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ABSTRACT
Online gambling has become a major global issue, increasingly linked to financial problems and poor academic performance among college students. This qualitative study investigated how financial misconduct arising from online gambling affects students' learning behavior. Focusing on the real-life experiences of eleven students at Isabela State University, Cauayan Campus, during the 2025–2026 academic year, the research explored how debt, borrowing, and chasing losses influenced their daily learning, academic focus, and overall well-being. Data were gathered through in-depth interviews and examined using thematic analysis. The study found that social media exposure, peer influence, curiosity, financial struggles, and gambling promotions are the primary catalysts for online betting. Financial misconduct led to severe consequences, including cognitive impairment in learning processes, the erosion of academic engagement and responsibility, and a sharp decline in academic performance, particularly in major subjects. Furthermore, students experienced debt as a survival tool, poor financial management, behavioral addiction, compulsion, deceptive behaviors, and significant threats to educational continuity, alongside emotional dysregulation and physical health deterioration. To cope, affected students utilized self-regulation, sought institutional help, and relied on external support systems. Ultimately, these findings underscore the critical need for universities to design comprehensive prevention and support programs. Such initiatives must address both the psychological and financial dimensions of student gambling to safeguard academic success and student well-being.

Keywords: Academic Performance, Cognitive Impairment, Financial Misconduct, Higher Education, Online Gambling



INTRODUCTION
Over the past decade, online gambling has grown rapidly due to new technologies, widespread smartphone use, and heavy social media marketing (Gómez et al., 2018). While it is convenient, this easy access has created risks for vulnerable groups, especially college students (National Council on Problem Gambling, 2023). Studies around the world show that online gambling is linked to lower academic performance, mental health problems, and even behaviors like fraud and theft among students trying to support their gambling (Rahman et al., 2024). This addiction takes away from study time, causes students to miss classes, and lowers their motivation to learn (Allami et al., 2018).
In the Philippines, the expansion of regulated and unregulated electronic gaming has raised sharp socioeconomic concerns. The Philippine Amusement and Gaming Corporation (PAGCOR) reported a monumental surge in e-gaming revenues, jumping from ₱79.37 billion in 2023 (Gerona, 2025). This massive market exposure directly mirrors alarming youth statistics: data shows that one in three Filipinos aged 15 to 24 has engaged in online gambling, while a separate survey indicates that up to 66% of individuals aged 18 to 24 have participated, frequently producing financial distress and the neglect of academic duties (Flores, 2025). Locally, studies support that online gambling among Filipino students triggers lower grades, school absenteeism, and pathological behavioral patterns (Dumrique & Castillo, 2018). Most research connects gambling to academic problems, but it usually focuses on numbers or general gaming addiction. There is still a need to look closely at how gambling-related financial misconduct, like debt, theft, and borrowing, specifically affects students' learning and mental health. Many studies miss how debt stress, fear of being found out, or legal worries can seriously harm students' focus and motivation. There is also a lack of local, practical solutions to help students facing these issues.
This study aims to fill that gap by examining the real experiences of college students at Isabela State University, Cauayan Campus. It is based on the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, especially SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) and SDG 4 (Quality Education) (United Nations, 2025). The goal is to better understand students' experiences so universities in the Philippines can help improve financial literacy, mental health, and academic success.

Theoretical Framework
This study merges four complementary frameworks employed to analyze how online gambling-induced financial misconduct systematically interferes with the learning behaviors of college students.
To begin with, the Biopsychosocial Model explains student motivations by showing how biological, psychological, and social environments interact to drive early gambling habits (Griffiths & Delfabbro, 2001). Psychologically, students use online gambling as a way to escape academic stress, motivated by the belief that they will win. Socially, aggressive digital marketing and peer circles normalize this behavior, reducing perceived risks and turning a hazardous habit into a tool for social belonging (Neighbors et al., 2002).
Building on these motivations, Strain and Cognitive Load Theories explain how subsequent financial crises damage a student's mental and academic capacity. General Strain Theory dictates that economic pressures like losing tuition fees or accumulating debt cause intense anxiety and depression, leading to maladaptive behaviors like class absenteeism (Agnew, 1992). Concurrently, Cognitive Load Theory clarifies that when a student's limited mental energy is constantly exhausted by hiding a gambling problem, evading creditors, and managing debt anxiety, their remaining cognitive capacity is depleted, resulting in immediate academic disengagement (Sweller, 1988).
In addition to this internal cognitive exhaustion, Social Control Theory stresses how the financial misconduct stemming from gambling systematically fractures a student's institutional and personal relationships. According to Hirschi (1969), people avoid deviance due to strong societal bonds; however, gambling debt rapidly weakens these ties. A student’s attachment to family frays due to guilt over deceptive borrowing; their devotion to academic milestones diminishes as financial survival takes precedence over grades; and their internal belief in campus rules weakens, making secondary infractions like cheating or cutting classes far more likely.
Concurrently, Social Learning Theory sheds light on how modern digital and peer environments accelerate and reinforce the adoption of these hazardous habits. Bandura (1977) asserts that individuals acquire behaviors mainly through observation and modeling. In this context, social media platforms act as primary gateways that expose vulnerable students to persuasive advertisements and curated peer success stories. By observing peers who appear to profit easily from online betting, students vicariously learn to imitate these hazardous behaviors and accept invitations to gamble.
Ultimately, while the preceding frameworks diagnose the problem's root causes, the Theory of Planned Behavior and Resilience Theory converge to provide an active blueprint for institutional interventions. The Theory of Planned Behavior indicates that student trajectories can be redirected by reshaping internal drives—correcting attitudes via financial literacy, altering peer subjective norms regarding money, and building perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991). Supporting this cognitive shift, Resilience Theory advocates substituting punishment with protective factors such as psychological counseling and affective regulation workshops to rebuild academic endurance (Masten, 2001).

