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Gaming· addiction: Warning 
signs you shouldn~t ignore 
What starts as harmless weekend 
betting is quietly turning into a daily 
compulsion for many Ugandans, as 
easy mobile access, big wins, and 
the -lure of quick money pull players 

. deeper into a cycle that is hard to 
breaK and even harder to admit. 

What starts as 
casual betting 
can quickly spiral 
into financial 
loss, strained 
relationships, 
and loss of 
control over 
daily life. 
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BY DAPHINE NAKABIRI 

A
llan Kabanda, a 43-year-old staunch 
Manchester United fan, traces 
his betting journey back to 2014, 
a time when his team's frequent 

losses left him frustrated. In search of 
a win, he turned to a friend known for 
consistently getting his betting slips 
right. -

"He helped me place my odds, and I 
got all 12 matches right on that long slip. 
I saw him as my saviom;and that is how 
my gambling habit started,"he recalls. 

Gaming, commonly referred to as 
betting and gambling, has existed in 
Uganda for more than six decades. In 
the 1960s,lotteries were the dominant 
form. Today; digital technology has re­
shaped the landscape. 

According to the Uganda Communi­
cations Commission, the country has 
more than 20 million smartphone us­
ers, about 18.5 million active mobile in­
ternet subscriptions, and approximate-

. ly 36.3 million mobile money accounts, 
; factors that have made gaming more ac­
: cessible than ever. 
:-'" Dennis Mudene Ngabirano, the chief 
. executive officer of the National Lotter-

ies and Gaming Regulatory Board, says 
participation has shifted decisively on-
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line. The Board's data shows that 93 per­
cent of gaming activity now takes place 
on digital platforms, driven by mobile 

. ~onnectivity, digital payments, and con­
veruence.. . 

The shift has fuelled participation 
online crasb games and sports betting, 
especially around competitions such as 
the~h~er~~eandthe~­
FA Champions~~e. 

"Gaming is no longer a destina­
tion-based activity. It is embedded in 
everyday digital life, accessible at any 
time and from anywhere," Ngabirano. 
says. 

He adds that many players now main­
tainmultiple accounts across platforms, 
increasing both frequency and ease of 
participation. 

When a win becomes a habit 
While gaming remains a form of en­

tertainment,many participants increas­
ingly view it as a source of income or a 
solution to financial challenges. This 
perception is often reinforced by famil­
iarity with sports, creating a false sense 
of confidence in predi~ outcomes. 

"The real risk lies in patterns ofpartici­
pation; how often individuals play, how 
much they stake, and what motivates 
them,"Mr NgabiIano explains. 

This shift has increased harmful be­
haviours such as repetitive play without 
breaks, chasing losses,and spending be­
yond personal limits. 

For Kabanda, what started as occasion­
al weekend betting became a daily rou­
tine. He moved from weekend matches 
to the ChamJions ~~e, and eventu­
ally to any available sport, driven by the 
urge to keep playing. 

"I think gaming pulls you in. In 2016, 
I got around Shs8m, and I knew I had 

found a harmless source of income," he 
says.. 

Experts describe this as a gradual shift 
from control to compulsion~ 

Ivan Musenero, an occupational ther­
apist at the Kampala YoutP Rehabilita: • 
tion and Skilling Foundation, says gam­
ing stOps being pleasurable once control 
is lost. 

"Entertainment is supposed to bring 
pleasure and connection, but when 
someone cannot control the urge to 
keep playing, it becomes a disord~~he 
explains. 

The transition is often subtle, making 
it easy to ignore in the early stages as a 
social activity slowly turns into a behav­
ioural pattern. 

Signs of gaming addiction 
Gaming addiction manifests in three 

dimensions: financial, social, and be­
havioural. 

Financially; individuals lose control 
over money. They borrow excessively, 
accumulate unexplained debts, and in 
extreme cases face legal consequences. 
Musenero cites a patient who accumu­
lated Shs500m in debt and is now fac­
ingtrial. 

For Arison Pounds, a 27-year-old local 
artist, the pattern began in 2011 dur­
ing his Senior Four vacation. He sold be­
longings and diverted tuition money to 
betting. As Kabanda's habit deepened, 
he abandoned work and sold personal 
property; induding his Uber car, to sus­
tainit. 

Socially, relationships begin to strain. 
Individuals become irritable, prioritise 
betting over people, and turn defensive 
when questioned. OVer time, they with­
draw from friends,partners,and family. 

