basis, spend more time and money, have more gambling 
accounts, have psychological needs fulfilled by their play, and have 
lower safer gambling beliefs and behaviours.

As for digital wellbeing, we identified groups that may be at 
most risk by looking at online gambling harm and problems by 
demographic factors. We also considered how online gambling 
harm and problems vary by online gambling beliefs and behaviours 
to identity thoughts and actions that are linked with greater 
risk (see Section 11 for more details on high risk groups, beliefs, 
and behaviours). We identified several background, belief, and 
behavioural factors that are associated with gambling harm and 
problems across multiple countries, as outlined in the table below. 
(Bolded items indicate factors that are influential for both online 
gambling harms and problems.)

Online Gambling Harms

Problem Online Gambling

• 1.56 out of 10

• 21%
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• 18-24 year olds
• Men
• Full time students
• Those who are single

• 18-24 year olds
• Men
• Those of Asian backgrounds

• Playing any games
• Playing daily
• Longer session lengths (over 45 

minutes)
• Higher number of accounts (3+)
• Higher monthly spend 

($167CAD/$134USD/£96 and 
over)

• Higher fulfillment of all online 
gambling psychological needs

• Lower safer gambling beliefs and 
behaviours

• Higher level of gambling harms 
(roughly 5)

• Playing any games
• Playing frequently, particularly 

daily
• Longer session lengths
• Higher number of accounts
• Monthly spend of 

$167CAD/$134USD/£96 and 
above

• Higher fulfillment of all online 
gambling psychological needs

• Lower safer gambling beliefs and 
behaviours

• More frequent use of any online 
gambling resource

High Risk Groups

High Risk Beliefs & 
Behaviours

Gambling Harms Gambling Problems
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 This detailed look at online gambling in Canada, the US, and the UK finds that roughly half of people have 
gambled online in the past year. Online gamblers generally play 1-6 times a week or less than once a 
month, spend just under 30 minutes per session, have just over two gambling accounts, and spend less than 
$17CAD/$13USD/£10 a month. Online gambling participation and play frequency are higher in the UK while 
session length, number of accounts, and monthly spend are higher in the US. 

Online gamblers are having various psychological needs met by their online play to a moderate degree, with 
higher levels of need satisfaction in the US. 

Levels of safer online gambling beliefs and behaviours are high and use of online gambling resources is low. 
Americans report lower levels of safer online gambling beliefs and behaviours, while Canadians report lower levels 
of online gambling resource use.

Online gamblers report experiencing one or more harms from their play and one in five classifies as having a 
gambling problem, both of which are higher in the US.

Importantly, these results identify key groups – young adults and men – as well as behaviours and beliefs – playing 
any online gambling games, playing on a daily basis, spending more time and money, having more gambling 
accounts, having psychological needs fulfilled by their play (consistent with Delfabbro et al., 2020), and having 
lower safer gambling beliefs and behaviours – that can be targeted and supported by safer gambling initiatives as 
well as broader approaches for digital wellbeing.
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in all countries and lower competence in the UK and Canada. 
The associations with relatedness and emotional wellbeing work 

differently in the UK and Canada versus the US. While higher levels of 
need satisfaction are associated with lower levels of relatedness in 
Canada and emotional wellbeing in the UK and Canada, they are 
linked with higher levels of relatedness and emotional wellbeing in 
the US.

All measures of safer online gambling beliefs and behaviours – 
personal responsibility, gambling literacy, honesty and control, 
and precommitment – are positively associated with all measures 

of digital wellbeing – relatedness, autonomy, competence, and 
emotional wellbeing. These links largely hold across countries, 
with the exception of gambling literacy not being associated with 
relatedness or emotional wellbeing in the US.

With an improved understanding of what digital wellbeing and 
online gambling currently look like in Canada, the US, and the UK 
we can now consider one of the key questions of this work: how is 

online gambling associated with digital wellbeing? We first consider 
how beliefs, needs, and behaviours in the online gambling 
realm are linked to digital wellbeing more generally. We then 
examine how the impacts in each area – online gambling harms 
and problems specifically and digital wellbeing broadly – are 
associated. Findings from this section are particularly useful for 
demonstrating the value of and areas  of need for including online 
gambling in work to support digital wellbeing.

