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In an age of instant dopamine hits, 
more Koreans are chasing quick 
thrills through toy vending ma-

chines, or gacha — games of chance 
that keep them coming back for more.

For about 5,000 to 10,000 won ($3.50-
$7) a spin, each turn of the handle dis-
penses what’s known as a gachapon, a 
plastic capsule containing either the 
object of desire or a small disappoint-
ment, followed by the inevitable dopa-
mine crash.

Across the country, malls, arcades and 
even subway stations have embraced 
these vending fantasies of suspense and 
luck so much so that Koreans coined a 
word for it: poppamine, a portmanteau 
of dopamine and ppobda, meaning “to 
pull something out” in Korean.

Gacha: Culture of anticipation
The poppamine trend shows how an-

ticipation has evolved into enterprise, 
now large enough to stand on its own in 
retail. According to industry estimates, 
Korea’s gacha market, valued at 10 bil-
lion won in 2022, expanded fivefold to 

50 billion won last year.
Go-to hubs for such games include 

I’Park Mall and AK Plaza, which have 
readily embraced Japanese anime and 
gaming culture to attract crowds of avid 
collectors.

At I’Park Mall’s Yongsan branch, 
nearly 1,000 capsule machines line the 
corridors across its various gacha zones, 
including Gacha Park, Gacha Land and 
the Bandai Namco Korea Store, which 
alone houses 355 machines featuring 
the company’s full lineup of character 
franchises.

The mall’s gachapon sales reached 1.7 
billion won in August, up 13 percent 
from the previous month, and climbed 
to around 2 billion won in September. 
Gacha Park alone brings in over 300 
million won each month.

“The lasting appeal seems to come 
from the sheer variety of capsule toys 
inspired by popular characters,” said an 
I’Park Mall official, noting that wom-
en in their teens and twenties make up 
most of the customers.

Experts say the trend reflects how 

fun has become central to consump-
tion among younger generations, who 
relish the thrill of unpredictability and 
the satisfaction of finally getting what 
they want.

The craze has leapt from depart-
ment stores to supermarkets and con-
venience stores, as seen in Lotte Mart’s 
installation of gacha machines at more 
than 110 of its toy store locations na-
tionwide. “We operate a mix of both 
domestic and Japanese products,” said a 
Lotte Mart official.

GS25 followed 
suit in May, oper-
ating Ichiban Kuji 
kiosks, a sure-win lucky draw for anime 
figures, at select stores across Seoul. CU, 
which introduced capsule-toy kiosks in 
February, has since expanded them to 
more than 70 stores nationwide.

Industry insiders say the charm of 
these vending machine games lies in 
their efficiency. “They require almost 
no labor, take up little space, and keep 
customers hanging around, thus trans-
forming idle corners into profit-gener-

ating zones,” one industry insider noted.

UFO catchers: Culture of almost
Koreans are no strangers to vend-

ing-machine games built on anticipa-
tion and surprise.

Many share the experience of steer-
ing the joysticks of UFO catchers at ar-
cades, trying to seize a plush toy with 
a claw that always seems to let go at 
the last second. While the psychology 
behind claw machines mirrors that of 

gacha machines, 
it offers a sense of 
control over what 
players might win, 

with the thrill lying in the almost.
Riding the poppamine wave, claw 

machines have multiplied across the 
country, glowing in neon and evolving 
into mini versions that dispense tiny 
plush charms, feeding Korea’s love for 
decorating.

According to the Ministry of the Inte-
rior and Safety, 987 new arcade licens-
es, which include claw-machine shops, 
were issued nationwide between Jan-

uary and August this year, more than 
double the 411 from the same period 
last year.

The trend of using cute trinkets as 
self-expression remains a national pas-
time, with many accessorizing hand-
bags and phone cases with fluffy dolls 
and miniature collectibles.

“Affordable bag charms allow young 
consumers to express their individual-
ity without financial strain," said Lee 
Eun-hee, a professor of consumer stud-
ies at Inha University.

Yet, the proliferation of claw machine 
arcades has recently sparked concern 
that what appears to be harmless enter-
tainment may, in fact, border on proba-
bility-manipulated gambling.

During a National Assembly audit of 
the National Gambling Control Com-
mission on Monday, Jin Jong-oh of the 
People Power Party pointed to a widen-
ing blind spot in gambling regulation and 
a lack of clear responsibility for the mul-
tiplying number of claw machine parlors.

