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Barclays predicting double-digit growth 
propelling digital ad spend in the UK to 
above £15bn this year, should it come as 
any real shock that issues with online ads 
are on the rise? “I’m not at all surprised 
by the surge in online complaints be-
cause, if the gambling industry provides 
any relevant measure, that is where 
today’s major marketing spend takes 
place,” says David Clift on, director of 
Clift on Davies Consultancy.  

“This was evidenced by last Novem-
ber’s fi nancial analysis by Regulus 
Partners on behalf of GambleAware, 
estimating that gambling companies 
had spent £1.2bn marketing online, fi ve 
times more than on television ads.” 

L
ast month, the UK’s Advertising 
Standards Authority (ASA) and the 
Committees of Advertising Practice 

(CAP) published their annual report into 
advertising complaints received and 
resolved throughout 2018. Perhaps the 
most striking revelation among all the 
juicy data was that complaints relating 
to all online ads – be it paid ads, social 
media channels, apps, advergames, 
video-on-demand and claims on compa-
nies’ own websites – outnumbered TV by 
almost three to one. 

In fact, online complaints leapt 41% 
over 2017 to 16,059. The objections in 
2018 related to 14,257 online ads, which 
was a 38% rise on the previous year. In 

total, the ASA resolved 33,727 complaints 
in 2018, 98% of which were from the 
public, about 25,259 ads. Of these, 10,773 
complaints (a 14% increase on 2017) 
related to 5,748 TV ads (a 23% rise). Fur-
thermore, the ASA forced the amendment 
or the withdrawal of 10,800 ads, 90% of 
which appeared online either in whole 
or in part. This meant there was a 221% 
increase in amended or withdrawn ads in 
the fi ve-year period from 2014 to 2018. 

As the number of online complaints 
continues to increase, aft er fi rst eclipsing 
the TV complaint count in 2017, the 
ASA and CAP are undertaking a fi ve-year 
strategy, dubbed ‘More Impact Online’, 
to better police the digital space. Yet with 

The rising tide of complaints relating to online ads shows little sign of receding. 

So what’s driving this surge, and can two major gambling firms count 

themselves a little unlucky to have recently had their knuckles rapped? 
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him on Tinder, Corey_McClean3 tweeted: 
“You know you’re addicted to betting 
when William Hill starts messaging you 
through Tinder.”

Brothers at arms 
Targeting Tinder users illustrates the 
lengths to which marketers go and the 
avenues they explore to acquire new 
users these days, even if it does perhaps 
increase the chance of flouting ad regu-
lations. However, even high-profile ATL 
campaigns can come unstuck too. In 
May, a Paddy Power ad was also ordered 
to be removed by the ASA for glamorising 
gambling and suggesting it was a route to 
achieving a good standard of living. The 
creative starred Rhodri Giggs as Paddy 
Power’s ‘brand ambassador’ poking fun 
at the eight-year affair between his wife 
and his brother Ryan, the ex-Manchester 
United star and current manager of the 
Welsh national team. 

Many agreed the ad promoting the 
company’s rewards club was the Irish 
bookmaker back to its inimitable best 
when it comes to irreverent and mis-
chievous marketing. “While it was a TV 
ad, the measure of its success was how 
well it performed on social media,” says 
Alex Donohue, director of agency Alex 
Donohue PR. “From the minute it was 
launched, it lit up social media and it 
had the desired effect.” Yet the ad first 
aired in February, so for the ASA to ban 
it three months later after receiving five 
complaints does seem a slightly futile 
exercise. 

Donohue suggests this was the “cherry 
on top” for Paddy Power. “The ban has 
served no purpose whatsoever in terms 
of preventing people from seeing it and, 
if anything, it has given it that little extra 

Inevitably, gambling companies end up 
falling foul of the regulations from time 
to time. Indeed, the likes of LeoVegas, 
32Red, Unibet, Coral and William Hill 
all had ads probed by the ASA last year, 
while Hills also drew negative headlines 
in May following an investigation by the 
advertising watchdog.   