Digital wellbeing is linked with 
online gambling behaviours, 
beliefs & pyschological needs
Those who gamble online have lower levels of digital wellbeing 
across all measures: relatedness, autonomy, competence, and 
emotional wellbeing. The results vary by country (see Section 
11 for more details on the links between digital wellbeing and 
online gambling participation and psychological needs). Past year 
online gambling is linked with reduced levels of two or three 
measures of digital wellbeing in each country, with no measure of 
digital wellbeing linked to online gambling across all countries.

Online gambling psychological need fulfillment is associated with 
measures of digital wellbeing in various ways. Higher satisfaction 
of all psychological needs is linked with lower levels of autonomy 

How is online gambling associated with digital 
wellbeing?

Online Gambling

Online Gambling Psychological Needs

Safer Online Gambling Beliefs & Behaviours

• Lower digital wellbeing

• Autonomy: Lower
• Competence: Lower
• Relatedness: Lower Canada, Higher US
• Emotional Wellbeing: Lower Canada and UK, Higher US

• Higher digital wellbeing
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Online gambling harms & problems are linked with lower digital wellbeing

We also find that higher levels of online gambling harms are associated with lower 
levels of all measures of digital wellbeing – relatedness, autonomy, competence, 
and emotional wellbeing. All digital wellbeing measures are also lower among those 
with problems with their online gambling (see Section 11 for more details on the links 
between problem gambling and digital wellbeing). Both of these associations hold 
across all three countries.

This first examination of how online gambling is associated with digital wellbeing finds that digital wellbeing is higher among those 
who have higher safer online gambling beliefs and behaviours and lower among those who gamble online, have psychological needs 
met by their play, and are experiencing harms from or a problem with their online gambling. In the US, though, gambling literacy 
is only linked with some measures of digital wellbeing, and having psychological needs met by online gambling is associated with 
higher wellbeing on some measures. These results are among the first to illustrate that digital wellbeing is impacted by the time spent 
in, needs met by, beliefs and behaviours around, and negative impacts of online gambling spaces. In doing so, they point to areas of 
focus for initiatives to support digital wellbeing that take into consideration online gambling.

Online Gambling Harms

Problem Online Gambling

• Lower wellbeing

• Lower wellbeing
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This report uses research literature and results from an online survey 
to begin to identify the conceptual and empirical links between 
digital wellbeing and online gambling. In doing so, it outlines 
a definition of digital wellbeing that includes online gambling, 
provides the only population-level look at digital wellbeing in 
Canada, the US, and the UK, and offers the first examination of 
how online gambling is associated with digital wellbeing. To build 
on these important first steps, future research is needed to confirm 
and expand on these findings. Further, strategic work is required to 
include gambling within the understanding of digital entertainment 
and initiatives to support digital wellbeing. 

The insights from this report are being taken forward in a series of 
roundtable discussions with relevant stakeholders to identify 

practical next steps for the development of collaboration and 
initiatives to support digital wellbeing with the inclusion of online 
gambling spaces. This work is also being used to inform a piece of 
independent research being conducted by RG Plus to examine 
how technology can be used to provide information and support to 
gamblers across the player spectrum, from low to high involvement 
and risk. Lastly, the online survey data is being used to validate 
the efficacy and accuracy of the measure of digital wellbeing used 
here – the Online Wellbeing Scale – in collaboration with two of the 
scale creators, Drs. Liz Dowthwaite and Elvira Perez Vallejos at the 
University of Nottingham.

Key considerations & next steps
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Key insights

Several key insights have been identified by this work that are 
useful for informing future efforts in this space.

1. Digital wellbeing is defined as a personal experience of both
the positive and negative impacts of spending time in various
online spaces. It is fostered by personal factors, like digital
literacy and resilience, and design factors, like positive design
approaches that meet psychological needs.

2. Online gambling can be understood within digital wellbeing
as a form of design for pleasure that meets psychological needs
similar to those captured within digital wellbeing.

