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Abstract
The intersection of academic life and sports betting has emerged as a significant and under-researched dimension of
university student experience in Uganda, where the rapid expansion of betting shops, mobile money platforms, and
online sports wagering applications has created pervasive gambling environments that penetrate the rhythms of
academic semesters, financial management, and peer relationships. This qualitative study explored how undergraduate
students at a Ugandan university experience, rationalize, and are affected by sports betting, with particular attention
to the dynamics of the academic calendar, European football's Champions League as a gambling event, and the
consequences of gambling behaviour for academic discipline and performance. Employing interpretive
phenomenological analysis with twenty-two participants, the study documented a gambling culture structured around
the semester's financial cycles, the social rituals of collective watching and wagering, and the complex moral
economies through which students justify, conceal, and rationalize their gambling practices. Findings revealed that
gambling represents simultaneously a social bonding practice, a financial management strategy, an entertainment
resource, and a source of significant financial distress and academic disruption for a meaningful minority of
participants. The study calls for university pastoral care systems to develop gambling-specific support resources and
advocates for national regulation of predatory gambling marketing practices targeting young people.
Keywords: Student gambling, sports betting, academic discipline, Champions League, Uganda, higher
education, financial distress, qualitative research, university students

1. Introduction

The relationship between young people and gambling has been transformed dramatically by the digital revolution,
which has collapsed the temporal, spatial, and financial barriers that previously limited most young people's access to
betting. In Uganda, this transformation has been particularly rapid and visible: the proliferation of sports betting shops
in university towns, the integration of gambling platforms with ubiquitous mobile money services, and the marketing
of international football betting — particularly around UEFA Champions League fixtures — through social media
channels popular with young adults has created what public health scholars describe as a ‘commercial gambling
ecosystem' (Cassidy, 2020) that is both immersive and predatory in its targeting of young, financially inexperienced

populations.

The temporal structure of university life-organised around semesters, examination periods, and the cyclical arrival and
exhaustion of student loans, bursaries, and parental remittances — creates specific rhythms of financial vulnerability

and social leisure that interact with gambling opportunities in patterned ways. The arrival of semester funds creates
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brief periods of relative financial abundance that gambling operators have learned to target aggressively through
promotions and sign-up bonuses timed to semester start dates. The depletion of these funds through both legitimate
expenditure and gambling losses creates periods of financial distress that motivate further gambling as a financial
recovery strategy-a cycle that structural characteristics of betting products are designed to sustain (Livingstone &
Woolley, 2007).

European football and specifically the UEFA Champions League, whose midweek fixtures provide regular gambling
opportunities throughout the academic year-occupies a specific cultural position in Ugandan university life that merits
scholarly attention. Football fandom in Uganda crosses ethnic, regional, and class boundaries in ways that few other
cultural practices do, and the alignment of European club loyalties with betting opportunities creates a social context
in which gambling and sport spectatorship are deeply intertwined. The collective experience of watching Champions
League matches in betting shops or campus common rooms, with communal wagering on outcomes, represents a
social practice that is simultaneously entertainment, community building, and financial risk-taking in ways that make

its moral and disciplinary status genuinely ambiguous.

University student discipline understood as the cultivation of the self-regulatory capacities, time management skills,
and financial prudence necessary for academic success is the context within which gambling's consequences are most
directly felt. When gambling consumes time, financial resources, or mental energy that academic work requires, it
represents a direct threat to the educational purposes of university attendance. Yet the literature on student gambling
in Sub-Saharan African university contexts is remarkably sparse, leaving both researchers and practitioners without
an adequate evidence base for understanding or responding to what participants in this study described as a ubiquitous
feature of campus life.

2.0 Problem Statement

Uganda's gambling industry has expanded dramatically in the past decade with minimal regulatory oversight of its
marketing practices, age verification mechanisms, or harm reduction obligations. University campuses in Kampala
and other university towns are surrounded by betting establishments, and mobile betting applications are marketed
aggressively through platforms used predominantly by young adults. Despite anecdotal evidence from student welfare
offices suggesting that gambling-related financial distress is an increasingly common presenting problem, no
systematic research has examined the prevalence, patterns, or consequences of gambling among Ugandan university
students. This absence of evidence impedes the development of evidence-based pastoral care responses, leaves
universities without the knowledge necessary to protect their students from gambling-related harm, and contributes to
the broader invisibility of gambling as a public health issue in Uganda's higher education policy discourse.

