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Research objectives

THE PROGRAMME OF RESEARCH WAS DESIGNED TO:

The Gambling Commission want to understand why people gamble, the choices they make and how it fits 
into their day to day life – pinpointing implications for policy and regulation.

SPECIFIC SUBJECTS FOR EXPLORATION  

§ Deep insight into the modern gambling audiences - their general lifestyles, hobbies, aspirations and routines – and how gambling fits into their lives: their day 
to day routines, attitudes and motivations.

§ Understanding drivers of behaviour across:

• Active choice selection (e.g. why people gamble, reasons for selection, how people gamble) 

• Broader subconscious choice selection (e.g. changing attitudes towards gambling, influences of marketing and communications, peer influence)

§ Identifying implications for the Commission (e.g. needed policy actions – influences of recent policy/industry changes – communications needs, etc.)

Feed into the Commission’s 
wider knowledge base and 

educate colleagues

Inform and input into 
the direction of future 

research projects

Review any policy 
implications that may 
arise from the findings

Develop your understanding of different types of 
consumers and allow you to communicate compellingly 

with these different types of audiences

#01 #02 #03 #04
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Our approach 

PROJECT SPRING-
BOARD

DIGITAL
ETHNOGRAPHY

CONSUMER 
WORKSHOPS

GAMBLING 
IMMERSIONS

Kick off incorporating 

Brief review of current 
knowledge on gamblers and 
the policy landscape to shape 
our questioning and 
contextualise findings

10 day digital ethnography 
powered by 2CV’s Momento app

Longitudinal capture 
of in-the-moment gambling 
behaviours & motivations

Identifying typologies  

Workshops to validate and 
expand on what we’ve heard so 
far

Working with participants 
creatively to identify key 
communications and policy 
needs

Immersive depth interviews with 
people whose moments illustrate 
the typologies 

Rich contextual understanding of 
how gambling exists and fits with 
their lives, interests, values and 
attitudes

CURRENT KNOWLEDGE 
& POLICY REVIEW

EXPLORING 
GAMBLING MOMENTS 

EXPLORING GAMBLING 
ROLE IN LIFE IN DEPTH: 

VALIDATING & CO-CREATING 
PRIORITIES FOR ACTION 

STOP + THINK 
1st draft typologies 

Fieldwork was conducted between November 2018 and February 2019 
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SELF-ETHNOGRAPHY IMMERSIONS WORKSHOPS 

165 gambling activities 
logged Between 1 and 11 
per participant 

10 day Digital diaries from 3rd

December to 17th Dec 
capturing all gambling activity 
in-the-moment

5 locations; London, 
Midlands, North of England, 
Scotland & Wales + a spread 
of urban/suburban

53 participants

Exploring personal 
perspectives on gambling/ 
moments /patterns of play / 
underlying motivations and 
experiences

90 minute 
In-home / in-situ 
immersions 

5 locations; London, 
Midlands, North of England, 
Scotland & Wales + a spread 
of urban/suburban

18 participants 

Focusing on group 
perspectives of journey 
exploration, media and 
comms, and gaming 

2 hour sessions

3 locations;  
Birmingham, 
London and 
Manchester 

40 participants 

Our approach in numbers
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Meet the participants 

17-70 yrs 50:50 Male:Female split 

Infrequent, 
occasional and 
frequent gamblers 

Student, teacher, child minder,
retired, administrator, chef, vet,
unemployed, charity worker, sales
assistant, driver, nursery nurse,
beautician, IT analyst, site
manager, reception manager,
lawyer, electrician, personal
trainer, funeral director

Range of gambling activities 

I just play the lottery once a week

I play lotto on a Saturday and some scratch cards on a Friday, I 
will stick a coupon on for football some weekends, I also like to 
gamble on machines at bookies

The only thing I do which could be described as gambling would 
be Bingo. I go maybe every 2-3weeks.  Its more of a social thing. 
In fact I've never won! 

So gambling is a part of my life but not a obsession, I like to 
gamble on football or a bit of horse racing and maybe some 
gambling machines. I am very much into football so I enjoy 
putting bets on making it more tense and exciting to watch. I 
use gambling machines of an evening if I’m at the pub just for a 
little game really.

