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Explaining our approach to social gaming

Since we commissioned our scoping review, we have worked with other regulators and
with the social gaming industry to assess the potential risks present in social gaming. 

We have looked at both research by the industry and conducted our own assessment
based on data provided directly by two leading game providers. This was considered
alongside supplementary data on apps. We are clear there is no compelling reason at the
moment to impose additional gambling regulation on the social gaming sector given that it
is already subject to extensive consumer protection legislation. 

We will continue to monitor the issue of social gaming and emerging evidence from a
variety of sources, working in partnership with the industry and other regulators. This will
enable the relevant regulators to continue to mitigate any potential risks from social
gaming as they arise. 

In particular we will work with the Responsible Gambling Strategy Board (RGSB) on
longer term transitional-type risks to see whether, and in what circumstances, social
gaming leads on to/causes harmful behaviours. 

Social gaming - January 2015 provides details of our analysis and assessment work to
date.

 

Does this mean you’re giving social gaming a clean bill of health and you’re not
going to do anything?

Does this mean social gaming will continue to remain completely unregulated?

Shouldn’t you make the data available to show your working?

Is it fair that this assessment is based on data that was decided on by the
industry?

If you have seen actual player data shouldn’t you be more definitive in your
assessment?

If there are limitations shouldn’t you require all social gaming operators to
provide data and be prescriptive about its format/coverage?

Gambling participation data hasn’t increased/problem gambling hasn’t
increased, why are you concerned?

Doesn’t the industry use social gaming as a tool to recruit real money gamblers?

On average people spend very small sums, shouldn’t you leave social gaming
alone now?

This isn’t even gambling, so why are you bothered?

Some people are clearly experiencing harm shouldn’t you regulate on the basis
of the precautionary principle?

Previous research shows a link between social gaming and real money gambling
in adolescents – isn’t this sufficient cause to ban it?

 

Does this mean you’re giving social gaming a clean bill of health and you’re not
going to do anything?

We are not saying there are no risks in social gaming, nor are we saying that this ends our
interest in the issue. We are simply saying that our current assessment of the available
evidence is that there is no persuasive reason for us to take regulatory action, in effect to
change from maintaining a watching brief. We will continue to monitor emerging evidence,
and we are prepared to change this position if the evidence warrants it.  

 

Does this mean social gaming will continue to remain completely unregulated? 

On the contrary social gaming is regulated – the activity is already covered by existing
consumer protection legislation and other regulatory bodies. As it is not regarded as real
money gambling it is subject to the EU Services Directive and a raft of associated
consumer legislation and regulatory bodies. These include rules on: 

How products are marketed to consumers (Advertising Standards Authority)

Misleading commercial practices (Competition & Markets Authority)

Payments via carrier billing on mobile phones (PhonepayPlus)

What game companies can do with your data (Information Commissioner’s Office). 

That’s one of the reasons why we have worked (and will continue to work) closely with

Gambling data & analysis

Explaining our approach to social

gaming

Social media, gaming and

gambling

Exploring social gambling:

scoping classification and

evidence review

How do you rate this page?

  