Objectives of the Study
The main goal of this qualitative study is to understand how online gambling, financial misconduct, and academic behavior are connected for college students. Instead of focusing on statistics, this research explores students' real experiences, motivations, and the effects on their thoughts and actions.
To guide this inquiry, the study is structured around these core objectives:
1. Study the underlying motivations and driving factors that lead college students to engage in online gambling.
2. Examine and understand how the consequences of gambling-related financial misconduct alter, disrupt, or shape the daily learning behaviors, academic focus, and classroom engagement of college students.
3. Investigate the effects of financial misconduct on the general well-being and daily lives of affected college students.
4. Identify strategies capable of addressing financial misconduct while successfully safeguarding and sustaining students' academic progress.

METHODOLOGY
This study used a qualitative descriptive design to capture college students’ lived experiences and perceptions of financial misconduct stemming from online gambling at Isabela State University–Cauayan Campus; consequently, eleven students enrolled in AY 2025–2026 who reported being involved in online gambling were purposively recruited and supplemented via snowball sampling until data saturation was reached. For data collection, researcher‑administered, semi‑structured, in‑depth interviews were carried out using an expert‑validated interview guide, which was translated and back‑translated to ensure participant comprehension. With participants’ consent, interviews were audio‑recorded, transcribed verbatim, anonymized, and securely stored. Moreover, ethical clearance and institutional permissions were obtained, and participants received information sheets and signed informed consent forms that guaranteed voluntary participation, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw. For data analysis, inductive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006) was employed: transcripts were first familiarized with, then coded, and subsequently iteratively developed into themes reflecting participants’ motivations, academic impacts, and possible interventions, while the research team maintained reflexivity to minimize bias.


RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

1. Motivations of students for starting to gamble online
The main motivations of college students to start gambling online include the following:

Social Media Exposure. One of the major gateways for students to gain interest in taking part in online gambling is through social media. Their exposure to aggressive advertisements, friends' success stories, and fun, game-like challenges on sites such as Facebook. These internet platforms normalize betting through viral posts that promise quick, easy wins, often targeting financially strained students. Participants in this study shared how exposure to Facebook and social media is a starting point for online gambling. 
Six of the participants, P1, P2, P4, P6, P7, and P10, explained, "Mga napapanood ko kasi maraming lumalabas sa Facebook nun sir tapos ngayon kaya yun gusto ko ng maglaro" (I saw a lot of stuff popping up on Facebook back then, and that is why I wanted to start playing).
The participants' statements imply that direct access through social media platforms fuels initial curiosity about online gambling by broadcasting aggressive advertisements, peer-shared links, and curated success stories that construct a powerful illusion of easy financial gain. This digital exposure creates an immediate psychological pull and establishes peer norms that successfully override financial warnings, trapping vulnerable students in a cycle of speculative play. Empirical evidence confirms this dynamic; Prakash et al. (2024) noted that 82% of gambling site access via social links is driven by simplified onboarding and friend promotions, while Sirola et al. (2021) observed that active engagement in online social groups directly normalizes betting as a tool for socializing and competition. Ultimately, social media acts as an important external catalyst that interfaces with internal temptations and interests to initiate risky betting behaviors (Griffiths & Delfabbro, 2001), engineering a continuous digital feedback loop that systematically reinforces and sustains compulsive gambling habits.

Peer Influence. The encouragement from friends often pulls college students to participate in online gambling, frequently acting as a bridge to financial Misconduct that hinders college students' academic engagement by normalizing online gambling and sustaining cycles of debt. Participants repeatedly pointed out encouragement from friends as a key motivator.
As P1 noted that "Mga kaibigan sir kasi naglalaro din sila" (My friends are playing too; personal communication), a feeling echoed by P2's report of peers urging, "Yung mga tropa ko din I try mo to sabi nila" (My buddies too, they say, try this; personal communication). Similarly, P6 described, stating, "Nung nakita ko yung friend ko na nanalo ay yun naengganyo na din ako na naglaro" (I saw my friend winning; that is what encouraged me to play too), while P9 explains, "Naimpluwensyahan lang ng mga kaibigan ko" (It was just my friends who influenced me). As P3 also shared "Sa barkada" (With the barkada), and P4, "Niyaya lang ako ng kaibigan ko" (My friend just invited me).
These statements imply that encouragement from friends and success stories act as the starting points to engage and participate in online gambling, which may result in financial struggles and poor academic performance. Furthermore, Odhiambo et al. (2024) show that peer modeling significantly increases college students' motivation to engage in online gambling, with 77.6% of respondents reporting that their motivation originates from observing their friends' behavior. Additionally, the strongest predictor of initiating gambling is peer influence, which encourages conformity and increases financial risks and academic decline (Parrado-González et al., 2023).