“The claw may look flimsy, but it’s 
cleverly engineered to spark the urge 

to try again, keeping players feeding in 
more money,” he said. “The machines 
are not simple entertainment, but prob-
ability-based games with a clear gam-
bling element."

In response, Shim O-Taeg, chair of 
the commission, acknowledged that the 
games carry elements of gambling. “We 
are approaching the issue from a super-
visory standpoint,” he said.

‘Poppamine’: New dopamine rush from luck-based toy machines 
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Graffiti finds growing acceptance in West Africa

CONAKRY, Guinea (AP) — It was 
the middle of the day when Omar 
Diaw, known by his artist name 
“Chimere” — French for chime-
ra — approached a blank wall off 
the main thoroughfare in Guinea 

‘s capital and started spray-painting.
“They know who I am,” he said confidently. 

Though it wasn’t clear who ”they” were, civil-
ians and police didn’t bat an eye as Diaw’s fellow 
artists unloaded dozens of paint cans onto the 
roadside in Conakry.

Graffiti has thrived for years in Diaw’s native 
Senegal, where the modern urban street art first 
took off in West Africa. But when he moved to 
Guinea in 2018 to explore a new place, he said 
such art was nearly nonexistent.

“It was thought that graffiti was vandalism,” 
he said.

To win over the public, Diaw took a gentle ap-
proach, using graffiti for public awareness cam-
paigns. One of his first was to raise awareness 
about COVID-19 preventive measures.

“We had to seduce the population,” he said.
The port city of Conakry faces rapid urbaniza-

tion. Diaw’s graffiti has become an undeniable 
part of its crowded, concrete-heavy landscape.

His larger-than-life images of famous Guin-
ean musicians and African independence lead-
ers now dwarf the overloaded trucks that drive 
by. Drying laundry hung over the portrait of the 
West African resistance fighter Samory Toure.

The tag of Diaw’s graffiti collective, Guinea 
Ghetto Graff, is on murals all over the city.

Graffiti as it’s known today began in the 1960s 
and ’70s in the United States. It arrived in West 
Africa via Dakar, Senegal, in 1988, when the 
region’s first graffiti artist, Amadou Lamine 
Ngom, started painting on the city’s walls.

Known by his artist name, “Docta,” Ngom and 

a group of fellow artists was commissioned the 
following year to paint murals for an awareness 
campaign aimed at cleaning up Dakar’s streets.

Ngom, 51, said that at the beginning, aside 
from such campaigns, he did graffiti mostly at 
night. He later changed his approach.

“I decided to do it in broad daylight,” he said. 
“So as not to copy what’s happening in the Unit-
ed States, Europe or elsewhere. To create graffiti 

that resembles the African reality, taking into 
account our reality, our values.”

Ngom, who later mentored the teenage Diaw, 
said communities grew to respect the public 
artwork since it reflected their lives and expe-
riences.

With the public’s backing, “the authorities 
didn’t have a choice,” Ngom said.

These days, graffiti has grown more asser-

tive in Senegal, becoming part of the political 
messaging around anti-government protests. In 
Guinea, Diaw’s graffiti has addressed issues like 
migration.

Diaw said Conakry’s governor supports much 
of his work and has given him carte blanche to 
do it wherever he wants.

As his latest work beside the thoroughfare 
took shape, passersby began to stop and admire 

the portrait of Guinea’s military leader, Gen. 
Mamadi Doumbouya, who took power in a 2021 
coup.

A 22-year-old driver, Ousmane Sylla, said he 
was already familiar with Diaw’s gigantic paint-
ings near Conakry’s airport.

“It reminds us of old Guinean musicians. It 
reminds us of history,” he said. “Graffiti is good 
for Africa, it’s good for this country, it’s good for 
everyone. I like it, and it changed the face of our 
city.”

The next step might be bringing in a wider 
range of artists.

“I would really like to see more women be-
come a part of this, because they say that [graf-
fiti] is for men,” said Mama Aissata Camara, a 
rare one on Guinea’s graffiti scene.

AP photos

Motorcyclists ride past 
a mural depicting a 
powerful woman on a 
street wall in Conakry, 
Guinea, on Oct. 19.

Graffiti artist Omar Diaw paints a mural of Guinea’s President Mamadi Doumbouya 
as people stop to look in Conakry, Guinea, Sep. 20