http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/About-us/About-us.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Press/Press.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/eBulletin/Newsletter.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Jobs/Jobs.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Cymraeg/Cymraeg.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Contact-us/Contact-us.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Useful-links/Responsible-gambling.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Home.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Home.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-sectors/Gambling-sectors.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Publications-consultations/Publications-consultations.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Licensing-compliance-enforcement/licensing_compliance__enfo.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Gambling-data-analysis.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Licensing-authorities/Licensing-authorities.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Find-licensees.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Home.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Gambling-data-analysis.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Social-media-gaming-and-gambling.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=300&winname=addthis&pub=ra-50fe5ef870f20f29&source=tbx-300&lng=en-us&s=linkedin&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gamblingcommission.gov.uk%2FGambling-data-analysis%2FSocial-media%2FExplaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx&title=Explaining%20our%20approach%20to%20social%20gaming&ate=AT-ra-50fe5ef870f20f29/-/-/54d8d0e071bcfb11/2&frommenu=1&uid=54d8d0e0911f9d17&ct=1&pre=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gamblingcommission.gov.uk%2FGambling-data-analysis%2FSocial-media%2FSocial-media-gaming-and-gambling.aspx&tt=0&captcha_provider=nucaptcha
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=300&winname=addthis&pub=ra-50fe5ef870f20f29&source=tbx-300&lng=en-us&s=delicious&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gamblingcommission.gov.uk%2FGambling-data-analysis%2FSocial-media%2FExplaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx&title=Explaining%20our%20approach%20to%20social%20gaming&ate=AT-ra-50fe5ef870f20f29/-/-/54d8d0e071bcfb11/3&frommenu=1&uid=54d8d0e08a17ac5d&ct=1&pre=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gamblingcommission.gov.uk%2FGambling-data-analysis%2FSocial-media%2FSocial-media-gaming-and-gambling.aspx&tt=0&captcha_provider=nucaptcha
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=300&winname=addthis&pub=ra-50fe5ef870f20f29&source=tbx-300&lng=en-us&s=stumbleupon&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gamblingcommission.gov.uk%2FGambling-data-analysis%2FSocial-media%2FExplaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx&title=Explaining%20our%20approach%20to%20social%20gaming&ate=AT-ra-50fe5ef870f20f29/-/-/54d8d0e071bcfb11/4&frommenu=1&uid=54d8d0e0237551b2&ct=1&pre=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gamblingcommission.gov.uk%2FGambling-data-analysis%2FSocial-media%2FSocial-media-gaming-and-gambling.aspx&tt=0&captcha_provider=nucaptcha
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/pdf/Social-gaming---January-2015.pdf
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Doesthismeanyouregivingsocialgamingacleanbillofhealthandyourenotgoingtodoanything
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Doesthismeansocialgamingwillcontinuetoremaincompletelyunregulated
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Ifyourebasingyourpolicyonsomedatashouldntyoumakethatdataavailabletoshowyourworking
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Isitfairthatthisassessmentisbasedondatathatwasdecidedonbytheindustry
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Ifyouhaveseenactualplayerdatashouldntyoubemoredefinitiveinyourassessment
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Iftherearelimitationsshouldntyourequireallsocialgamingoperatorstoprovidedataandbeprescriptiveaboutitsformatcoverage
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Gamblingparticipationdatahasntincreasedproblemgamblinghasntincreasedwhyareyouconcerned
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Doesnttheindustryusesocialgamingasatooltorecruitrealmoneygamblers
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Onaveragepeoplespendverysmallsumsshouldntyouleavesocialgamingalonenow
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Thisisntevengamblingsowhyareyoubothered
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Somepeopleareclearlyexperiencingharmandintuitivelysocialgamingfeelsharmfulshouldntyouregulateonthebasisoftheprecautionaryprinciple
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx#Previousresearchshowsalinkbetweensocialgamingandrealmoneygamblinginadolescentsisntthissufficientcausetobanit
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Social-media-gaming-and-gambling.aspx
http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Exploring-social-gambling.aspx


09/02/2015 15:23Explaining our approach to social gaming

Page 2 of 3http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/Gambling-data-analysis/Social-media/Explaining-our-approach-to-social-gaming.aspx

other regulators on this issue via the group we have established on social gaming (Social
and Online Games: Regulators Information Group (SOGRIG)). 

 

If you’re basing your policy on some data shouldn’t you make that data available to
show your working? 

We are unable to share the data provided to us by the social gaming industry as it is
commercially sensitive and was provided in confidence. However, what we have been
able to do is to look at disaggregated data from leading game providers which cover a
significant share of the industry. This was considered alongside supplementary data on
apps.   

The International Social Games Association-commissioned research conducted a similar
exercise in analysing actual player data. This research, however, predominantly presents
the results in terms of mean averages – our analysis was able to look in more detail at
bandings, segmentations and deviation from the average. We were also able to look at
customers’ ‘lifetime value’ and the demographic composition of high-spending groups. 

 

Is it fair that this assessment is based on data that was decided on by the
industry? 

The data provided by the industry, directly to the Commission, was shaped by us – we
provided clear guidance about where our concerns lie, and the parameters, metrics and
coverage that we would need to see. The companies we worked with disclosed as much
data as they were able to, and it was validated against publicly available sources of data
wherever possible. In addition we considered the research pieces commissioned by the
ISGA. 

Although obviously an important component of the evidence we assessed, data from the
industry was not the only element – we looked at evidence from a variety of other sources
too, including; emerging academic evidence, market data from specialist companies,
publications and dialogue with international experts.  

 

If you have seen actual player data shouldn’t you be more definitive in your
assessment? 

While important, player data cannot answer all our questions. For example, player data
only tells us about individual’s behaviour on  a particular game – it does not tell us
anything about what behaviours (if any) it leads on to or causes outside of that game. The
data is also subject to some inherent limitations – for example players’ ages may be self-
declared or absent. 

 

If there are limitations shouldn’t you require all social gaming operators to provide
data and be prescriptive about its format/coverage? 