Curiosity as Catalyst. Curiosity acts as a key driver for college students who are facing temptations like playing online gambling and are engaging in behavioral experimentation. It encourages college students to challenge limits through trial and error, starting with exploratory clicks that can lead to habitual financial mismanagement and disrupt learning behaviors. If we linked this to financial Misconduct from online gambling, such experimentation could develop into compulsive patterns, impairing academic focus, concentration, and judgment (Antonio et al., 2025). The statement of the participants showed that curiosity served as the starting point for their initial engagement with online gambling. 
As to the statements of P2, P6, and P8 that, "Na curious lang ako kasi nilalaro din nila" (I was just curious because they were playing it too), to explore the essence of online betting platforms. Furthermore, P1 and P5 also shared that, "Curious ako kaya sumubok din ako" (I got curious, so I tried it too).
By uniting these statements, it is clear that curiosity, whether as a standalone psychological interest or a reaction to social exposure, is a critical starting point for college students in participating in online gambling. It implies that college students start playing online gambling because they want to explore or experiment with how online gambling makes easy money. These participants' statements highlight how curiosity motivates students to try participating in online gambling. Additionally, Rachlin (2000) shows in his study how intrigue often overcomes caution, leading to repeated engagement in online gambling even as risks become evident. Curiosity-driven behavioral experimentation corresponds to social learning theory, which suggests that observing their friends' success online encourages them to imitate those friends. Moreover, Gen Z and Millennials often start with small bets that grow as they chase quick, easy wins while ignoring possible risks (Sy et al., 2025). Consequently, this process resembles gateway behaviors in speculative online gaming, increasing the risk of financial misconduct.

Monetary Constraints. This theme acts as a key to understanding how college students disrupted their learning behaviors owing to online gambling. It often shows up as debts, depleted savings, and desperate measures like borrowing money to continue gambling, which consume their time and prevent them from concentrating on their studies. Financial struggle from online gambling creates a vicious cycle in which students' initial wins draw them in deeper and lead them into heavy losses that distract their focus, increase absenteeism, cause anxiety, and obstruct academic success (Selvameenatchi et al., 2024). 
As shared by P3, "Kung minsan eh kulang ng baon ko sir kaya pinupusta ko" (Sometimes when I am short on allowance, sir, that is why I bet). Similarly, P7 shared, "Wala akong pera noon kaya gusto kong subukan" (I had no money, so I wanted to try it).
These statements by participants imply that when students face a shortage of, or an insufficient, allowance, they turn to online gambling to earn extra money to supplement it. These conclusions are supported by Malkin (2025), as explained, where negative stimuli like insufficient allowance or shortages trigger maladaptive coping strategies through online gambling. Eitle and Taylor (2010) also explain that strains, such as financial hardship, can create negative emotions that lead young people to engage in deviant behaviors, such as online gambling, to lessen the pressure. Additionally, society's strong emphasis on financial success, especially when college students cannot achieve it through legitimate means, can drive students toward illegal activities, including online gambling (Adingupu, 2025). As a result, these views of monetary stress not only as a symptom but also as a trigger that links financial Misconduct, such as gambling, to reduced engagement in learning.

Gambling Promotion Strategy. It reflects inner psychological mechanisms that trigger repetitive behaviors, especially in situations like online gambling, despite the risks. College students remain motivated because of the potential profits they can earn from online gambling. For college students who are suffering from financial Misconduct and entangled in online gambling, this theme shows how the promise of quick rewards or winnings distorts learning behaviors, leading them to focus on short-term excitement or thrill rather than on their studies and long-term goals (McLeod, 2025). Some of the participants described how gambling platforms use images of big winnings to create an irresistible temptation. Students are often enticed by persuasive advertisements and social media posts featuring large winnings, which function as powerful external stimuli that normalize high-risk behavior. The participants show that advertisements of big winnings and rewards powerfully spark college students' urge to gamble, as many described feeling tempted or drawn in by displays of these big wins across various social media platforms. 
A statement from P1, P3, P10, P11: "Malaki kasi yung pinapakita nilang mapapanalunan sir kaya yun sir naengganyo ako maglaro" (They show really big winnings, sir, that is why I got tempted to play). P8 and P9 also shared: "Malaki ang napapanalunan nila kaya triny ko lang naman" (They win big amounts, so I just tried it anyway). Furthermore, P2 and P4 stated: "Kapag una sir papanalunin ka" (At first, sir, they will let you win). Additionally, P7 noted, "Nadala ako sa pag-aano nila pagpropromote nila" (I got carried away by how they were promoting it), while P8 recalled, "Nakikita ko sa mga ads ng cellphone" (I saw the ads on my cellphone).
These statements show that witnessing peers win or encountering aggressive digital advertisements activates the brain's pleasure pathways, triggering dopamine spikes that promote a "try it anyway" mentality and compulsive betting behaviors despite low odds. This psychological pull is heavily reinforced by "near-miss" experiences that the brain misconstrues as impending victory (Winstanley et al., 2011), as well as variable reward schedules and secondary social reinforcers like peer validation and smartphone notifications that drive cycles of dependency through operant conditioning (Delfabbro & Parke, 2023; McLeod, 2025). Ultimately, the immediate, erratic gratification of online gambling overshadows the delayed rewards of academic success, severely weakening students' study habits (Lutz, 2025). Driven by continuous smartphone exposure, this gradual transition from casual scrolling into impulsive participation, a shift weaponized by targeted ads and platform tactics that normalize betting, prolong sessions, and smoothly transition users from social gaming to real-money risks (Gupta & Derevensky, 2013; Hing et al., 2013), directly undermines the learning and economic security of student cohorts (Pelew, 2025).