3. Digital wellbeing is lower among certain groups and those
with certain beliefs and behaviours.

5. Importantly, online gambling is associated with digital 
wellbeing. Those who gamble online, have psychological needs
met by their play, have more risky online gambling beliefs and
behaviours, and experience gambling harms or problems have
lower levels of digital wellbeing.

4. Online gambling harms and problems are higher among 
certain groups and those with certain behaviours and beliefs.

• Playing any games
• Playing frequently, particularly 

daily
• Longer session lengths
• Higher number of accounts
• Higher monthly spend
• Higher fulfillment of online 

gambling psychological needs
• Lower safer gambling beliefs 

and behaviours

• 18-24 year olds
• Men

High Online Gambling Harms & 
Problems Groups

High Online Gambling Harms & 
Problems Beliefs & 
Behaviours

• Being online for less than an 
hour or more than 5 hours a day

• Lower digital confidence
• Lower digital wellbeing beliefs
• Lower digital wellbeing behav-

iours
• More frequent use of informa-

tion resources, time manage-
ment features, pause features, 
and blocking features

• 18-24 year olds
• Those of Asian and other non-

White backgrounds 
• Those with high school educa-

tions
• Full time students
• Those in the lowest income 

bracket
• Those who are single

Lower Digital Wellbeing Groups Lower Digital Wellbeing Beliefs 
& Behaviours
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The conceptual and empirical links between digital 
wellbeing and online gambling identified in the current 
study warrant the development of digital wellbeing 
collaborations and initiatives that include online 
gambling stakeholders and goals to allow for a more 
holistic understanding of and focus on the risks, benefits, 
and overall impacts of online spaces, including the 
psychological needs being met.

Based on these key insights and building on the 
implications outlined in our previous work on purposeful 
collaboration for supporting the digital wellbeing of 
young people (Stark, 2021), the following next steps can 
guide practical actions for building collaborations and 
creating initiatives for supporting digital wellbeing, with 
the inclusion of online gambling spaces.
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Industry

Cultivate a culture of responsibility 
where the wellbeing of those using 
their platforms is a priority within 
all digital entertainment industries, 
to address the results for low digital 
wellbeing and online gambling harms 
and problems reported above.

Complement and con irm the results 
obtained from the general population 
online survey with industry data

Prioritize design for pleasure features 
in digital entertainment platforms 
including online gambling, such as 
limiting unnecessary data collection, 
implementing user feedback features, 
and allowing customization (i.e. 
turn off push noti ications, setting 
daily screen timers; Cecchinato 
et al., 2019; Peters et al., 2020).

Collaboration 

Use the definition of digital wellbeing 
outlined above, that includes online 
gambling as a form of design for 
pleasure and digital entertainment, 
to develop a shared understanding of 
the problem and ways to address it

Use results on digital wellbeing and 
online gambling from the online survey 
to inform collaboration goals, to 
target the areas of greatest need

Use the measures of digital wellbeing 
and online gambling harm and 
baseline data included above for 
assessing progress against goals 
and evaluation of short and long 
term impacts of initiatives

IInclude various stakeholders, in 
particular those from the online 
gambling field, in collaborations to 
determine the best person- and design-
led approaches for supporting digital 
wellbeing – industry, designers, people 
who use the products, government 
agencies, community organizations, etc.  
(Klapperich et al., 2018)

Engage in international collaborations 
that address the similarities and 
differences identified in the survey 
results across countries. For example, 
initiatives could focus on the higher 
level of online gambling harms and 
problems in the US, lower levels 
of digital wellbeing in Canada, 
and lower digital wellbeing beliefs and 
behaviours in the UK.

Next steps
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By implementing the key insights for digital wellbeing 
and online gambling outlined in this report, and directing 
next steps to addressing the needs around collaboration, 
industry roles, education and safeguards, regulation, and 
research noted above, stakeholders will be well equipped 
to develop meaningful and holistic initiatives for supporting 
digital wellbeing across online spaces, including online 
gambling.