Social gaming is not an activity that we regulate so we are unable to mandate any data
from social gaming providers. We relied, and continue to rely, on the cooperation of the
industry. As stated above, the type and range of the data provided by the industry was in
response to Commission requests. Some of the major players in the social gaming sector
have been willing to share data with us as they wanted an independent assessment of the
potential risks which they were confident were low. 

 

Gambling participation data hasn’t increased/problem gambling hasn’t increased,
why are you concerned? 

Although clearly part of the potential issue, our concerns around social gaming aren’t
restricted to their capacity to encourage people to transition to real money gambling. We
have always said that that there are potential risks inherent in social gaming in terms of
players spending too much time and or money (irrespective of whether a player transitions
to real money gambling). In addition, there remains the theoretical possibility that any
impact of social gaming on real money gambling, or on the way in which such gambling is
conducted, has yet to emerge. 

It may be that it is simply too early to detect the impact of social games on real money
gambling participation or that while social gaming may not affect the overall rate of
gambling participation it may cause some people to gamble in more harmful ways.   

Any impact on problem gambling could be a deferred one, especially in relation to young
people. We know that early initiation to gambling products and early experience of a ‘big
win’ are potential risk factors for problem gambling later in life. However, it is possible we
have yet to see any evidence of this as the numbers of young people involved in social
gaming (to any significant extent) is very small, and that any adverse effects would only
become apparent over time. 

 

Doesn’t the industry use social gaming as a tool to recruit real money gamblers? 

This may be the case for some companies and when social gaming first emerged there
appears to have been a degree of experimentation to see if such synergies existed, but
the larger players we have spoken to have confirmed that these are usually regarded as
separate products, and that little (or no) cross-marketing occurs to try and ‘convert’ players
to real money gambling. Of course social gaming is likely to be more attractive in markets
where remote gambling is prohibited, and as such prohibitions are relaxed some move
from social gaming to real money gambling may be expected. 

 

On average people spend very small sums, shouldn’t you leave social gaming alone
now? 
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The vast majority of social gamers spend very modest amounts of time and money.
However, some people at the extreme end are clearly spending very large amounts of
both (and one would assume at risk of experiencing harm as a result) so providers of
social games should not be complacent on this issue. These providers should pay proper
attention to those potentially at risk of spending too much time and/or money on their
products to the detriment of their wellbeing. However, the very limited numbers potentially
affected in this way suggests additional controls would be disproportionate. 

On a related point, we strongly encourage a move away from mean averages in this
debate as they largely obscure the true picture and are fairly meaningless without an
understanding of distribution/outliers/size of the tail.   

 

This isn’t even gambling, so why are you bothered? 

It is clearly correct that we would have a significant interest in a product which is
structurally, presentationally and thematically very similar to gambling. When the only
differentiating factor is the ability to win a prize (of money or money’s worth) there is
clearly the potential for players to incur the same types of harm as in real money
gambling. We also have some expertise to offer in terms of mitigating the risks from
gambling-like activities. 

In addition, part of our remit is to police and monitor the ‘grey area’ around traditional real
money gambling and to advise government where to draw the line. 

 

Some people are clearly experiencing harm and intuitively social gaming feels
harmful, shouldn’t you regulate on the basis of the precautionary principle? 

There is only a very small group spending very large amounts of time and/or money and
within that group the numbers of children or young people appears to be very small
indeed. This group does not appear large enough to justify additional regulatory
intervention.  At this stage too there is no evidence of transitional risks on which to base
additional restrictions, although such evidence may emerge at a later date. 

 

Previous research shows a link between social gaming and real money gambling in
adolescents – isn’t this sufficient cause to ban it? 

The Young People Omnibus (and other research) shows a correlation between these
games and real money gambling. However, what is not clear is the existence or direction
of any causality: 

Did social games lead a young person to gambling, or did gambling lead a young
person to social gaming?

Participation in both activities may simply represent a predilection for risk-taking
behaviour generally, there is not a proven causal link either way. 

Nor has there been any increase in the proportion of young people participating in social
gaming or real money gambling, despite the considerable growth in overall revenue from
both. Increasing revenues combined with relatively static participation rates of course
raises the possibility that people are playing these games in potentially more harmful ways
– in effect roughly the same amount of people are spending more time and money.   

We have recently improved the questions in the Young People Omnibus to better
understand how often young people gamble (not a simple yes/no), their motivations for
and attitudes towards gambling, and which product (gambling or social gaming) they tried
first. 

Obviously we will continue to monitor the evidence generated by future waves of this
survey, and research being published internationally.
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