2. Influence of financial misconduct due to online gambling on the learning behavior of college students.
Online gambling has become common among young people, especially college students, commonly leading to financial Misconduct and struggles that interfere with their concentration on their studies as well as their learning behaviors. 

Cognitive Impairment in Learning Processes. It disrupts concentration, focus, memory, and decision-making, hindering successful learning and academic performance. College students commonly experience this struggle in their everyday lives. According to Chamberlain et al. (2017), online gambling often results in financial Misconduct, trapping college students in addictive habits that promote irrational thoughts, continuous pressure, and reduced study concentration. Impaired concentration appears as an outcome of financial Misconduct from online gambling, disrupting college students' study habits. Participants in this study consistently reported reduced focus and concentration on their academic tasks due to debt-related stress.
Many participants reported a pervasive inability to concentrate on their studies, noting that they "cannot focus on reviewing" even when actively trying to do so. As shared by P1, P2, and P8, "Hindi na ako maka-concentrate sa pagrereview, yung kuwan, nawawalan na ako ng focus" (I can't concentrate anymore on reviewing. I lose my focus). P3, P4, and P7 also stated that "Hindi na pumapasok sa utak ko mga nirereview ko" (What I am reviewing does not enter my brain anymore). Additionally, as stated by P9, P10,"Kung minsan naiisip yung utang kahit nagrereview kaya hindi maka-focus" (Sometimes, even while reviewing, I think about the debt, so I cannot focus). 
These statements show that financial misconduct due to online gambling inflicts a severe cognitive impairment on college students, where intrusive thoughts regarding debt anxiety and financial survival systematically exhaust their working memory. Grounded in Cognitive Demand Theory, the human brain possesses a finite capacity for processing information; when a student's mental energy is continuously consumed by the psychological burden of hiding losses or stretching depleted allowances, they experience a severe mental overload that leaves virtually no residual resources for learning or information retention (Sweller, 1988). This disruptive dynamic forces students into a state of chronic distraction during learning sessions, as the brain prioritizes immediate risk mitigation over long-term educational goals (Hodgins & el-Guebaly, 2004). Consequently, this severe focus deficit severely diminishes executive functioning and classroom engagement, establishing a destructive cycle in which economic strain directly translates into profound concentration lapses and immediate academic failure (Potenza et al., 2019).

Erosion of Academic Engagement and Responsibility. Academic engagement is crucial to college students' success and involves behavioral, emotional, and cognitive involvement in learning activities. Disruptions of the academic engagement of college students are caused by financial Misconduct connected to online gambling, which can lead to absenteeism, poor school performance, and increased psychological stress (Hosain et al., 2024). Moreover, studies consistently connect online gambling to poor academic performance and a decline in academic engagement. The study conducted by Sun et al. (2023) shows that online gambling addiction interferes with lower achievement motivation through decreased learning engagement among college students. Likewise, financial pressures can lead to further delays and incomplete assignments. The participants of this study described developing feelings of laziness toward school attendance and tasks.
As P1, P2, and P4 stated, "Parang tinatamad ako nukwa sir magbasa at gumawa ng mga activities sa school" (I feel lazy reading and doing school activities). Supported by P7, who explained how financial anxiety further paralyzes their focus, sharing, "Diko na alam kung anong uunahin kong isipin yung utang o gawin mga school activities" (I no longer know what to prioritize: whether to focus on the debt or on school activities). who admitted by P3 saying that, "Mas inuuna ko na ang paglalaro ko ng online gambling kaysa magbasa ng mga notes ko sa school" (I started prioritizing online gambling over reading my school notes). Compounding this issue even further, P11 shared how the desperate urge to recover financial deficits completely replaces academic preparation, stating, "Kung minsan inuuna ko ang pagsusugal kaysa review para makabawi sa mga natalo sa akin" (Sometimes, I prioritize gambling over reviewing just to recover what I lost).
It implies that when a student loses to online gambling, he becomes lazy due to overwhelming stress and feels distracted, which affects his concentration in his studies and results in a decline in his academic performance. Furthermore, Kahu's (2013) engagement framework emphasizes that emotional distress coming from financial Misconduct disrupts the interaction between the students and structural factors in learning (Kahu & Nelson, 2018). Aligning this with the study of Wester et al. (2021), who observed that a decrease in behavioral engagement, like a reduction in class participation, is directly connected to stress-driven changes in the priorities of students. According to Exelmans (2020), the displacement effect aligns with broader media theories, in which advanced technologies, such as online gambling, encroach on educational activities. Evidence shows that online gamblers are frequently not attending their classes or reducing study time, reflecting a classic shift in patterns seen with TV or social media (Allen et al., 2025). Noting that easy access to online gambling impairs time management, wasting valuable time that could otherwise be used to improve or enhance learning habits (Gupta et al., 2013).