I only have a cheeky bet, and it's usually done on an app on my 
phone. There are occasions when I'll have a bet with my mates 
(local football derby) and this just adds a bit more banter.

Occupations included 



Summary of research 
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Summary | I’m normal, what I do is normal … but sometimes it’s not 

Gambling on the whole is acknowledged by all as a careful balance of temptation, emotion, reward & risk. For 
most, gambling is ‘just for fun’ and yet vigilance and risk is never too far from consideration 
• Risk however, is often detached from their own behaviours

• Everyone thinks ‘I’m normal’: there is a perceived chasm rather than a spectrum between people’s purported ‘ordinary’ gambling behaviours and 
gamblers who illustrate more risky behaviours

• When asked for an instinctual assessment of what activities are considered gambling, all gambling activities see some level of attribution as ‘not 
gambling’

• Using a framework of attributes we identified 8 ‘normal’ gambling driver typologies that explore moment based motivations to gamble 

• These fall under 4 key themes: Passionate Play, Social Play, Habitual Play, and Spontaneous Play 

• A single gambling mission can encompass a range of momentary drivers as the circumstances evolve

• Gambling very much exists as ‘just something else I do’, and while the absolute cost can be different, the time is valued the same comparable to other 
leisure activities 

• The primary exception to this rule is the powerful and conscious overlap between gambling and passion for football/sports betting. There is a role for 
betting regardless of your level of engagement in football, and many opportunities to bet on all aspects of the game.   At its extreme the thrill of the 
bet can overtake passion for the game itself for some frequent gambling football fans

• Everyone held an underlying intention to gamble responsibly in a ‘cold state’, but the impact of this intention on their behaviour was felt to fluctuate 
over time, especially when in a ‘hot state’ of play 

• However - in retrospect people acknowledge their own vulnerability to hot state peaks in play. Many regretfully identify a hot state ‘binge’ gambling 
moment when they have strayed beyond their limits and subsequently self regulated in a cold state (or not).  
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Summary | Elements that determine hot and cold states of play

Location and environment:  Players are aware that the ease of gambling has increased dramatically in recent years due to tech innovation and in particular the 
growth of easy anytime (low friction) gambling via smartphones 

• Mobile gambling has removed environmental barriers that impact the visibility and convenience of gambling behaviour, it can be done privately 
without judgement or intervention allowing audiences who may have previously self-excluded (e.g. women from bookmakers) now feeling more 
comfortable gambling in a greater range of ways.  Players openly speak about occasions where removal of these environmental barriers has 
facilitated repetitive play and accumulating wins/losses rapidly

Communications:  Despite its widespread visibility, the perceived impact of gambling advertising on personal play is minimised, but its impact on others 
exaggerated

• However casual gamblers can be tempted by a well placed message – triggering out-of-the-ordinary hot state play and once you’re in the gambling 
‘zone’, triggers become more ubiquitous. 

• Given the aim of advertising is to always generate MORE play, responsible play messages from industry are experienced cynically and perceived as 
ineffective

Regulation:  Low awareness and little understanding currently exists around gambling regulation.  People are cynical about industry commitment to control 
gambling. No single institutional body is felt to be motivated to heavily manage gambling spend in the interests of the consumer. 

• However, despite a clear desire for tighter regulation there is a desire for it to steer clear of being too intrusive and controlling of play

A number of broader attributes were identified as contributing to Hot and Cold state play:



Contextualising a 
‘normal’ gamble 
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All acknowledge the duality of gambling - recognising the fun and thrill of 
gambling while also being conscious of the inherent risks

Reward RiskVS

GAMBLING
BALANCE

This perception underlines all attitudes to gambling - but every individual has their own unique sense of balance
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“My attitude to gambling is to have a good experience but to also have control 
over it. I feel I know when I need to stop but I feel others in my area don’t know 
how to. They lose and then try to recover their losses – some end up getting into 
debt, and then they start secretly gambling” 
54, Female, Wales, Frequent Player 

We heard broadly very permissive attitudes towards gambling overall, for most it is ‘just 
for fun’ and yet caution and risk is never too far from consideration 

Infrequent/ 
Occasional 

players

Frequent 
players

“I have a love hate relationship with gambling. I 
have seen it cause a lot of problems, but I can see 
the benefit of it for entertainment. I feel 
everyone should be allowed to do it, but 
vulnerable people should be more protected.” 
26, Female, Scotland, Infrequent Player