Education & safeguards

Develop holistic education 
programs across digital 
entertainment spaces that are 
focused on: 

1. 18-24 year olds
2. Level of involvement
3. Building digital literacy and
resilience
4. Increasing positive
beliefs and behaviours

Create tailored safeguards and 
tools that are relevant across 
spaces targeting: 

1. 18-24 year olds
2. Level of involvement
3. Supporting positive beliefs
and    behaviours 
4. Positive design features

Regulations

Support the development 
and implementation of broad 
industry safeguards through 
evidence-based regulation

Research

Examine the impact of mental 
health on digital wellbeing 
and vice versa to further 
our understanding of the 
foundations of these outcomes, 
as the links between them 
are largely unexamined

Confirm and expand on the 
online survey results with 
additional follow up research on 
similar and expanded topics.
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Literature review

We conducted a literature review of grey and peer-reviewed 
studies to identify research on wellbeing and digital 
entertainment. Research from the last 20 years was identified 
using the Ryerson University online database, as well as Google 
Scholar, and Boolean keyword search of terms like “digital 
wellbeing,” “digital resiliency”, “positive computing”, “positive 
design”, “social media”, and “online gambling”.

Focus was placed on identifying existing work on: 

1) the conceptualization of digital wellbeing as a preventative
(vs. recovery [i.e. resilience]) and balanced (both positive and
negative uses and impacts) concept, and

2) the inclusion of online gambling in the understanding and/or
measurement of digital wellbeing.

As this literature review was concerned with online (digital 
entertainment) experiences, technologies designed to promote 
offline digital “wellness” (i.e., Fitbit, Headspace) or deliver specific 
health services (i.e., BetterHealth, CareAware Connect) are 
excluded. In total, 48 articles were included. The literature review 
focused on identifying the conceptual foundations of digital 
wellbeing, its applications, and its relationship to online gambling.

Methodology

Online Survey

In order to address the research gaps identified in the literature 
review and generate new insights for informing future 
programming and research, an online survey (roughly 10 minutes) 
was conducted by with representative samples of 2,000 adults in 
each of Canada, the US, and the UK. The inclusion of these three 
jurisdictions provides an international perspective and allows for 
the examination of differences between regions with more versus 
less focus on digital wellbeing and more versus less mature online 
gambling markets.

The survey questions and analyses focused on 1) providing a 
measure of levels of digital wellbeing in each population and 2) 
examining links between digital wellbeing and online gambling. 
The questions included in the survey are outlined below.
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         Sociodemographics

• Age, gender, cultural background, income, education,
employment, marital status, country, region

Online Attitudes & Behaviours

• Online activity and digital confidence (Online Wellbeing
Scale (OWS), Dowthwaite et al., 2020)

• Amount of time spent online

• Controlled online behaviours and beliefs, and use of support
resources

Digital Wellbeing

• Basic psychological needs, emotional wellbeing, and overall
satisfaction (OWS)

Online Gambling Attitudes & Behaviours

• Online activities, frequency, time and money spent, number
of accounts

• Psychological needs satisfied through gambling (Parke et al.
2019, modified for online focus)

• Safer gambling beliefs and behaviours (Positive Play Scale,
Wood et al., 2017, modified for online focus)

• Use of safer gambling resources

Online Gambling Concerns

• Online gambling harms (Short Gambling Harms Screen,
Browne et al., 2018, modified for online focus)

• Online gambling problems (Problem Gambling Severity
Index, Ferris & Wynne, 2001; modified for online focus)

Online Survey Content
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In their thematic review of digital wellbeing, Burr and associates 
(2020) identified the Motivation, Engagement, and Thriving in 
User Experience (METUX; Peters et al., 2018) model as one of the 
best methods of measuring digital wellbeing currently available. 
The METUX is designed to measure the fulfillment of basic 
psychological needs (autonomy, relatedness, competence), using 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) as a theoretical framework. 
Digital wellbeing is assessed in six spheres of experience, each 
with their own psychological needs and measurement strategy: 
adoption, interface, task, behaviour, life, society (Peters et al., 
2018). While METUX provides a much needed and detailed 
assessment of digital wellbeing, its focus is on the impacts 
of specific technologies rather than the impacts of all digital 
technologies used by a person. 