Academic Performance Decline. College students who become addicted to online gambling often see a decrease in their academic performance as a direct consequence. The participants shared a variety of experiences, yet their academic performance has continued to decline over time, with impacts ranging from perceived minor disruptions to severe grade deterioration. Some students initially reported that the effect on their studies was slight or minimal, suggesting an early stage of academic impact where they may still be attempting to balance gambling with their coursework. 
A statement from P2 and P8 suggests a minimal initial impact, with the participants remarking, "Sa akin sir slight lang naman ang epekto sa academics ko" (The effect on my academics is just slight). In contrast to this mild experience, P3 and P9 noted that their grades had begun to drop steadily, explicitly stating, "Medyo bumaba yung grades ko" (My grades have dropped a bit).  This is particularly evident in the case of P10 and P11, who shared, "Bumaba yung ibang grades ko, lalo na mga major subjects ko" (Some of my grades dropped, especially in my major subjects).
This implies that when students prioritize online gambling over their studies, their academic performance will suffer due to a lack of concentration and the cognitive toll of financial stress and cravings. Grounded in self-regulation and time displacement theories, excessive gambling depletes the mental discipline required for impulse control while directly replacing essential study hours with gameplay. This behavioral shift ultimately triggers a cycle of declining academic confidence, as explained by social cognitive theory and empirically supported by a global review linking both casual and problem gambling to lower GPAs (Lutz, 2025). Locally, this dynamic is mirrored among Filipino college students, whose gambling-related financial stress directly manifests as acute concentration lapses and subsequent grade drops in major coursework.

3. Effects of Financial Misconduct on College Students
Financial Misconduct, especially when caused by online gambling addiction, significantly influences how college students behave academically, turning their studies into cycles of crisis. 

Debt as a Survival Tool. For college students who are addicted to online gambling, they use borrowing money as a survival tool. It begins when they engage in online gambling and lose their allowances, which pushes them to borrow from friends or relatives to keep playing, pay their tuition, or cover daily expenses, leading to financial struggles. Borrowing as a temporary solution becomes a risky lifeline. Students end up relying on borrowing or support from their family just to cover their gambling losses or keep going in school amid gambling debts. While online gambling in the Philippines is prevalent and common among students, these challenges worsen the learning behavior of students by shifting their focus from studies to worries about their debt (Staley, 2023). 
Regarding their experiences with debt, several participants revealed how borrowing became an immediate solution to financial strain. 
For instance, P1 and P3 explicitly stated that, "Nangungutang ako" (I am borrowing money). In support of this, P10 also revealed that, "Nasubukan ko nang umutang kasi wala nang allowance" (I tried borrowing because I had no more allowance left). Furthermore, P2 shared how they managed these borrowed funds, noting, "Yung utang ko na 500 pagkakasiyahin ko na ng 1 week allowance" (The 500 I borrowed, I would use that to make up for my 1 week's allowance).
The statements of the participants imply that when students lose their money or allowances through online gambling, they shift into a culture of borrowing money from their friends or family members just to survive and cover their losses. The best is evidenced by the way college students use borrowed money not just for one-time expenses but to cover their basic living costs for the entire week, essentially relying on credit to simulate financial stability. Research studies support this perspective by showing why financial distress leads student gamblers to borrow money. For example, in the study by Petry and Gonzalez-Ibanez (2015), college students who often play online gambling often borrow money to cover their losses, a pattern linked to absenteeism and pressure on their families, reflecting the survival borrowing depicted here. Similarly, Hakansson and Widinghoff (2020) showed in their study that overwhelming debt intensifies addiction in online gambling, creating a vicious cycle where debt becomes a tool for survival for a short-term period, yet prolongs long-term psychological distress among college students.

Financial Constraints and Mismanagement. This theme captures one of the major fallouts of financial Misconduct among college students, particularly those playing online gambling, where their allowances are depleted due to gambling losses. It also shows up as reckless spending of limited allowance, with people chasing impulsive or addictive behaviors such as online gambling instead of making sure their basic needs are covered. It can easily turn into bigger problems, such as struggling to buy daily essentials and needs, and staying on track with their studies. The participants' statements indicate that online gambling increases budget deficits and undermines daily economic stability. As a result, students frequently face financial struggles that ripple into larger challenges, affecting their studies and personal lives. They also emphasized that losses from online gambling are depleting their primary income sources, which are their allowances.
A statement from P1, P3, P6, P11: "Nauubos ang allowance" (My allowance is running out). On the other hand, P4, P5, and P8 shared: "Yung sahod ko naipapatalo ko sa online gambling" (I lose my salary to online gambling). P9 and P10 also disclosed: "Problemado kung paano babayaran, paano mo ba ibabudget yung buong allowance mo mabayaran mo lang yung inutang mo" (Worried about how to pay it back, how do you budget your entire allowance to pay off your debt).
These imply that when students lose their allowances or salaries to online gambling, they are forced to borrow from friends or family members to cover basic living expenses, inducing severe psychological stress over debt management and budgeting. This financial strain and the resulting cognitive overload directly disrupt their focus on their studies, leading to a decline in their school performance. This process illustrates a destructive cycle where online gambling acts as a primary driver of financial instability, transforming essential survival funds into substantial losses and mirroring Seifried et al.'s (2009) observations on gambling debts and chronic absenteeism among low-income students. Compounded by a general lack of financial literacy and high impulsivity, students frequently overspend on gambling, resulting in immediate shortages of necessities and long-term debt accumulation (Widener, 2017). Consequently, as students prioritize scrambling for basic needs like rent and groceries over their education, their academic commitments deteriorate (Moore et al., 2021). This vulnerability is particularly acute among Filipino youth who turn to online platforms for quick financial relief, only to become trapped in an overwhelming cycle of addiction, mounting debt, and persistent socio-economic challenges (Sy et al., 2025).

