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Article abstract

This commentary critiques the application of individualized responsible
gambling (RG) tools, as advanced in recent psychological research by Michael J.
A. Wohl and colleagues, within the context of Nigeria’s sports betting
landscape. Drawing on their work on voluntary pre-commitment, feedback
mechanisms like the Positive Play Quiz, and cognitive models such as the
illusion of control, the piece argues that these interventions, rooted in Western
recreational paradigms, function as a neoliberal veil in West Africa. In Nigeria,
where youth unemployment rates are reported at around 23% amid economic
crises (with official figures controversially lower at 6.5% due to methodological
changes), betting is framed as a survival strategy rather than leisure. RG tools
overlook structural drivers like poverty, aggressive fintech marketing, and
capital extraction by global operators. With over 60 million Nigerians betting
daily and the sports betting market projected at $1.64 billion USD in 2025
(rising to broader gambling revenues of up to $3.63 billion), harms extend
beyond addiction to deepened inequality. The commentary calls for
decolonizing harm prevention through structural reforms, including
mandatory operator taxes specifically earmarked to fund local mental health
research and indigenous gambling harm prevention studies. It urges a
contextualized paradigm that prioritizes structural accountability and
economic desperation over individual agency.
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Abstract: This commentary critiques the application of individualized responsible gambling (RG) tools, as advanced in recent
psychological research by Michael J. A. Wohl and colleagues, within the context of Nigeria’s sports betting landscape. Drawing
on their work on voluntary pre-commitment, feedback mechanisms like the Positive Play Quiz, and cognitive models such as
the illusion of control, the piece argues that these interventions, rooted in Western recreational paradigms, function as a
neoliberal veil in West Africa. In Nigeria, where youth unemployment rates are reported at around 23% amid economic crises
(with official figures controversially lower at 6.5% due to methodological changes), betting is framed as a survival strategy
rather than leisure. RG tools overlook structural drivers like poverty, aggressive fintech marketing, and capital extraction by
global operators. With over 60 million Nigerians betting daily and the sports betting market projected at $1.64 billion USD in
2025 (rising to broader gambling revenues of up to $3.63 billion), harms extend beyond addiction to deepened inequality. The
commentary calls for decolonizing harm prevention through structural reforms, including mandatory operator taxes
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Introduction: The Wohlian Paradigm in Western Wohl's work builds on the Reno Model of RG,
Contexts which emphasizes education, self-regulation, and
harm minimization through psychological tools
(Heirene & Wohl, 2025). The Positive Play Quiz, for
example, provides personalized feedback on
gambling behaviors, enhancing self-efficacy and
intention to set limits (Tabri et al., 2024). Rooted in
cognitive-behavioral models, these approaches
address erroneous cognitions, such as Langer’s
illusion of control, where players overestimate their
influence over chance-based outcomes (Heirene &
Wohl, 2025). In stable, recreational contexts, where
gambling is often a leisure activity with disposable
income, these tools empower individuals to manage
risks effectively.

However, when transplanted to contexts like

Michael Wohl’s laboratory at Carleton University
has produced some of the most systematic evidence
on responsible gambling (RG) interventions,
particularly pre-commitment tools. For instance,
studies demonstrate that mandatory monetary or
time limits reliably reduce expenditure and session
length, whereas voluntary equivalents often show
null or weak effects (Stewart & Wohl, 2013; Kim et al,,
2014; Wohl et al.,, 2024). In one key experiment using
player account data from Canadian online platforms,
hard limits (enforced caps on deposits) led to a 20%
to 30% decrease in spending among high-risk
players, compared to soft limits that merely
prompted reflection without enforcement (Wohl et o i
al, 2024). These findings underpin Western RG Nigeria and broac?er West.Afrlca, the éame tools
policies: player card deposit ceilings, opt-out time operate as a r\eollberal veil: a superficial layer of
trackers, and pop-up normative feedback corporate ethics that obscures deeper structural

implemented in jurisdictions like Ontario and British violence (Li\{ingstone, 2024). Ni.geria’s gambling
Columbia market, dominated by sports betting, has exploded

due to mobile technology and economic hardship.
With 60 to 65 million active participants placing an
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estimated 14 million bets daily, the sector is
projected to generate $1.64 billion USD in sports
betting revenue alone in 2025 (Statista, 2025).
Broader gambling estimates reach up to $3.63
billion, reflecting the integration of betting into
informal economies (Premium Times, 2025). This
growth occurs amid persistent economic crises,
where betting is reframed as a survival strategy
rather than recreation (Adeyemi et. al, 2025).

Betting as Micro-Investment in Nigeria’s
Economic Crisis

In Nigeria, betting is rarely about leisure; it serves
as a micro-investment or side hustle for millions
facing economic desperation (Adebisi et. al, 2021).
Youth unemployment remains a flashpoint, with
recent surveys indicating 23% of young Nigerians
actively seeking work and 32% out of employment
altogether (Mbaegbu, 2025). While the National
Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2024) reports a
controversially low youth unemployment rate of
6.5% in Q2 2024 (following methodological changes
that count minimal work as employment), analysts
argue this understates the reality, where
underemployment and job scarcity affect up to 80
million youths (Mbaegbu, 2025; Agbakwuru, 2025).
Food inflation has hovered around 40% in recent
periods, exacerbated by policy shifts like fuel subsidy
removal, pushing many to view betting as a quick
path to liquidity.

