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• Gambling problems arising from a ‘player –
product’ interaction:

– Most research on gambling (esp. addiction 
science, psychology) has emphasized 
individual risk factors

– Gambling product characteristics are 
equally important

• This interplay is shaped by the wider 
gambling environment

• Implications for regulation and RG

Korn & Shaffer 1999:
interplay of the gambler, 
the game & the 
environment



Since 2017: adopting a public health approach

• Public health approach considers harms & 
wellbeing in full population, rather than 
<1% seeking treatment

– Harms ≠ symptoms

– Harms in affected others

– Financial harms can extend for years 
after the gambling episode (e.g. poor 
credit)

(anticipated in the BC Lower the Stakes 
report 2013 & 2015 Plan for Public Health)
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Wardle et al 2019: social-ecological model of gambling: people who gamble are 
embedded with families and social networks, and wider cultural groups and 
regulatory environments (of which ‘product characteristics’ are simply one of 
many facets)



Person or player

• Some people are more at risk of developing a 
gambling problem than others; the playing field 
is not level

• Personal vulnerability is shaped by many factors, 
both genes and life events (both early and 
recent)

• Generally speaking, these risk factors are not 
unique to gambling but convey risk to a range of 
mental health problems and negative outcomes

Image: https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/gambling-addiction-is-trapping-

children-report-warns-g6sbngkj6      HT Ellen Flynn 



Meta-analysis of risk factors in prevalence 
surveys

Allami et al 2021

Meta-analysis of 104 
gambling prevalence surveys 
(N per risk factor < 273,946)

Odds ratios low for socio 
demographic factors (inc.
gender, age, income)

Largest effect sizes were for 
certain products (online 
gambling, EGMs, Poker)

Image from the WAGER: https://www.basisonline.org/2021/11/problem-

gambling-risk-factors-in-the-general-adult-population.html



Products

• Different gambling products vary in their degree of 
associated harm

• These differences can be analyzed as a number of 
structural features (‘ingredients’)

• These features may also combine to create 
powerfully immersive products (e.g. fast game + 
intense AV feedback + strong sense of control)



Scoring ingredients to estimate product risk
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Studies, see also Blanco et al 2013



Cashless casinos?

▪ Gambling products use a range of monetary payment method: 
coins, bills, chips, TITO, bank card, credit card, e-wallet…

▪ COVID-19 accelerated the movement away from cash, + 
convenience of digital payment appeals to operators & 
consumers 

▪ Card-based gambling presents opportunities for harm reduction 
(see Gainsbury & Blaszczynski 2020), e.g. limit setting tools, 
detection of risky activity

Concerns around digital payments:

▪ ‘Pain of paying’ and overspending on cards 

▪ Many casino gamblers report control strategies involving cash 
(“Only take the money you want to lose” Rodda et al 2019)

Monetary 

format



What do we know about the effects of monetary format on 
gambling tendencies?

▪ Systematic scoping review of peer-reviewed & grey lit in Sept 2021: money OR 
monetary OR payment OR note acceptors OR bill acceptors OR cash OR credit, + 
gambling terms. 3,996 unique hits.

▪ Eligibility (c.f. ‘real gamblers, real gambling’ in Ladouceur et al 2017):

1. experimental design: randomized + control condition, with a manipulation of 
monetary format, not jackpot size, RTP, win rate.

2. uses a gambling scenario (stake, prize, chance), not neurocognitive tests

3. measure of gambling involvement / severity e.g. PGSI

4. reports gambling behaviour, subjective experience, or physiology

Palmer, Cringle, Clark, 2022 IGS



12 of 23 expts compare 
the Presence vs Absence 

of Money (e.g. tokens, 
points) 

Strength of evidence: +++

Relevance to policy: limited

6 expts manipulate Salience of Money (e.g. 
holding money in hand, exchange rates)

Evidence: mixed

No studies compared cash vs card / digital

3 expts tested RG tools (e.g. bill 
acceptors)

Evidence: weak but manipulations 
were quite subtle

2 expts tested Monetary Inducements

Evidence: mixed

Highly relevant to promotional marketing

Palmer, Cringle, Clark, 2022 IGS



Monetary format is not easy to study…

▪ Two experiments in experienced slot machine 
gamblers, using a modern EGM in a lab environment:

▪ Expt 1: cash payment vs voucher (n = 61)

▪ Expt 2: earned endowment vs windfall (n = 48)

Limbrick-Oldfield et al 2022 Addiction Res Theory



Pain of Paying study: no significant effects of 
payment modality 

Expt 1 Cash (n = 30) Voucher (n = 31)

Average bet ($) 0.31 0.30

Total bet ($) 52.8 54.4

End balance ($) 26.2 14.5 p = .077

Total bet at 5 mins ($) 17.0 14.6

Expt 2 Windfall (n = 
28)

Earned (n = 20)

Average bet ($) 0.40 0.40

Total bet ($) 49.2 47.8

End balance ($) 27.4 30.0

Total bet at 5 mins ($) 18.4 12.6

Limbrick-Oldfield et al 2022 Addiction Res Theory



Environments

• Social disadvantage and 
marginalization, in many forms, are risk 
factors for harmful gambling

• Online gambling is not a type of 
product; it’s the same products being 
offered in a different environment

• Marketing landscape is fast moving 
(e.g. social media & personalized 
promotions)

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3437271/Number-13-unlucky-Residents-live-near-high-

street-dubbed-Strip-eight-betting-shops-four-gambling-arcades-trying-block-13th-opening.html

Daily Mail (2016)



Fu, Monson & Otto 2020, 2021

Strongest association for Fixed Prize 
lotteries (e.g. Pick2, DailyKeno), weakest 
for Progressive Prize (e.g. Lotto649)

Neighborhood (FSA) Socioeconomic Status

Toronto lottery sales by zipcode SES



Pareto effects in online gambling

• For many goods, the top 20% most active consumers of the product generate 
80% of the sales (the law of the vital few, e.g. Tom et al 2014)

Top 

20%

80%

Standard 

Pareto

Top 

20%

20%

Netflix 

(revenue)

Top 

20%

~60%

Weekly 

Lottery

90%

eCasino

Top 

20%

• Zendle et al (2020) for CS:GO loot box openings (1.5m from China), top 
1% generate 26% sales (“whale-centric”)

Deng et al 2021 Addictive Behaviors; see also Lesch & 
Clark 2018 white paper at cgr.psych.ubc.ca/publications 



Gambling Streams on Twitch

Slots streams – many issues!

Lack of age gating

Sponsorship contracts

Crypto casinos

See Abarbanel, Avramidis, Clark & Johnson 2021 
The Conversation



Take-home messages

• Gambling harms arise through an interplay of factors at the level of the 
Person (‘player’), gambling Product, and wider Environment

• Within this framework, gambling Products represent the point of contact 
between the person and the wider environment

• Gambling products can be broken down into a number of discrete 
features (ingredients). It remains unclear whether the harm / safety 
profile of any form of gambling is driven by certain features, or is the 
result of many features creating e.g. an immersive experience.

• Many recent examples of the interplay between products and 
environments, but we also need to better understand the other linkages 
(Person – Product, Person – Environment) 
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