3.0 Main Objective
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The primary objective of this study was to explore the nature, rationalisation, and consequences of sports betting
among undergraduate students at a Ugandan university, with particular attention to the interaction between gambling
practices and academic discipline across the academic semester. Specific objectives included: documenting the
patterns and social contexts of student gambling; examining how students rationalise and make sense of their gambling
behaviour; exploring the financial and academic consequences of gambling; and investigating students' awareness of
and attitudes toward gambling-related harm.

4.0 Literature Review

The academic literature on student gambling has grown substantially over the past two decades, driven primarily by
research in North American and British contexts where gambling liberalisation and online platform proliferation
created measurable increases in problem gambling among young adults (Volberg et al., 2006). Core findings from this
literature indicate that university students gamble at higher rates than same-age non-students, that male students
gamble more frequently and problematically than female students, and that sports betting in particular is strongly
associated with problem gambling indicators including chasing losses, spending beyond intended limits, and gambling

to escape academic or financial stress (Nowak & Aloe, 2014).

The social dimensions of student gambling have received increasing scholarly attention following critiques of purely
individual-pathology models that obscure the normative and communal contexts within which gambling occurs.
Delfabbro and Winefield (1999) documented the role of gambling as a social bonding practice among peer groups,
finding that shared gambling experiences created solidarity and belonging that were experienced as primary rewards
independent of financial outcomes. This finding has particular relevance in the African student context, where football
betting around major European competitions may function primarily as a social practice that uses wagering as a

participatory mechanism rather than as a primarily financial activity.

The concept of 'gamblers' fallacy'-the cognitive bias toward believing that previous outcomes influence future
independent events has been extensively documented as a driver of problematic gambling behaviour, alongside 'loss
chasing,' the compulsion to continue gambling after losses in pursuit of recovery (Griffiths, 1994). These cognitive
mechanisms interact with the structural characteristics of modern betting products which are designed to maintain
engagement through variable ratio reinforcement schedules, near-miss features, and rapid game cycles to create
gambling experiences that are disproportionately engaging and habit-forming compared to traditional gambling
formats (Livingstone & Woolley, 2007). The integration of these products with mobile money systems that are already

integral to students' financial lives significantly reduces the friction that might otherwise limit gambling involvement.

In the African context, Ogachi (2016) documented significant gambling prevalence among Kenyan university

students, finding that sports betting was the dominant gambling modality and that problem gambling was significantly
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associated with academic underperformance, financial debt, and psychological distress. Etuk, Bassey and Essien
(2012) in Nigeria found that football betting was the most common form of gambling among male university students
and was embedded in social networks of peer influence that normalised escalating wagering behaviour. These findings,
while not directly from Uganda, provide relevant contextual evidence for the Ugandan study. Specifically Ugandan
gambling research has examined the industry's rapid growth and inadequate regulation (Mutambi, 2018) but has not
systematically examined student gambling patterns or their academic consequences.

5.0 Methodology

This study employed Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as its methodological framework, which is
particularly suited to examining how individuals make sense of significant personal experiences and the meaning-
making processes through which they understand their own behaviour and its consequences (Smith, Flowers & Larkin,
2009). IPA's idiographic commitment to understanding the particular rather than the general was appropriate for this
study's interest in the nuanced, subjective dimensions of student gambling experience rather than merely its

behavioural or financial correlates.

Twenty-two undergraduate students participated in individual semi-structured interviews lasting fifty to eighty
minutes. Participants were recruited through purposive sampling targeting students with current or recent sports
betting experience, using peer nomination and university common room recruitment. The sample comprised sixteen
males and six females, reflecting both the gender imbalance in sports betting participation and the researcher's
deliberate inclusion of female bettors whose experiences are underrepresented in existing literature. Participants
spanned three faculties (social sciences, business, and engineering) and years one through four of their undergraduate

programmes.

The interview guide explored: participants' initiation into sports betting; the social contexts of their gambling; their
financial management of betting activities; their understanding of their own patterns; the relationship between betting
and academic activities; experiences of significant losses; and their reflections on gambling's role in their university
experience. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Analysis proceeded through IPA's iterative
process of close reading, initial noting, theme development, and cross-case pattern identification, with particular
attention to participants' use of language, metaphor, and narrative in making sense of their gambling experiences.