Behavioral Addiction and Compulsion. Online gambling is like a behavioral addiction with its easy, quick, and fast reward system, which the students build tolerance over time, and causes withdrawal-like symptoms without involving drugs (Wölfling et al., 2020). Additionally, Cosenza et al. (2024) explain that as the urge intensifies, people will start chasing losses, leading them to debt that increases stress and distracts from schoolwork and studies. As a result, this urge often appears in college life as missed classes, less study time, and poorer performance (Petry & Gonzalez-Ibanez, 2015). At first, many participants shared how they began to gain self-awareness regarding their habits. 
For instance, P1 and P4 explicitly stated, “Parang na-addict na ako sa online gambling” (It feels like I have become addicted to online gambling). Corroborating this sentiment, P9 disclosed that: "Parang pag magrereview ka eh hinahanap ng katawan mo" (It is like when you are reviewing, your body starts craving to gamble). 
This demonstrates how the physical and psychological compulsion to gamble systematically disrupts regular study habits. This implies that when our bodies are in a state of craving, our brains are redirected toward satisfying the urge, leaving no room for encoding academic information. Consequently, even if a college student is physically present in school, actively participating in activities, and reviewing their lessons, the internal biological pressure serves as a barrier, preventing educational content from entering their brain. This analysis shows that students' failure to study is not merely a lack of self-discipline, but a functional paralysis stemming from their physical condition to prioritize online gambling over school participation. In the end, these experiences show a simple hobby shift to an addictive urge that takes over daily responsibilities, such as school engagement. As Gainsbury (2015) explains, people often view themselves this way because it fits with theories on behavioral addictions, such as how quick online gambling wins create urges that are hard to resist. In addition, the participants' confessions highlight how the urge to keep chasing their losses exacerbates financial struggles and academic disruptions among college students (Palomäki et al., 2025).

Deceptive Behaviors in Financial Misconduct. This theme emerges, revealing a key pattern in which people resort to manipulative techniques to get money or material things, usually driven by compulsive behaviors such as online gambling. Allen et al. (2025) found that college students engage in dishonest behaviors, such as lying to family members to cover gambling losses, thereby disrupting academic engagement, concentration, and moral development. Consequently, as gambling addiction worsens their financial struggles, students begin fabricating stories to their friends and families to obtain quick funds. The experiences of these participants show that they resort to dishonesty to finance their habits.
As P3 shared, "Nangungutang ako sa kanila tinanong ung saan ko gagamitin sir sinabi ko, eh may sira yung motor ko." (I borrowed from them when they asked what it was for, I said my motorcycle was broken). This pattern is also clearly illustrated by P7 and P11, who admitted: "Nagsisinungaling ako sa parents ko na kunwari may babayaran kami para may pang-sugal" (I lie to my parents, pretending we have something to pay for, just so I can have money for gambling).
The statements of the participants imply that when students suffer losses in online gambling, they frequently fabricate stories to exploit the trust of family and friends, a defensive behavior driven by the fear of shame, judgment, or punishment. According to Buller and Burgoon’s (1996) Interpersonal Deception Theory, this lying manifests as a fluid process of falsifying and concealing truth to manage the immense mental strain, guilt, and anxiety associated with gambling debts. These behavioral changes lead to severe academic disruption; research shows that 73% of student gamblers engage in theft or fraud, behaviors that are strongly correlated with increased absenteeism, poor classroom concentration, and lower grades (Allen et al., 2025). Ultimately, as Sy et al. (2025) frame it, this deception gradually erodes personal morals and normalizes dishonesty within student communities through social learning, leading students to chronically neglect assignments and school activities in a desperate bid to recover their financial losses.

Threats to Educational Continuity. The educational continuity of college students is profoundly threatened by the behavioral and financial risks associated with online gambling. Engaging in these platforms not only displaces vital study time and resources but also induces severe financial stress, forcing students to prioritize debt repayment over academic commitments (Petry & Gonzalez-Ibanez, 2015). This distraction leads to chronic absenteeism, cognitive fatigue, and diminished academic focus, a cycle that is often accelerated by peer groups on these platforms (Bandura, 1977). When these habits are discovered, it precipitates a critical crisis in parental trust, leading to stripping the primary social support system of the student and escalating family interventions to immediate threats of academic termination or dropping out entirely.
As shared by P1, "Tapos parang gusto na nila akong patigilin sa pag-aaral" (It seems like they now want me to stop studying). Supported by the statement of P10, who stated, "Sinabihan ako na huminto na lang ako sa pag-aaral kasi kahit sa bahay nag-o-online gambling ako" (I was told to stop studying because I was even gambling at home). Similarly, P11 stated that "Nung nalaman ng parents ko sir pinagalitan ako, sabi ni mama eh huminto ka na lang sa pag-aaral" (When my parents found out, they scolded me. My mom said, 'Just stop studying').
These statements by participants imply that financial misconduct due to online gambling severely fractures the foundational family support system required for academic persistence, pushing students into institutional displacement when discovered. Grounded in Social Control Theory, an individual's commitment to academic milestones is heavily influenced by the strength of their social bonds, particularly their attachment to parents (Hirschi, 1969). When a student squanders vital resources and engages in deceptive borrowing, this essential trust is dismantled, provoking extreme familial backlash and punitive ultimatums to stop studying. This total collapse of protective familial backing and financial anchors induces profound psychological distress and emotional exhaustion (Splevins et al., 2010). Consequently, without the critical emotional and economic safety nets necessary to maintain university enrollment, the student's academic resilience collapses, directly accelerating their trajectory toward permanent dropout (Valentine & Sofia, 2020).