Swipe left 
In mid-May, the ASA banned a William 
Hill ad sent as a message to users of 
Tinder as it was deemed to be ‘linking 
gambling to sexual success’. The ad, 
which appeared on the mobile dating app 
on 11 March and included a download 
link for the operator’s app, stated: “Stuck 
in the friend zone? You won’t be for 
much longer if you use this Cheltenham 
free bet offer.” William Hill responded to 
the ASA by insisting that when customers 
sign up for accounts they “enter into a 
relationship with William Hill” and that 
the promotion “was supposed to relate 
the offer to the nature of the business 
they were advertising on [Tinder]”. 

The CAP Code requires that marketing 
communications for gambling must 
not link gambling to seduction, sexual 
success or enhanced attractiveness. The 
London-listed firm stressed that it didn’t 
intend to link gambling to sexual success. 

“Given the ‘hook-up’ reputation of the 
particular dating app on which the Wil-
liam Hill ad was posted, it is surprising 
that it took intervention by the ASA for 
William Hill to accept that the ad could 
be interpreted as linking gambling to 
sexual success,” Clifton notes. Likewise, 
Harry Lang, MD of Brand Architects and 
the ex-CMO of Pinnacle, views it as “an 
error” on Hills’ part. “The rules around 
suggesting sexual success through win-
ning bets is long standing so going near 
an app like Tinder was always going to be 
risky. They got it wrong, had their wrists 
collectively tapped and moved on.” 

Tweets from certain Tinder users would 
suggest William Hill has been using the 
dating app since at least November 2018 
to send various pun-filled messages. For 
example, “City to beat Chelsea at 33/1 
sound like a single you wanna mingle 
with?” or “Here’s something incredibly at-
tractive for you to flirt with: 40/1 on Tyson 
Fury beating Deontay Wilder.” Alongside 
a screengrab of the Fury message sent to 
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“It could make someone feel like 

they are being heavily targeted. 

So, I can see why the number of 

complaints might have gone up”

( Alex Donohue
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boost of publicity.” Meanwhile, Lang, 
who describes the campaign as “genius 
parody of the highest order”, dismisses 
the suggestion that a wealthy lifestyle 
can be achieved from betting. “He’s an 
ambassador, so if this ad suggests success 
through betting it opens up a whole new 
– and fairly unnecessary – debate around 
celebrity endorsement of betting firms.” 

Feeling the heat 
This wasn’t the first time Flutter Enter-
tainment’s Paddy Power brand has been 
forced to pull an ad, and it probably won’t 
be the last. The problem the operator  
and other firms face is that with ever- 
increasing regulatory and political scruti-
ny on the embattled sector, it’s probably 
encouraging more and more people to 
lodge complaints about gambling-related 
marketing. In addition, the highly tar-
geted nature of digital marketing these 
days and the way ads follow users around 
the web can make some feel as if they are 
being bombarded. That’s not a good look, 
especially with responsible gambling 
such a hot topic lately. 

“Even as someone who works in the 
industry, I do feel at times that it’s 
difficult to escape these ads,” Donohue 
says. “There are some operators in sports 
betting and casino that may pursue this 
strategy a little bit more aggressively 
because it works for them, but it could 
easily make someone feel like they are 
being heavily targeted. So, I can see why 
the number of complaints might have 
gone up.” 

Going forward, the advertising watch-
dog has put the industry on notice with 
its ‘More Impact Online’ initiative and 
its intentions to ramp up its focus on the 
regulation of online ads. It comes amid 
a groundswell of public opinion against 
gambling ads, Clifton asserts. “This, 
coupled with concerns on the part of 
the Gambling Commission who are now 
empowered to take tougher and swifter 
action against operators who breach the 
advertising codes, has resulted in a much 
more robust approach being taken by the 
ASA when complaints about gambling 
ads are received.” 

Against this backdrop, it seems an 
odds-on certainty that complaints about 
ads will rise again once more in 2019 
when the data is released next year. 


