
Why crypto-trading addiction is on the 
rise 
As PayPal announces it will this week launch a dedicated e-coin platform, what 
happens when online 'investing' become something darker? 
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Almost 1.8 million Brits began online trading during lockdown 
Cryptocurrency millionaires are, increasingly, all around us: tales of everyday folk 
making six-figure sums thanks to a smart Bitcoin dabble here, a few Ethereums 
purchased there. It all sounds so achievable, if you can get your head around it. And 
with PayPal’s announcement that it is to launch a dedicated platform for exchanging 
e-coins, many more soon will. Yet rising in tandem are crypto addicts –- those who 
have become so consumed by trading the now 4,000 forms of decentralised cash that 
clinical intervention is required to save their lives. 
Coming from a family of commodities traders Rosie Alwyn*, 32, thought she was 
making a shrewd investment when she bought into Ethereum – the second largest 
cryptocurrency – in December 2017. Following her brother’s advice, she ploughed in 
£200,000 and soon saw her cash nearly double.  

“I was on cloud nine,” she recalls. But she quickly lost control of the situation, going 
“on three or four-day trading benders in one of our countryside homes”, and lying 
about it to her boyfriend, who presumed she was having an affair.   

When the losses started coming, Alwyn rationalised her behaviour by reading 
“stories of people who had invested their whole life savings, only to make back four 
or five times their investment”. Any time she did claw money back, “I wouldn’t even 
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feel happy.” But it always led to the urge to invest again, fuelling an 18-month cycle 
in which she spent thousands – sometimes hundreds of thousands – on each trade.  

Almost 1.8 million Brits began online trading during lockdown, with social media 
stars and “investment influencers” encouraging people to hedge their bets on a 
notoriously unpredictable market: cryptocurrency’s total value went from 
£175 billion to more than £1.75 trillion at its peak, before a trillion was soon knocked 
off again. Search #daytrader on Instagram and there are more than four million 
results; videos on Facebook, YouTube and TikTok peddle “get rich quick schemes”, 
the fruits of their trades shown off in flashy posts, viewed millions of times. 

In March, the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) warned that young people were 
making riskier investments than ever before. This group, who “tend to skew more 
towards being female, under 40 and from a BAME background,” have a “striking” 
lack of awareness of the risks, the report deduced. Crypto-fraud was also up 57 per 
cent in 2020, leading to £112 million in losses. 

“We are worried that some investors are being tempted… into buying higher-risk 
products that are very unlikely to be suitable for them,” said Sheldon Mills, executive 
director of consumer and competition at the FCA. The thrill of investing, and 
accompanying social status, has elevated crypto-trading to new heights: in July, a 
two-day Bitcoin conference in Miami – described as having “the feeling of a fringe 
religious event” – pulled in 12,000 attendees.  

 

Bitcoin was created in 2009, and is the leading digital currency not to be issued by a 
bank. With no barriers to entry, and no regulation, the market can see peaks and 
troughs like no other – something that extends to the roller-coaster of emotions 
experienced by traders. 



So many have become hooked that, in 2018, Castle Craig Hospital (CCH) in West 
Linton, Peeblesshire, set up a cryptocurrency addiction treatment programme. 
“People didn’t think of it as an obsession or an addiction, but they were losing lots of 
money,” explains Anthony Marini, senior specialist therapist at CCH. It has 
sometimes proved to be a gateway to different forms of gambling, spread betting or 
“cross addiction with drugs and alcohol.”  

Opiates are often the substance of choice, Marini explains, allowing addicts to trade 
after dark, away from the watchful eyes of family and friends. 

The crypto-trader experiences a formulaic cycle, beginning with the “winning phase” 
– that early excitement of successful trades, breeding fantasies of what they’ll do with 
their vast sums. Then comes the “losing phase”, where many “just could not put their 
phones or laptops down,” Marini says of the patients he has worked with, seeing 
them “losing time to work, with their family... their home life became unhappy, their 
personality started to change; they became irritable, restless, withdrawn, 
thoughtless.”  

The “desperation phase” – which usually requires being bailed out, and loved ones 
beginning to cut them off – comes next. At its worst, they suffer suicidal ideations, 
trouble with the law and withdrawal symptoms – made all the more hellish by having 
constant internet access at the touch of a button, which Marini equates to “having a 
casino in your house 24/7”. 

After a year-and-a-half mostly spent at home, it is no wonder that crypto-addiction 
has taken hold like never before. Paracelsus Recovery, which runs rehab clinics for 
the condition in London and Zurich, has seen a 300 per cent rise in referrals since 
2018, and says cases have “skyrocket[ed] during the pandemic as trading became a 
lockdown hobby.”  

CEO Jan Gerber explains: “In the pre-pandemic world, many high net worth 
individuals would work 60 plus hours a week and then let off steam on a Friday 
night. Without that routine, people began looking for other means of obtaining that 
relief.” Many who lost a loved one as a result of the virus began using trading as a 
crutch, Marini adds. 

For amateur traders, the wild fluctuations in value make “the process much more like 
gambling than investing,” Gerber says. The lack of regulation also means that, when 
a trader’s money vanishes, they have no right to claim or complain via the Financial 
Ombudsman Service. 

Paracelsus, which charges £65,000 per week, varies its programme based on the 
client. Someone motivated to recover may be tasked with abstinence; for others, 
getting to the root cause of the addiction – often ranging from childhood trauma to 
health issues – is key. Gerber believes that patients can still trade once they’ve learnt 
where the addictive cycle sets in, and how to break it.  



As well as stress management techniques, and lifestyle modifications around sleep, 
food, exercise, breathing and mindfulness, they are offered financial training. 
Practising “dry” decisions – where no real money is at stake – means “the reward 
centre is less likely to enter a relapse cycle of problematic [or] addictive trading,” 
Gerber believes. At Castle Craig, cognitive behavioural therapy and dialectical 
behavioural therapy (used to treat mood disorders) are used. 

Marini says the coming crypto-crash will be among women who, riddled with “guilt” 
and bound up in expectations that “they should be a mother, they should be a wife, 
[can’t] neglect housework or looking after the children”, feel unable to ask for help. 
“They seem to have this idea that they should be able to stop by themselves, and 
tackle this problem on their own,” he explains. 

As for Alwyn, she explains that “it was excruciating coming to terms with what I had 
done, and I still find it hard to think about, let alone discuss.” Stuck in “a dark hole of 
depression and self-destruction,” her family sent her to Paracelsus once the extent of 
her addiction became clear – a move she says “saved my life.” 

She believes there are hundreds of others trapped in that same cycle of feeling 
“afraid, ashamed and alone because of their cryptocurrency addiction”. Cut off from 
crypto, and rebuilding her relationships, she knows she is among the lucky ones. 

*Name has been changed 
 