In the online survey, we used a measure developed by Dowthwaite 
and colleagues (2020) that assesses the overall impacts of all 
digital technologies used and measures both psychological 
and subjective wellbeing. The Online Wellbeing Scale (OWS), 
much like the METUX, is theoretically grounded in SDT and the 
notion that psychological wellbeing is accomplished through 
the satisfaction of autonomy, relatedness, and competence 
(Dowthwaite et al., 2020). However, in the OWS, subjective 
wellbeing is measured alongside psychological wellbeing to 
capture the short-term positive and negative emotions a person 
experiences when engaging in specific online practices.

The OWS is made up of five scales:

Ethical Approval 

RG Plus independently designed this study, completed all data 
collection, performed data analyses, and drafted the current 
document. This study received ethical approval from the Advarra 
Institutional Review Board (protocol number Pro00045611, 
obtained February 10th 2021). Advarra is a private, independent 
company that specializes in ethics reviews for research involving 
human subjects in Canada and other countries.

Neither the METUS or OWS have been used in the gambling 
context, nor have they been examined in Canada, the US, or the 
UK. 

Descriptive and bivariate analyses focused on providing a summary 
of digital wellbeing and online gambling levels and behaviours 
as well as identifying high risk groups for low digital wellbeing 
and online gambling harms and problems, links between online 
gambling and digital wellbeing, and jurisdictional differences. 

1. Basic psychological needs (a modified version of the
Balanced Measure of Psychological Needs (Sheldon &
Hilpert, 2012)),

2.  Emotional wellbeing (modified version of the Scale
of Positive and Negative Experience (Diener & Biswas-
Diener, 2009)),

3. Digital confidence,

4. Online activity, and

5. Overall satisfaction.
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Participation (often or always) in online activities over past 

month

Mean level of agreement on digital wellbeing behaviour scale 

items (scale 1-7)

Use (most of the time or always) of online resources

Mean level of agreement on digital wellbeing beliefs scale 

items (1-7 scale)

Digital wellbeing

Canada

Finding information Watching videos or 
playing games

Finance or
organization

Making purchases Sharing or creating
content

Socializing

US UK Total

64
.6

%

49
.7

%

46
.5

%

41
.2

%

17
.7

%

13
.3

%

67
.9

%

57
.9

%

56
.7

%

34
.7

%

33
.1

%

25
%

71
.3

%

61
.6

%

49
.9

%

44
.8

%

34
.2

%

18
.8

%

67
.9

%

56
.4

%

51
.1

%

40
.2

%

28
.4

%

19
%

Canada

My internet use 
should not have a 
negative effect on 

my private life

I should use the 
internet to an extent 
that is appropriate 

for me

I should not spend 
time online at the 

expense of my 
obligations

I should set limits on 
the amount of time i 

spend online

I should not be 
online longer than i 

planned 

US UK Total

6.
08

5.
97

5.
96

6.
00

5.
95

5.
87

5.
77 5.
87

5.
76

5.
44 5.
50

5.
57

4.
57

4.
44

4.
22 4.

41 4.
67

4.
35

4.
28 4.

43

Canada

Customized
notifications

Blocking features 
(i.e. for content, 

apps)

Information on how 
the platforms work

Time management 
features

Pause features

US UK Total

26
.4

%

31
.0

%

22
.8

%

26
.8

%

22
.3

%

27
.6

%

19
.8

% 23
.2

%

12
.4

%

25
.8

%

14
.3

% 17
.5

%

9.
6%

22
.3

%

11
.8

% 14
.6

%

14
.3

%

17
.8

%

10
.8

%

14
.3

%

Canada US UK Total

I felt in control of my 
online behaviours

5.
79 5.
89

5.
78

5.
82

I did not spend more 
time than i planned

4.
53 4.

63

4.
39 4.
52

I set limits to the 
amount of time i 
wanted to spend 

online

4.
05 4.