“For me it’s just a bit of fun and a chance 
to win some money. I know how to 
gamble smartly and also when to stop. A 
lot of people can go too far and it can 
consume their lives. ”
25, Male, London, Occasional Player

“I only spend money I can afford and treat as a bit of 
fun. As long as you treat as a pastime rather than 
something that overtakes your life and takes you 
beyond your financial limits.”
62, Male, Wales, Occasional Player

“it’s just a bit of excitement really. I think my level of 
gambling is definitely okay - putting £2 on a Saturday 
lotto. There are certainly extremes out there. You hear 
about people losing properties and falling out with 
family over it.”
17, Female, Midlands, Frequent Player

“I enjoy gambling, as long as it is in moderation 
then it can be fun and exciting. Non moderation 
can lead to all kinds of bad things like addiction, 
debt and health issues. I have no issue with me or 
people I know gambling, its normal and legal”
30, Male, Midlands, Frequent Player
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‘I’m normal’: there is a perceived chasm rather than a spectrum between ordinary 
gambling behaviours and those taking more risky behaviours

Me = Normal Them = Problem gambler

• Something I do for a bit of fun

• I’m always in control 

• I don’t have an addictive personality

• I can take it or leave it 

• I set myself limits

• The rewards (fun and winnings) outweigh 
the costs  

• Doing it for the money

• Something they are 
compelled to do 

• Addictive personalities

• Easily triggered to play 
(by advertising/peers 
etc.)

• No limits – chase losses

• A vague group of 
‘vulnerable people’ who 
have a problem

“My friend told me about this man 
who used his whole pay check in one 
sitting at the machines, I would never 
get that bad” 
34, Male, Midlands, Frequent Player

“I would never say that I’m a ‘gambler’, that 
sounds too intense.  I would just say that I’m 
having a flutter” 
30, Female, Wales, Frequent Player

“We are all grown ups here and we know when enough is enough” 
53, Female, London, Infrequent Player
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Many first encounter gambling through family or friends, creating social norms that inform 
their gambling repertoire and overall attitude towards gambling

• First experiences of gambling through family 
are often described in emotional & nostalgic 
terms

• Early win experiences embed the moment  
firmly and sense of excitement is easily 
recalled 

• However what felt like normal behaviour at 
the time is sometimes retrospectively 
reflected on as being problematic

Being introduced to gambling through friends and family normalises the behaviour – creating the sense that 
‘everyone does this’:

• Friends wins are often coveted and emulated 
creating a gateway to gambling, because wins 
feel real and possible 

• Gambling with friends frames the activity in a 
social space and creates an expectation that 
gambling is best experienced with others

• Gambling can act as social currency (e.g. going 
to the casino), and join in discussions and 
banter 

People typically describe their first experiences as replicating the behaviour of others as a way to learn - this 
heavily influences their future behaviour and attitudes, setting a benchmark for what constitutes as ‘normal’ gambling

FriendsFamily

“My dad would give me a little note and some money to 
go down to the bookies for him and place his bets…I 
would be so small reaching over the counter” 
47, Male, Wales, Frequent Player

“When I was at uni my mates would bet on the football so I 
downloaded the app and placed some bets because we would 
all talk about it at the pub” 24, Male, Midlands, Occasional 
Player
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When asked for an instinctual assessment of what activities are considered gambling, all 
prompted activities see some level of attribution as ‘not gambling’

83%81%79%77%77%75%75%
70%70%66%62%60%60%60%58%58%57%53%53%51%51%47%

40%

17%19%21%23%23%25%25%
30%30%34%38%40%40%40%42%42%43%47%47%49%49%53%
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Gambling Not gambling

% who view the activity as ‘gambling’
Relatively low awareness of what 

these are mean they’re not as widely 
recognised as gambling

50
%

Q. Not thinking about the technical definition of gambling but instead relying on your gut feel – we’d like you to select all the below activities that you would consider to be gambling
Base: Digital phase participants (53)
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National Lottery Draw