Research highlights this nexus: Nigerian youth
involvement in betting is driven by the need for
income augmentation, when low wages fail to keep
pace with inflation (Olaore, Adejare & Udofia, 2021;
Musa & Muhammad, 2024; Daniel et al., 2024). A
young undergraduate in Enugu, for example, might
stake their last 8500 on a football match via Bet9ja
not for thrill, but to cover rent, food, or family needs
(Saliu, 2025). Reports describe betting as a risky
escape for unemployed youths, leading to debt
cycles, asset sales, and even crime to sustain habits
(Saliu, 2025; Johnson, 2024). Football’s cultural
significance, which is intertwined with national
identity, peer influence, and communal viewing, also
amplifies this allure, transforming stakes into
perceived leverages of cultural knowledge for
economic gain (Adebisi et al., 2021; Daniel et al.,
2024).
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The lllusion of Control Recontextualized

Wohl’s emphasis on erroneous cognitions, like the
illusion of control, highlights how players
overestimate skill in chance-based outcomes,
proposing interventions like feedback quizzes to
correct these biases (Wohl et al., 2024). In Nigeria,
however, this illusion is not merely a psychological
glitch; it is a rational, calculated response to the
financialization of daily life (Bernards, 2019). Digital
wallets transform every spare Naira into potential
capital, embedding betting within survival
strategies.

For instance, amid postcolonial legacies and
policy failures, youths leverage football passion
(rooted in colonial introductions but now a pillar of
national pride) to justify bets as informed
investments rather than gambles (Daniel et al,
2024). Staking on matches feels like applying
expertise, especially in a culture where Premier
League games dominate social discourse.
Individualized tools that assume agency overlook
how desperation overrides cognitive interventions:
feedback pop-ups may briefly inform, but they
cannot compete with the immediate promise of a
win that could alleviate real poverty (Daniel et al.,
2024; Saliu, 2025).

The Frictionless Fintech Loop

This mismatch intensifies in the frictionless loop of
Nigeria's fintech ecosystem. Platforms like Bet9ja,
BetKing, SportyBet, etc. integrate seamlessly with
fintech apps such as Momo, OPay, PalmPay, or Kuda,
prioritizing speed through instant deposits via
Unstructured Supplementary Service Data (USSD) or
mobile wallets, aggressive bonuses, and live odds
optimized for rapid, repeated play. While Wohl
demonstrates that mandatory hard limits constrain
spending in Canadian samples (Wohl et al., 2024),
Nigeria's regulatory vacuum allows operators to bury
limit-setting features deep within app menus,
rendering them ineffective. The technology
outpaces human reflection: a notification about
limits arrives seconds after a stake, but economic
pressure to chase losses persists, especially when
bonuses encourage escalation (Premium Times,
2025). Fintech’s convenience, hailed for financial
inclusion, facilitates extraction from vulnerable
populations, with daily spends exceeding #¥7.93
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billion funneled into unregulated streams

(Livingstone, 2024; Statista, 2025).

Acknowledging Individual Factors Amid
Structural Dominance

While this critique emphasizes structural forces,
individual psychological factors and addiction
pathways also operate within these contexts. Wohl’s
tools, such as the Positive Play Quiz, can address
cognitive biases even in desperate settings,
potentially aiding those with some agency (Tabri et
al, 2024). However, the dominance of structural
violence—poverty, unemployment, and industry
exploitation—in  shaping gambling behavior
necessitates prioritizing systemic interventions over
individual-level tools. The challenge lies in
developing hybrid approaches that address both
structural inequality and individual vulnerability
without reinforcing neoliberal responsibilization
(Livingstone, 2024).

Decolonizing the Duty of Care

Ultimately, decolonizing the duty of care requires
shifting from psychology to structural reform.
Responsible gambling in West Africa cannot be
reduced to app buttons or quizzes. Harm stems not
solely from addiction but from capital extraction:
global operators profit billions while impoverished
communities bear the costs (Statista, 2025; Premium
Times, 2025). True protection demands that operator
taxes are strictly earmarked to fund Indigenous
mental health research and local gambling harm
prevention studies, ensuring the industry supports
understanding its impacts. Examples from other
Global South contexts, like Kenya's betting taxes
funding youth programs, illustrate potential:
reqgulations could curb aggressive advertising,
enforce age limits rigorously, and mandate default-
on safeguards over voluntary ones (Simon, 2020).
Revenue redistribution for vocational training or
community support would address root causes like
unemployment rather than symptoms.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we cannot foster Positive Play in a
negative economy. Wohl's tools offer valuable
insights for stable, recreational contexts, but in
Nigeria's survival-driven landscape, they risk
legitimizing an exploitative industry without
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confronting inequality. A contextualized harm
paradigm, one blending local realities with structural
accountability, is essential for meaningful change.
Until economic desperation is alleviated, betting will
remain not a game, but a gamble on survival itself.
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