44

4.
44

4.
06
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Digital Wellbeing Outcomes and Demographic Groups 

with Lowest Scores

Relatedness Autonomy Competence Emotional Wellbeing

Age Under 35 (Canada), 18-
24 years (US and UK)

18-24 years (Canada and 
UK), Under 45 years (US)

18-24 year olds (Canada, 
US, UK); largely increases 
with age

18-24 year olds (Canada, 
US, UK); largely increases 
with age

Gender Males (Canada, US) Males (US) Females (UK) Females (US and UK)

Ethnic 
Background

Asian backgrounds and 
Hispanic/Latin American 
(Canada), Other ethnic 
groups (US, UK)

Asian backgrounds 
(Canada and UK), Multi-
ethnic groups (US) 

Asian backgrounds 
(Canada, US, UK)

Asian backgrounds and 
Hispanic/Latin American 
(Canada); Other ethnic 
backgrounds and Asian 
backgrounds (US); Multi-
ethnic backgrounds (UK)

Education Status Unrelated (Canada, US, 
UK)

University level degree 
and high school (Canada), 
no high school (US), high 
school (UK)

High school education 
(Canada and UK)

High school education 
(Canada)

Employment 
Status

Full time students 
(Canada and UK), 
unemployed (US)

Full time students (Canada, 
US, UK)

Full time students (Canada 
and UK), unemployed and 
full time student (US)

Full time students 
(Canada, US, UK)

Income
Lowest income bracket 
(UK)

Lowest income (Canada), 
$150-199kCAD/$119-
159kUSD/£87-114k (US)

Lowest income bracket 
(Canada and UK)

Lowest income bracket 
(Canada and UK)

Marital Status Single (Canada, US, UK) Single (Canada, US, UK) Single (Canada, US, UK) Single (Canada, US, UK)
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Digital Wellbeing Outcomes and Digital Wellbeing Beliefs 

and Behaviours with Lowest Scores

Relatedness Autonomy Competence Emotional Wellbeing

Time Online Unrelated (Canada, US, 
UK)

Lower for less than an hour 
(UK, US); 7 hours or more 
(Canada)

Lower for less than an 
hour, 5-6 hours (UK); 5 
hours or more (Canada)

Lower for more than 8 
hours (UK); 7-8 hours 
(Canada)

Level of Online 
Activity

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Negatively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Unrelated (Canada, US, 
UK)

Positively associated (US); 
negatively associated 
(UK)

Digital 
Confidence

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Positively associated (UK) Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Digital Wellbeing 
Beliefs

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Positively associated 
(Canada)

Positively associated 
(Canada and US)

Digital Wellbeing 
Behaviours

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Positively associated 
(Canada, US, UK)

Online Resources 
(Most of the time 

or Always)

Lower for pausing 
features (UK and US) 

Higher for information 
resources, time 
management features 
(US)

Lower for information 
resources (Canada, US, 
UK), time management 
features 
(Canada, US, UK), pause 
features (Canada, US, UK), 
customized notifications 
(UK and US), and blocking 
features (UK and US)

Lower for information 
resources (UK), time 
management features (UK 
and Canada), and pause 
features 
(Canada, US, UK)

Higher for customized 
notifications and blocking 
features (Canada)

Lower for information 
resources (UK), time 
management features 
(UK), pause features 
(UK and Canada), and 
blocking features (UK)

Higher for information 
resources, time 
management features 
(US)
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Online gambling games played in the past year

Use (most of the time or always) of online gambling resources

Online gambling

Canada US UK Total

Lottery tickets
online (e.g., daily 
or weekly draws, 

etc.)

Bingo onlineLottery games 
online (i.e., digital 

scratch tickets)

Poker onlineLive sports on 
sports betting 

websites 

Casino table 
games online

Raffle or
 fundraising  

tickets online (i.e. 
50/50)