National Lottery Scratchcards
National Lottery Online IWG

Other Lotteries

Other Scratchcards

Other online instant win

Fruit or slot machines

Arcades

Virtual gaming machines

Bingo

Online Bingo

Football Pools

Sports BettingBetting on 
other events

Virtual dog/horse races

Online slot 
machine games

Poker/Other

Spread betting

Casino table gamesOnline casino games

Private betting or 
playing games

Loot boxes

Skins betting

When asked to map all activities self identified as ‘gambling’ on a spectrum of ‘casual’ to 
‘proper’ gambling – a number of broad categories appear

Widely considered to be ‘gambling’
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‘Real’ gambling | widely 
considered to be ‘proper’ gambling

Just a flutter| less likely to be 
viewed ‘gambling’ and when it 
is, it’s considered casual

Specialist gambling | not widely 
considered to be gambling, but those who 
do, consider it to be a serious gamble

‘Casual’ gambling | widely 
considered to be gambling, but 
not considered to be serious
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Q. Not thinking about the technical definition of gambling but instead relying on your gut feel – we’d like you to select all the below activities that you would consider to be gambling
Q. We’d now like you to order the below activities you’ve classed as gambling on the following gambling ‘seriousness’ scale. Base: all respondents (53)

Strength of association as ‘gambling’



17

‘Normal’ gambling is widely recognised as an ‘acceptable’ behaviour, just a part of life and 
society – reinforced by society at a number of levels

The normalisation of gambling can be attributed to a wide range of factors:

Family LegalPeers Advertising Popular Culture

Gambling is widely viewed as a ‘legal and normal behaviour’ that although is by definition ‘risky’, isn’t considered something that puts them or 
their family at risk. Gambling is viewed as a personal ‘vice’ – but only problematic at high frequencies of play.

Personal CulturalInstitutional



Gambling Drivers: What's 
driving these ‘normal’ 
gambling moments
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Having fun & winning money are the primary motivations cited for gambling but these are 
fairly ubiquitous terms – to really understand behaviours we looked into moment based 
motivations
BUT why have we looked at ‘gambling driver typologies’ and not gambler typologies  

We are not tracking a single activity, choice or 
journey influenced by personality but instead, 

a series of different gambling motivations driven by 
different triggers for the same person It’s gambling  - so the 

emotional and physical 
reward and level of 

involvement is different 
for each activity across 

different moments   
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Eight core gambling driver typologies emerged 

Passing the 
time 

For the thrill 
of it 

Just what I do To be socialWise
choice Money to burn

Joy of the 
game For the banter

• Game Enjoyment
• Play Enhancement

• Competitive Play
• Friendly Wager

• ‘Me’ Time
• Killing Time
• Prolonging Play

• Feeling Lucky
• On a Roll
• Stars Aligned

• ‘Skilled’ Play
• Informed Play
• Hot Tip

• Collaborative Play
• Playing Along

• Long Term Habit
• Regular Treat
• Subscription Bet

• Gambling Winnings
• Spare Change

Passionate Play Social Play Habitual Play Spontaneous Play
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A single gambling ‘mission’ can encompass a range of 
momentary drivers as the circumstances evolve

The dogs are my favourite, they are closing all the tracks and it’s a real shame because I love going to the dogs. It’s all about 
having a laugh really, it’s exciting. If we are there early enough I will plan ahead and look at every race, I get all the form guides.  I 
look at how they’ve finished last time, weight sex etc, and when we go I'm one of the more influential ones. We’ll never bet 
more than a quid each per race and we’ll have had a scream.  We go, we each pick a number 1 to 6 and if there’s three picked 
number 4 and five picked number 6 we’ll put it on 6.  Sometimes I'll say ‘you know what you really want to look at number 4’, I 
always end up saying ‘you’re wasting your time boys’. We used to walk out of Wimbledon 2-3 grand up. Most races you do £10 
(with the money you put together) but the last race you put the winnings on because you don’t want to split £200. You put £100 
winnings on one dog and £100 winnings on another. If it comes in you can split £1000 but if it doesn’t come in you’ve only lost 
£12. The boys go down there and it’s a proper good night out.  It costs you nothing and you walk away with a lot and a good 
laugh.  If there’s 12 races you’ve never spent more than £12. 
Male, 42, London, Frequent Player