Emotional Dysregulation. A consequence of involvement in online gambling is the disruption of an individual's emotional stability. When gambling habits lead to financial distress, it often shows an inability to manage or process negative affective states. The psychological toll manifests not only during active sessions but also lingers as chronic cognitive preoccupation, wherein the weight of monetary loss triggers psychological volatility (D’Amore Mental Health, 2026). 
P2: “Minsan naiisip ko pa rin Talaga yung utang yung talo” (Sometimes, I still really think about the debt and the losses). P3: “Pag natatalo ako naiinis ako” (When I lose, I get frustrated).
The participants' statements show how the financial distress of online gambling directly leads to emotional dysregulation, shifting from chronic cognitive anxiety over debt to immediate, volatile frustration upon losing. This financial strain severely erodes an individual’s impulse control and coping mechanisms; as the frustration-tolerance threshold drops, individuals often resort to the destructive cycle of "chasing losses" to alleviate their acute anxiety, deepening both their financial misconduct and emotional instability. These outcomes align with diagnostic frameworks establishing irritability and distress as core indicators of gambling disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Ultimately, this persistent preoccupation with debt strips away cognitive bandwidth, leaving individuals highly vulnerable to cyclical mood swings, severe anxiety, and broader systemic life complications (GamCare, 2025; Taylor & Francis, 2026).

Physical Health Deterioration. The physical toll of playing excessive online gambling is often highlighted by the participants, who report a severe disruption in their biological routines. The following responses show how unchecked online gambling habits directly affect their physical well-being:
P3: “Kung minsan puyat sa kakalaro” (sometimes I stay up late, sir, from playing so much). P7: “Kapag nasosobrahan ko sa paglalaro, napupuyat gano’n, nagkakasakit na, at palaging kulang sa tulog” (When I play excessively, I stay up late, fall ill, and constantly suffer from a lack of sleep).
These statements illustrate a critical pathway where excessive online gambling engagement directly manifests as physiological harm through sleep deprivation. Driven by the 24/7 accessibility and immediate gratification of online platforms, this chronic lack of rest disrupts natural circadian rhythms, weakens the immune system, and increases susceptibility to illness (Chang et al., 2022; King et al., 2020). These findings imply that physical health deterioration does not occur in isolation, but rather, the resulting cognitive fatigue and recurring illness inevitably spill over into institutional commitments, leading to absenteeism and academic decline (Gómez et al., 2019). Physical decline often triggers a feedback loop: reduced health lowers a person’s capacity to control compulsive actions, which in turn disrupts daily routines and academic progress, perpetuating further decline.


4. Strategies to address financial misconduct among students while sustaining their learning behavior.
To deal with both financial misconduct and staying on track in school, students need a balanced approach that includes self-discipline, support from their school, and guidance from others.

Cognitive and Behavioral Self-Regulation. This involves individuals monitoring their thoughts, feelings, and actions to achieve long-term goals, such as academic success, rather than engaging in impulsive behaviors, such as online gambling. Theories such as Baumeister's strength model of self-regulation highlight willpower as a limited resource, alongside clear goals, motivation, and self-monitoring to resist temptations. Similarly, social cognitive theory stresses the reciprocal interaction between personal factors and the environment in promoting self-control (Bandura, 1991). 
For example, P1 stated, "Iwasan ko na ang paglalaro ng scatter saka magtipid" (Avoid playing scatter and save money). Similarly, P2 noted, "May designated time ako para mag-review kung gagawin sa school" (I have a designated time for reviewing school tasks), while P3 and P5 added, "Saka lang ako naglalaro sir kapag free time ko" (I only gamble during my free time), and P6 stated, "Inuuna ko naman mga activity sa school" (I prioritize my school activities). Furthermore, P10 reinforced this by advising, "Huwag pagsabayin ang paglalaro ng online gambling sa pag-aaral" (Do not mix playing online gambling with study). In addition, P4 and P11 explained, "Siguro sir iba-block ko na lang yung mga application… dinelete ko po yung mga application para maiwasan ko na po" (Maybe, sir, I will block those applications… I deleted the applications so I can avoid it). 
These responses mirror the hierarchy of self-regulation models, in which higher-level thinking skills help control impulses, as supported by studies showing that emotional regulation develops into focused attention over time (Blair & Ku, 2022). Time management strategies align with research on self-regulated learning, which links scheduled study periods to reduced procrastination and improved academic performance (Wolters & Brady, 2021). Additionally, avoidance tactics such as deleting apps and encouraging oneself to quit align closely with Baumeister's ideas on monitoring and willpower, which help prevent resource depletion associated with addictive behaviors (Baumeister & Heatherton, 1996).