Sports lotteries 
online

Horse or dog 
races online

Virtual sports 
online

Electronic 
gambling 

machines online

Sports pools with 
friends online

Polotics of novelty 
events

Esports online
18

.9
%

6.
2%

18
.1

%

17
.3

%

39
.6

%

16
.3

%

25
.5

%

13
.3

%

10
.1

%

5.
9%

23
.2

%

16
.9

%

25
.1

%

10
.1

%

19
.5

%

11
.0

%

6.
0%

5.
3%

15
.4

%

15
.6

%

25
.7

%

11
.6

%

15
.7

%

10
.8

%

21
.1

%

5.
8%

2.
9%

3.
0%

12
.1

%

13
.4

%

8.
2% 10

.2
%

12
.3

%

9.
3% 15

.3
%

6.
2%

15
.2

%

9.
5%

8.
8%

6.
5%

9.
5%

5.
7%

3.
7%

2.
5%

18
.3

%

13
.5

%

8.
8% 10

.7
%

17
.4

%

7.
8%

7.
3%

5.
3%

15
%

8.
9%

6.
6%

6.
2%

Canada

Player account 
information on 

transaction and 
play

Information on how 
the games work/the 

odds of winning

Features for man-
aging the money 

spent 

Features for man-
aging the time spent 

Cooling off periods 
or self-ban/exclu-

sion from website(s)

Chat or emails with 
customer service

US UK Total

24
.8

%

48
.5

%

31
.4

% 34
.8

%

24
.8

%

48
.5

%

29
.7

% 34
.1

%

25
.3

%

44
.8

%

27
.0

%

32
.1

%

17
.1

%

39
.2

%

19
.8

%

25
.0

%

12
.8

%

10
.5

%

32
.8

%

32
.0

%

14
.5

%

11
.2

%

19
.7

%

17
.5

%
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Online Gambling Harms and Demographic Groups with Highest 

Rates by Country

Canada US UK

Age
18-24 years (2.11), 
followed by 35-44 years 
(2.00)

35-44 years (3.20) 18-24 years (2.75)

Gender Males (1.46) Males (2.44) Unrelated

Ethnic 
Background

Asian backgrounds (2.55) (low Ns) (low Ns) 

Education Status (low Ns) (low Ns) Unrelated

Employment 
Status

Full time students (1.69) Employed part (2.53) or full time 
(2.46)

Full time students (2.77)

Income Lowest income bracket 
(1.70)

$80kUSD/£58k80kUSD/£58k and 
above (2.63+)

Unrelated

Marital Status Single (1.72) Married/civil partnership (2.55) Single (1.71)
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Online Gambling Harms and Safer Gambling Beliefs and 

Behaviours with Highest Rates by Country

Canada US UK

Game Type All games, except raffles All games All games, except draw lottery

Frequency
Harms increase with frequency; 
highest among those who play 
every day (3.62)

Harms increase with frequency; 
highest among those who play every 
day (5.37)

Harms increase with frequency; 
highest among those who play every 
day (2.93)

Session Length Positively associated Positively associated Positively associated

Number of 
Accounts

Positively associated Positively associated Positively associated

Monthly Spend
$167CAD/$134USD/£96 and 
above (4.63)

$42-63CAD/$33-50USD/£25-37 
(3.64)

$167CAD/$134USD/£96  and above 
(3.23)

Psychological 
Needs

Positively associated with 
challenge and mastery, self-
affirmation, risk and excitement, 
affiliation, and detachment

Positively associated with challenge 
and mastery, self-affirmation, risk 
and excitement, affiliation, and 
detachment

Positively associated with challenge 
and mastery, self-affirmation, risk 
and excitement, affiliation, and 
detachment

Safer Play 
Beliefs & 

Behaviours

Negatively associated with 
honesty and control, personal 
responsibility, precommitment, 
and gambling literacy

Negatively associated with honesty 
and control, personal responsibility, 
precommitment, and gambling 
literacy

Negatively associated with honesty 
and control, personal responsibility, 
precommitment, and gambling 
literacy

Online 
Gambling 
Resources  

(Most of the 
time or Always)

Use time management features, 
chat or emails with customer 
service, or cooling off periods of 
self-bans

Use information on how the games 
work, time management features, 
money management features, player 
account information, chat or emails 
with customer service, or cooling off 
periods of self-bans

Use information on how the games 
work, time management features, 
money management features, player 
account information, chat or emails 
with customer service, or cooling off 
periods of self-bans
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Problem Gambling and Demographic Groups with Highest 

Rates by Country

Canada US UK

Age 18-24 years (29.8%) 35-44 years (49.1%) 18-24 years (42.6%)