Start

Wise ChoiceTo Be Social Money To Burn

Finish

Informed playBuilding bonds Zero loss

Joy of the game

Game Enjoyment

For The Banter 

Bragging rights 



Gambling & Personal 
Passions: how does 
gambling fit in their lives?
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Passion in 
Life

Where 
Gambling 
Fits In

Frequent PlayersOccasional & Infrequent Players

“I’m a site manager at a construction 
company - I'd like to think I’m very 
good at my job. After a hard week at 
work I like to go out on my push bike 
and spend time with friends” 
42, Male, Scotland, Occasional Player

“No crossover whatsoever – I 
gamble a few times a year – I 
buy the odd scratchcard when 
I feel like it. It barely overlaps 
with my life at all“. 42, Male, 
Scotland, Occasional Player

Buys the very occasional scratch-card 
when he has spare change

Art and tattooing in my shop, 
gardening cooking, spending time 
with my kids, friends and family. 
39, Female, North England, 
Infrequent Player

“I don't gamble very much – just a 
bit of fun now and then. I’ll go to 
casino, bingo or the dogs maybe 
once a year. The odd arcade in 
summer.“ 
39, Female, North England, 
Infrequent Player

Occasional 
flutter for fun

“I love to cook, and I watch a 
lot of cooking programmes” 
28, Male, London, Frequent

“It doesn't overlap with 
my passions at all – I just 
do it for fun and the 
chance of winning extra 
cash.” 
28, Male, London, 
Frequent

Gambles for thrill 
and reward

“I think gambling fits into my 
life when I’m bored and out of 
habit. I used to go on it often 
so I when I have nothing to 
do” 
22, Female, Midlands, 
Frequent

“I am very passionate about my 
degree and my future career - I think 
I obsess over my phone too much 
and I’m a good mum.” 
22, Female, Midlands, Frequent

Gambling to 
kill time

Most perceive minimal conscious cross-over between their passions/interests and their 
gambling behaviour – it is perceived as a self-indulgence or a treat
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Gambling very much exists as ‘just something else I do’, the absolute cost can be 
different, but the time is valued the same and comparable to other activities

Passing the time For the thrill of it 

Just what I do To be socialWise choice Money to burn

Joy of the game For the banter

Engagement similar to 
watching sports or 

playing videogames

Bonding through 
competition & banter on 
social media/messaging 

apps

An intellectual challenge 
like doing a crossword, pub 

quiz trivia & fandom 

Social engagement of any 
kind, spending time doing 

an activity with friends

Buying a moment of ‘me 
time’ similar to trashy 

TV/mobile games/online 
shopping 

Anything that’s repeated 
enough to be taken for 
granted but still valued 

Buying the fun or reward –
no different to a chocolate 

bar or a mobile game

Frequent low value 
purchases like a bar of 

chocolate, small item of 
clothing etc
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The primary exception to this rule is the overlap between gambling and passion for 
football/sports betting – which can be powerfully and consciously linked

“Gambling is comes with the sports and the knowledge that I have 
of them. Usually I know when a team will win or when a boxer will 
lose so I like the thrill of taking the chance” 
39, Male, London Frequent Player

Gambling adds a thrill to sport

“You can gamble on all these sports and I usually do. Football 
pretty much every night, boxing and the horses when it is the big 
events….I find it far more enjoyable when betting on my favourite 
team or sports man/woman to win!” 
30, Male, Midlands, Frequent Player

Gambling to support your team 

“I just see gambling as a fun game, especially when you gamble 
and you’re with friends who are gambling too while watching 
some sport - it can be really fun!” 
25, Male, London, Occasional Player

Gambling to be social and have fun 

“My life revolves around sports and health. I like 
to eat clean, workout and look good” 
39, Male, London Frequent Player

Passionate ‘clean-eater’

Passionate sports fan

“I'm a massive football fan but I also am a big 
sports fan in general  - I watch everything!” 
30, Male, Midlands, Frequent Player

Passionate sportsman 

“I would say I’m quite athletic and good with 
anything hands on, but I do love football and 
boxing so I do dream of making it as either” 
25, Male, London, Occasional Player
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While bingo doesn’t tap into a passion necessarily, it does often overlap with 
personal interests and needs – particularly the social aspect of it

People can find bingo exciting and use it to socialise -
but it isn’t seen as a ‘passion’