Ahmed Jude Masika, a 29-year-old 
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THE 
. BOARD'S 
ROLE 

The Natio­
nal LQtteries 
and Gaming 
Regulatory 
Board conti­
nuestocol­
laborate with 
the Ministry 
of HeaJth 
andorgani­
sations such 
as GamCare 
Uganda, Safe 
Places, Kam­
palaYouth 
Recovery 
Foundation, 
Butabika Na­
tional Refer­
ral Hospital, 
andcommu­
nity-Ievel ac­
tors to run 
awareness 
campaigns 
and provide 
counselling 
andrehabi­
litation ser­
vices. 

The initiative 
aJso targets 
outreach in 
schools and 
higher ins­
titutions, 
alongside 
monito-
ring to en­
sure ope­
ratorssup­
port players . 
in setting li­
mits on time, 
stakes,and 

. qpposits. 
"We are wor­
king to nor­
maJise help­
seeking be­
haviour 
byredu­
cingstigma 
andexpan­
ding access 
to counsel­
ling services, 
including a 
self-check 
quiz on the 
Board's web­
site,· Ngabi­
ranosays. 

www.monitor.co~lJ , ! 

former OJ, was introduced to gamil 
through clients. Watching them w 
sparked his interest, and he soon beg< 
betting regularly,As his involveme: 
deepened, he became unable to su 
port his wife and child. The strain 11 
them to leave and relocate to Juba. 

Behaviourally; addiction appears 
compulsive patterns. Individuals rna 
from casual betting to constant play; ( 
ten chasing losses by increasing stak 
after losing. OVer time, focus shifts ; 
most entirely to games, odds, and tl 
next opportunity to bet. 

As control fades, individuals gamb 
with whatever resourc!!s they can c 
cess. 

"It gets to a point where someone ca 
not do without betting. If you strug€ 
to spend even two days without gal 
ing, then you need to recognise the 
is a problem and seek help,~Musene 
says. 

Kabanda admits this was his reali 
Losing brought frustration, while wi 
ning only pushed him to continue. 

Responsible gaming and support 
Responsible gaming is central to tl 

Board's mandate. Under Section 3 
the Lotteries and Gaming Act, Cap 32 
it is required to protect citizens from a 
verse effects. 

Ngabirano says sustainable grow 
of the sector depends on strong play 
protection and hann prevention. Tl 
Board's role extends beyond licensil 
to safeguarding player welfare. 

"Gaming can be addictive and psych 
logically harmful ifnot approached] 
sponsibly. It is critical to know when 
play and when to walk away,"he says. 

However, addiction to certain onliJ 
habits, induding gaming, is often m 
malised. This leads many to overlol 
risks and delay seeking help. 

"By the time most people reach us, tl 
damage is already significant,"Musen 
ronotes. 

He emphasises that family suppo 
plays a crucial role in recovery. Whl 
individuals feel supported rather th, 
judged, they are more likely to enga; 
in treatment and rebuild their lives. 

Where to get help 
Despite the risks, support is availabll 
For Masika, the turning point can 

when he felt overwhelmed. He notici 
a toll-free number, 0800285800, writtl 
on a wall in a betting outlet restroOl 

After calling, he was connected to 
counsellor who. guided him throul 
recovery support. Today; he descno 
himself as reformed and now engag 
in gaming only occasionally and wi 
control 
Similar~ Evans Kansiime, a 32-ye, 

old who owned a small bar in Kaml 
la and had a boda boda on loan, sa 
his turning point came after repeate 
ly channelling all his earnings into bo 
ting. 

As losses mounted, his relationshi 
broke down and he faced judgme 
from friends. He eventually opened 1 

to a friend, who advised him to sel 
help from the Kampala Youth Rehat 
itation and Skilling Foundation. He 
now focused on rebuilding his life. 

Musenero explains that recovery 
a structured process involving intal 
screening, and assessment t@netl 
minetheextentofharrrL 

"We assess severity to decide wheth 
someone needs inpatient or outpatie 
care,"he says. 

Patients are enrolled in tailored p] 
grammes,induding group therapy Sl 
sions where individuals share expe 
ences and learn from one another. Th 
are also taught financial manageme 
skills, followed by relapse preventi( 
an~19ng:.~~,follow-ups. 
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