Institutional and Educational Interventions. Schools and universities play a critical role in combating youth online gambling through targeted educational seminars and workshops. Grounded in prevention frameworks like the Health Belief Model and Social Cognitive Theory, these interventions reduce gambling frequency by enhancing risk assessment and targeting distorted thinking (Forsström et al., 2021). Comprehensive programs that address the psychological excitement of betting and build decision-making skills have been shown to significantly lower problem gambling rates and enhance student awareness (Calado et al., 2020; Giménez Lozano et al., 2022). Aligning with these findings, participants’ narratives consistently advocated for school-led seminars as a primary institutional intervention, emphasizing their necessity for curbing initial curiosity and for proactively educating students about long-term risks.
In response to these challenges, all of the participants suggested implementing institutional interventions, stating, "Seminar siguro sir sa mga estudyante sa online gambling" (Seminar, sir, for students on online gambling). Specifically, participants noted that these seminars should focus on illustrating the detrimental effects of gambling while providing concrete strategies for prevention. Furthermore, this highlights the students' collective recognition of the need for formal awareness campaigns within the university ecosystem.
These suggestions collectively show a common view that proactive institutional Education is key to breaking the cycle of financial and academic instability seen in participants' experiences. They also suggest that pushing for School-led seminars is a strategic way to create an institutional response against the strong digital and social pressures that lead to gambling. These responses echo findings from proven programs, such as those reported in Canale et al. (2016), which reduced high school gambling problems through targeted educational efforts. Additionally, St-Pierre and Derevensky's (2016) framework highlights skill-building workshops that address common gambling myths, supported by monthly or ongoing sessions to ensure deep engagement and lasting results. Adding peer counseling integration, implied in participant calls for prevention, further strengthens efficacy, as seen in university awareness initiatives.

Social and External Accountability. External accountability from family, peers, and authority figures is vital in curbing gambling addiction. By combining relational pressure with shared community standards, external oversight reinforces internal motivation and personal responsibility. This dynamic is supported by social accountability frameworks (World Bank, 2004) and social control theory, which views strong social bonds as natural deterrents to deviant behavior (Hirschi, 1969). Reflecting these theories, participants identified family and educators as their primary sources of external support and accountability in managing gambling urges.
P1 and P4 emphasized the primary importance of familial and institutional bonds, stating, "Family ko" (My family), while further elaborating that "yung mga teacher na binabalaan or pinagsasabihan ang mga studyante na kapag nalulong ay mahirap" (teachers who warn students that if they become addicted, it will be difficult). Similarly, romantic relationships served as a vital source of accountability, as P2 shared, "May isang tao na lagi kong nakakausap, yung girlfriend ko… sabi niya baka pwedeng tigil-tigilan mo na pagsusugal" (There is someone I always talk to, my girlfriend, who told me to try to stop gambling).  P9 also urged educators and authorities to take an active role, stating, "I lead lang nilang mabuti ang mga bata" (They should guide students well). And P11 added swift compliance, "Nung sinabi ni mama na itigil ko pagsusugal, itinigil ko na" (When my mother told me to stop gambling, I stopped right away).
These findings imply that external personal relationships—such as familial ties, romantic partnerships, and educator guidance—serve as powerful protective buffers against compulsive online gambling, triggering swift behavioral modifications when internal self-regulation fails. Grounded in Social Control Theory, adherence to low-risk behavior is maintained by attachments to significant others and institutional figures (Hirschi, 1969). When confronted with parental ultimatums, partner accountability, or authoritative teacher warnings, the perceived social cost of deviance increases dramatically. This relational accountability aligns with positive institutional mentorship, where direct educator communication reinforces moral and behavioral boundaries to reduce risk-taking (Liau et al., 2003). Ultimately, integrating a student's social ecosystem into the recovery process provides the necessary emotional regulation and social constraints to disrupt compulsive habits, shifting them away from digital addiction and back toward academic focus (Delfabbro & King, 2021).


CONCLUSION
This study shows that online gambling, financial misconduct, and student learning problems are closely linked. Students often start gambling because of social media, peer pressure, curiosity, and financial stress. As gambling becomes a habit, many students end up lying to their parents to get money, which leads to borrowing from family or friends just to meet basic needs. This cycle of debt and stress makes it hard for them to focus on their studies, leading to poor performance, especially in major subjects. However, the research also found that students can break this cycle by managing their time more effectively, deleting gambling apps, and exercising self-control. Support from schools, such as educational seminars, and guidance from parents and teachers, also help students stop gambling and get back on track.


RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on participant responses and established theories in the study, the following recommendations are suggested for each problem statement.
1. The ISU-Cauayan Campus may conduct regular monthly psychoeducational seminars that target social media exposure, peer pressure, curiosity, and gambling promotions so students can recognize and resist the early triggers of online gambling.
2. Students may be trained and encouraged to practice self-regulated learning strategies, especially by setting clear boundaries between review time and gambling-related distractions, so financial stress does not interfere with concentration, engagement, and classroom responsibility.
3. Families and school authorities may establish an early intervention system to detect signs of financial distress, borrowing, deception, emotional strain, and health problems, so students at risk can receive timely support before the problem worsens.
4. The ISU-Cauayan Campus may provide accessible counseling services and continuing guidance programs to strengthen students’ self-regulation, emotional control, and academic persistence while helping them recover from gambling-related financial misconduct.
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