• It is difficult to discuss outside of game play 
and external to the moment and 
environment

• It is however an enjoyable way of satisfying a need. 
Bingo acts as a social conduit or me time and the 
game/winning is often secondary to the primary 
desire to socialise or relax

“The only thing I do which could be 
described as gambling would be Bingo. I 
go maybe every 2-3 weeks at a local hall. I 
don't pay a lot its more of a social thing. 
In fact I've never won! Although we 
always share its always the girls that 
win!” 
34, Female, Wales, Frequent

Passionate organiser
Plays bingo socially & regularly

“I obsess over my home being clean and 
tidy, Cooking and baking and running the 
home. At the weekends I go to bingo in 
the afternoon either by myself or with 
one of my children” 
54, Female, Wales, Frequent Player

“I make sure I have some ‘me time’ and 
gambling is part of that. I always try to 
get a day when I can go and gamble. I do 
play online but I much prefer going to my 
bingo club” 
54, Female, Wales, Frequent Player

Passionate home-maker Plays bingo during ‘me time’

“I play bingo at my local club, I buy lotto 
and Euromillions but I’m not an extensive 
gambler”
56, Female, Scotland, Frequent

Passionate socialiser Plays bingo socially & regularly

Club/Hall Bingo

Online Bingo:
Online bingo has allowed for more instant, habitual 
play - boosted by social interaction

• While primarily for passing the time, there can still 
be a sense of community on as forums and private 
messaging are features, and people describe the 
supportive atmosphere of them
• Online bingo has adopted the social 

mechanics of online gaming to build 
communities of players (which encourages 
extended play behaviours)

Some

Overlap

Some

Overlap

Some

Overlap

“I thrive on being an organised individual. 
In my spare time which is rare I drink 
coffee... coffee shops take most of my 
money. If the house is quiet ill pick up a 
book which doesn’t happen often!” 
34, Female, Wales, Frequent

“I like to read and watch quiz shows, I like 
to socialize with friends at my local club” 
56, Female, Scotland, Frequent
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At the other end of the spectrum – lottery draws are perceived as much more casual in the 
moment games, with barely any cross-over with personal passions

• Draw based games are usually part of a regular routine – done with very 
little thought or much consideration of it being ‘gambling’ 

• The main appeal of draw based games is the ‘big dream’ that they 
promote if you win, which creates minimal emotional investment as the 
odds are so low

The dream and opportunity can become compelling and the desire to 
keep feeding that dream prompts repeat play – but expectations of 
winning are low 

• For frequent/occasional players, scratchcards can be more difficult to 
resist due to their availability in everyday situations 

They become part of a well rehearsed ritual that creates moments of 
enjoyment but are similar to buying a bar of chocolate – the experience 
is momentary and then forgotten 

“I don’t really think of the Lottery as gambling but I 
guess it is.  It’s just one of those things, I pick up my 
paper and the lottery on a Saturday morning then I 
go back home have a cuppa and read the paper.” 
64, Male, Wales, Frequent

“My sister started me off with scratchcards because she’s really lucky and she does really well and I 
thought I need to have a bit of that and then that feeling gets really addictive.  Some days I go in 
and I say to myself I’m not going to get one today but then the person in front of me gets one or 
two and I think I have to get one of those too because if she doesn’t win I will” 
52, Female, Midlands, Occasional



Gambling cycles: 
How does it feel? 
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Gambling attitude tends to shift slowly but behaviour varies highly over time
All maintain a consistent intention to self-restrict play, but attitude, play behaviour and desire to gamble can fluctuate over 
time

= Cold State Consideration (Attitude) 

En
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Time

= Hot State Play (Behaviour/Desire)

This graph is an illustrative example of how participants behaviour and attitudes are interrelated and fluctuate over time

G
am

bling Behaviour/Intent 

G
am

bling Attitude

Periods of heavy play are 
typically followed by  
periods of cooldown

When attitudes to gambling 
soften – behaviour can be 

triggered more easily

Individually 
dependent

Intent to gamble can fluctuate as 
people self-regulate behaviour 

through heightened periods of cold 
state consideration
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Life is full of risk vs reward decisions and opportunities to gamble – sustaining responsible 
behaviour is difficult in a complex world

• Gambling behaviour comes as a result of shifting from a cold 
state of consideration into a hot state of play

Cold State
Consideration

Attitude to gambling depends 
largely on each individual’s past 
& peer experience 

• Everyone held an underlying intention to gamble responsibly 
regardless of their play frequency, but the impact of this intention 
on their behaviour was felt to fluctuate over time.