6.0 Results

6.1 The Semester Rhythm: Financial Cycles and Gambling Timing

Participants' accounts of their gambling behaviour revealed a striking temporal structure organised around the financial
rhythms of the academic semester. The arrival of semester funds-whether from government bursaries, parental
transfers, or student loans-consistently triggered elevated gambling activity, with multiple participants describing the

semester's first weeks as the period of most significant betting.
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“When the money arrives at the start of semester, you feel rich for maybe one week. During that one week, everyone
is betting. The betting shops near campus are full, full, full. We are all placing bigger bets than we normally would
because we have money. Most of the time, by the time lectures properly begin in week two, half of that money is gone.
Some of it went on accommaodation, books, food — but some of it went on bets. For some guys, most of it went on bets.
Then the rest of the semester is about survival. You are betting small amounts trying to recover. But the odds are still
the odds. You don't get it back. You borrow from friends. You ask parents for 'extra money for academic materials.’

You manage. But you know you should have managed better.” (Participant 8, male, year three, business)

This account articulates what might be termed the 'semester gambling cycle' — a temporal pattern in which financial
abundance at semester start triggers maximal gambling activity, depletion creates financial distress, and subsequent
smaller-stakes gambling attempts at recovery perpetuate the cycle. The participant's frank description of using
academic necessity as a pretext for requesting additional parental funds reveals a pattern of financial concealment that
was reported by multiple participants and that represents a significant dimension of gambling's social and relational
consequences.

“I started betting because my roommate was betting and he won two hundred thousand shillings on the first night of
Champions League group stage. Two hundred thousand. | saw the money. He was waving it around. The next week,
the whole corridor was placing bets on the Champions League. By the end of that group stage, | was the only one who
had not won anything. My roommate had already lost everything he won plus more. But the beginning — that
beginning where someone wins big — that is how everyone gets in. You see the winner, not the losers. There are

always more losers.” (Participant 14, male, year two, engineering)

This account illustrates the social contagion mechanism through which gambling spreads in student residential
communities, driven by the social visibility of wins and the invisibility of cumulative losses. The participant's final
observation — "You see the winner, not the losers' — reflects a sophisticated understanding of availability bias in
gambling cognition that he arrived at through personal experience rather than formal financial literacy education. The
Champions League as a social catalyst for gambling initiation recurred across multiple interviews, highlighting the
specific role of European club football in structuring Uganda's student gambling culture.

6.2 Rationalisation and Moral Economy: How Students Make Sense of Gambling

Participants employed a rich repertoire of cognitive and moral frameworks to make sense of their gambling behaviour,
drawing on understandings of skill, luck, entertainment, and economic strategy that shifted fluidly in response to the
gambling outcomes they were processing. These rationalisations did not simply function as deceptions-most
participants were capable of meta-reflecting on them as rationalisations but served important psychological functions

in maintaining gambling behaviour and self-image simultaneously.
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“I tell myself I understand football. I watch every game, I read statistics, I know who is injured, I know which team
plays better in away games, | know weather conditions in European cities in November. So | am not gambling-1 am
making educated predictions. I am investing my sports knowledge. Some of my friends just bet randomly, but I
research. The problem is, after two years of researching, my winning rate is about the same as theirs. | have thought
about this. The lesson is that maybe football is less predictable than | think, or maybe I don't know as much as | think
I know. But I still believe, before each bet, that | know something the bookmaker doesn't. Otherwise, why would |

bet?” (Participant 3, male, year four, social sciences)

This remarkably self-aware account captures the ‘illusion of control' (Langer, 1975)-the cognitive bias toward
believing that skill can influence chance-based outcomes and the participant's own partial awareness of this bias
without its being sufficient to alter his behaviour. His rhetorical final question ‘why would | bet?' reveals the existential
function that the belief in superior knowledge serves: without it, continued gambling would be psychologically
untenable as a self-narrated rational activity.

6.3 Consequences for Academic Discipline: Missed Lectures, Lost Focus, Financial Desperation

The academic consequences of gambling described by participants ranged from relatively minor time management
disruptions to serious patterns of academic disengagement, financial crisis, and psychological distress that directly
impaired academic functioning. The most immediately visible academic consequence was time displacement-time
spent in betting shops, watching games, researching odds, or processing gambling experiences displaced time that
would otherwise be available for academic work.