Gender Males (20.0%) Males (37.7%) Unrelated

Ethnic 
Background

Asian background (38.7%) Unrelated Asian background (47.9%)

Education Status (low Ns) (low Ns) (low Ns)

Employment 
Status

(low Ns) (low Ns) (low Ns)

Income (low Ns) $150kCAD/$119kUSD/£87k and 
above (43%+)

(low Ns)

Marital Status (low Ns) (low Ns) Single (23.5%)
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Problem Gambling and Safer Gambling Beliefs and Behaviours 

with Highest Rates by Country

Canada US UK

Game Type All games, except raffles All games All games, except draw lottery

Frequency Once a week or more (54.2%) Daily (15.3%) Daily (9.4%)

Session Length Spend more time per session (47 
minutes)

Unrelated Spend more time per session (50 
minutes)

Number of 
Accounts More accounts (2.87) More accounts (5.19) More accounts (4.07)

Monthly Spend
$125CAD/$100USD/£73 and over 
(23.4%)

$167CAD/$134USD/£96  and over 
(9.4%)

$167CAD/$134USD/£96  and over 
(11.1%)

Psychological 
Needs

Higher levels of challenge 
and mastery, self-affirmation, 
detachment, risk and excitement, 
and affiliation

Higher levels of challenge 
and mastery, self-affirmation, 
detachment, risk and excitement, and 
affiliation

Higher levels of challenge 
and mastery, self-affirmation, 
detachment, risk and excitement, 
and affiliation

Safer Play 
Beliefs & 

Behaviours

Lower levels of honesty and 
control, personal responsibility, 
precommitment, and gambling 
literacy

Lower levels of honesty and 
control, personal responsibility, 
precommitment, and gambling 
literacy

Lower levels of honesty and 
control, personal responsibility, 
precommitment, and gambling 
literacy

Gambling 
Harms

Higher harms (4.86) Higher harms (4.65) Higher harms (5.00)
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Associations between online gambling & digital wellbeing

Digital Wellbeing Outcomes and Past Year Participation vs Non 

Participation in Online Gambling by Country

Canada US UK

Relatedness .66 vs. .82 No difference No difference

Autonomy No difference 1.51 vs. 2.06 1.78 vs. 2.05

Competence 1.05 vs. 1.21 1.10 vs. 1.33 No difference

Emotional 
Wellbeing

6.91 vs. 7.79 No difference 8.19 vs. 9.32
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Online Gambling Psychological Needs and Digital Wellbeing Outcomes

Past Year Problem vs. Non Problem Gambling and Digital Wellbeing Outcomes by Country

Relatedness Autonomy Competence Emotional Wellbeing

Challenge & 
Mastery

Negatively associated 
(Canada), Positively 
associated (US)

Negatively associated (UK, 
US, Canada)

Negatively associated (UK 
and Canada)

Negatively associated 
(UK and Canada), 
Positively associated (US)

Self-Affirmation Negatively associated 
(Canada and UK)

Negatively associated (UK, 
US, Canada)

Negatively associated 
(UK, US, Canada)

Negatively associated 
(UK and Canada)

Detachment
Negatively associated 
(Canada), Positively 
associated (US)

Negatively associated (UK, 
US, Canada)

Negatively associated (UK 
and Canada)

Negatively associated 
(UK and Canada), 
Positively associated (US)

Affiliation
Negatively associated 
(Canada), Positively 
associated (US)

Negatively associated (UK, 
US, Canada)

Negatively associated (UK 
and Canada)

Negatively associated 
(UK and Canada), 
Positively associated (US)

Risk & Excitement Positively associated (US)
Negatively associated (UK, 
US, Canada)

Negatively associated (UK 
and Canada)

Negatively associated 
(Canada), Positively 
associated (US)

Canada US UK

Relatedness .15 vs. .76 .41 vs. 1.23 .24 vs. .88

Autonomy .37 vs. 1.91 .45 vs. 2.00 .54 vs.2.02

Competence .25 vs. 1.20 .35 vs. 1.45 .29 vs. 1.23

Emotional 
Wellbeing

2.16 vs. 7.79 6.44 vs. 11.49 3.34 vs. 9.16
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