• Most perceive both themselves and the majority of their peers and 
family members as being predominantly able to manage their 
gambling behaviour and self limit play responsibly

Hot State
Play

Behaviour can fluctuate or 
stay constant depending on 
baseline attitudes
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Me = Normal Them = Problem gambler

Gamblers perceived to be different in their play habits
• No longer in control
• Limits getting constantly eroded 
• Rewards (financial) are miscalculated and true costs 

are realised too late
• Losses are chased and odds not understood 

Everyone had their own approach towards striking a positive balance between their 
attitudinal restraint (cold state) and their urge to gamble (hot state)

In order to maintain typical levels of play, people apply their 
own restrictions to play:
• Going into a casino/bingo/ races with a set budget
• Financial limits on gambling accounts
• Only betting at the bookies 
• Not betting on football match results 

“When I go to the casino I always 
make sure that I always leave with 
the tenner I started with so I am 
never down” 
35,  Female, North England, 
Occasional Player

“I feel like gambling can 
be a problem for some 
people that have an 
addictive personality, 
but for me it’s just a bit 
of fun and a chance to 
win some money.” 
25, Male, London, 
Occasional
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BUT in retrospect people acknowledge their own vulnerability to hot state peaks in play

THEM/GAMBLERS

Many regretfully identify a hot state moment in time 
when they have strayed beyond their limits and 
subsequently self regulated in a cold state (or not):
• Self banning from casino as a result of alcohol reducing 

inhibitions and overspending
• Deleting apps to avoid late night temptation or 

overspend
• Temporary bans on activity as a result of an overspend 

(TNL email saying spend is higher than usual)
• Chasing loses on Bingo games

Casual/normal 

Problem

The ‘binge’ moment
This relies heavily on self interventions

ME
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The binge moment draws parallels between hot states in gambling and other ‘vices’ such 
as drinking 

The ‘binge’ moment
Players are more likely to identify a momentary 
gambling binge 
• A hot state that results in higher than usual 

gambling activity (but still within acceptable and 
not problematic spend parameters) 

• Regret, shame and guilt felt after the event 
• A positive intention to not return to this state again 

(but acceptance that it might happen) 
• Overall it occurs well within the benchmarks of 

acceptable gambling (often based on the worst 
behaviour of their family, friends and 
acquaintances)

Casual/normal 

Problem

THEM/GAMBLERSME

This is the point at which there appears to be an industry 
level intervention gap that halts or slows down a hot state as 

well as a potentially interesting way to talk about extreme 
hot states in a socially acceptable way  



Broad influences on hot 
and cold state play 
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A number of broader attributes/elements were identified as contributing to hot 
state and cold state behaviour and attitudes

Location/ 
Environment Communications Regulation 



Gambling Location & 
Technology
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Barriers to play
- Bookmaker opening times & number 

of locations
- Reliance on cash vs. card transaction
- Less variety of games/betting 

Barriers to play

Drivers to play

Players are aware that the ease of gambling has increased dramatically in recent years due 
to tech innovation – particularly the growth of gambling via smartphones 

Ea
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+ Apps saved on their phone send 
reminders & save payment cards

+ Adverts on websites & social media 
+ Friends sharing news of winnings & 

bets on social media 

Gambling History

– Not able to gamble on-the-move
– Online reminders to gamble 

responsibly (on-site)

Barriers to play
- Self imposed restrictions on their play 

habits e.g. cooling off periods, setting 
payment limits

Drivers to play
+ Online subscription via DD’s
+ Membership allowed providers to 

give more tailored offers
+ CRM emails remind them to play and 

send promotions/ offers

Drivers to play
+ ‘Destination’ betting makes it more 

socially entrenched and encouraged 
by others to gamble

“My foster father used 
to go to the bookies 
every Friday and place 
his bets and once I was 
old enough I used to go 
with him”