“During Champions League weeks, I would sometimes miss an 8 a.m. lecture because | was in the betting shop until
after midnight watching the game and | could not wake up. Not sometimes many times in second semester. My
attendance record was poor. | passed my examinations but just barely. My coursework was weak because | was not
concentrating in class on those weeks. The lecturer said my performance had dropped from first semester. | knew why.
I was not sleeping properly, | was thinking about bets | had placed, | was checking my phone for results in class. My
mind was not in the classroom. Part of my mind was always in the betting shop.” (Participant 17, male, year three,
social sciences)

The experience of financial desperation following significant gambling losses was described by several participants
as the most academically disruptive consequence of gambling, producing a state of financial and psychological
preoccupation that was cognitively incompatible with sustained academic engagement.

“I lost my entire month's budget in one night. The entire thing. I had a bad run-1 was chasing, which I knew | should
not do, but when you are down that much you cannot stop. The next morning | had to pretend to my parents that | had
been robbed, which was not true. | borrowed from three different friends. | could not concentrate in any lecture for

two weeks because | was thinking constantly about money — how to pay people back, how to survive, whether | should
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drop the semester. My grades suffered. Two of my assignments were late because | was just overwhelmed. That one
night damaged my whole semester.” (Participant 6, male, year two, engineering)

6.4 Gender Dimensions: Female Students' Distinct Gambling Experiences

Female participants' accounts of gambling differed markedly from male participants’ in several dimensions. Female
students were less likely to engage in sports betting and more likely to participate in lottery scratch cards or informal
peer betting pools; they were more likely to describe gambling as a peripheral rather than central leisure activity; and
they described stronger social sanctions against visible female gambling from peers and family.

“I bet sometimes, but I cannot be seen in the betting shop. If my father knew I was in a betting shop, that would be a
very serious problem at home. My male friends go there freely. For me, if | want to place a bet, | send the money with
a male friend and we share the winnings. The stigma for girls is different. A man who bets is just a man who bets. A
woman who bets is something else — she is irresponsible, she has no sense, she is not the kind of woman people want.
So we bet secretly, or not at all.” (Participant 21, female, year three, social sciences)

7.0 Discussion of Results

The findings of this study document a gambling culture embedded in Ugandan university life that is structured by the
temporal rhythms of the academic semester, the social bonds of peer community, and the technological accessibility
of mobile betting platforms. The 'semester gambling cycle' in which financial abundance at semester start triggers
maximum betting activity, losses create mid-semester financial distress, and recovery gambling attempts perpetuate
the cycle represents a structural pattern with direct implications for student financial welfare and academic
performance. This pattern is not idiosyncratic to individual students but reflects the rational-within-constraints logic
of young people navigating financial uncertainty with limited financial literacy and abundant exposure to gambling

opportunity.

The significant gender asymmetry in gambling participation and experience documented in this study aligns with
international literature (Nowak & Aloe, 2014) but reveals specifically Ugandan cultural dimensions-the gendered
stigma of female gambling, the informal peer-mediated betting arrangements women use to participate while
maintaining deniability — that have not been documented in prior research. These findings suggest that gender-
responsive approaches to gambling harm reduction in university contexts must attend not only to the different rates
but also the different social contexts and shame dynamics of male and female student gambling.

8.0 Conclusions and Recommendations

This study concludes that sports betting is a pervasive feature of Ugandan university student life whose consequences
for academic discipline and financial welfare warrant serious institutional and policy attention. The semester-
structured gambling cycle, peer social embedding, and cognitive rationalisation patterns documented in this study
indicate that student gambling is a systemic rather than individual phenomenon requiring systemic responses. The

Champions League and similar European football competitions serve as cultural anchors for collective gambling
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practices that are deeply embedded in male peer social bonding, making them particularly resistant to individual-level

intervention.

The study recommends: first, that Ugandan universities establish gambling-specific support resources within student
welfare services, including financial counselling, debt management support, and psychological support for students
experiencing gambling-related distress. Second, financial literacy programmes for incoming students should explicitly
address gambling as a financial risk, using peer-led approaches that engage with students' actual experiences rather
than delivering abstinence-focused messaging that students experience as disconnected from reality. Third, the
Uganda National Gaming Board should require gambling operators to implement semester-start marketing restrictions
around university campuses and to provide proportionate funding for gambling harm reduction services. Fourth,
further research is needed to establish prevalence data for student gambling in Uganda, enabling institutions to
understand the scale of the challenge they face and to develop proportionate responses.
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