“I have my lottery set up 
online via Direct Debit 
with the same numbers 
every week. I rarely 
check and it will tell me 
I’ve won occasionally”

“I do it all on my Ladbrokes app 
and sometimes it’ll send me a 
reminder when I haven’t bet on 
games that week”
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People are conscious that mobile technology enables easy anytime gambling (low friction) 
vs destination gambling which is location specific (high friction)

Mobile technology enables ‘low friction’ gambling to 
happen easily and conveniently at any time :

Mobile gambling is a behaviour ingrained within daily 
routine - habitual play can be more easily formed

In-Transit At Home

‘High friction’ gambling happens in specific locations (often 
dedicated spaces for gambling):

At Work

Destination gambling is ‘an event’ – unique from everyday life 
and easier to avoid/compartmentalise behaviour

In-Store

Casinos Bingo Hall Racecourse/ 
Track

Bookmakers Arcades

Mobile Gambling (low friction play) Destination Gambling (high friction play)

In-Stasis

Social 
Environments



Gambling 
Communications
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Despite its visibility the perceived impact of gambling advertising on personal 
play is minimised, but impact on others exaggerated

Gambling advertising actively encourages problem play
• Targets, appeals to and triggers players who already have 

a desire to gamble/ gamble irresponsibly 

• It’s potential harm underrated in the context of 
advertising restrictions on Cigarettes, Alcohol and Sugar 

As a personal behavioural 
prompt advertising’s role is 
dismissed/minimised  

• Recall of advert specifics 
are low 

• Its rarely attributed as a 
prompt to play – even in 
the moment

• Majority of push 
notifications are turned 
off, text messages and 
emails deleted and 
bookies windows ignored 

INFLUENCE 
OF COMMS

Others Self

“Gambling advertising does not impact on my behaviour at all I feel in control with what 
I spend but I am alarmed with how much advertising could do to somebody who wasn’t in 
the same position as I am, I feel anybody who is slightly vulnerable or desperate could be 
drawn in into thinking that this would solve all of their problems.”
28, Male, North England, Frequent Player
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However casual gamblers can be tempted by a well placed message – triggering out-of-
the-ordinary hot state play (creating potential for binge behaviour)

Promotions

Creating new hot states 
through free games/ bets, 
bet matching

But often identified as a 
scam because of 
limitations on cash out 

“£2 on every race at 
Cheltenham Races with 
William Hill, I think I came 
out £150 up.”

“They are a scam you have 
to bet 30 times or get it up 
to £1000’s to withdraw it 
and even then you have to 
wait”

Emails/text messages 

Messages can create a 
quick link to online play 
but become intrusive and 
encourage excessive play

“I can get an email a day 
from the bingo which is too 
much but sometimes you 
get a good deal”

“When I got the lottery app 
I started playing way more 
because I kept got tempted 
by the rollovers.” 

Social media/tipsters

The seeming 
independence of advice 
can create the illusion of a 
sure bet 

“There’s all sorts of people 
on the groups and there 
are some people who seem 
to know a lot so you follow 
what they say and put a 
bet on their favourites”

Posters/print/OOH

Trigger words that feel 
‘lucky’ or play on win belief 
biases create hot states 

“You see the word rollover 
and I buy a ticket, I don’t 
even know what the 
jackpot is half the time”

Bet in play, cash out 

Maintain the hot state 
beyond the original bet 

“It keeps you gambling 
throughout the game, you 
are on the app constantly 
checking how you are 
doing,” 

“Always reminded while 
you are watching and 
putting another cheeky bet 
on if the odds look good, if 
your other stuff isn’t 
looking good it might be 
the one that does” 
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Once you’re in the gambling category, triggers become more ubiquitous– particularly for 
more frequent players who feel actively targeted by advertising

• When there’s credit in your account you receive more emails

• When you have visited gambling websites you receive targeted advertising 

• If you look at a lot of sports content online you get targeted ads 

• Emails, SMS and push notifications when you’ve not played for a while

• Timing gambling advertising to reach those who may be more at risk
(e.g. daytime and late-night TV) 

These feel irresponsible: not about attracting 
new players or light play they are encouraging 
engaged players to constantly spend more 

These are easier to switch off from for the lighter gambler: ‘I 
can take it or leave it/avoid it’.  But for those more wedded 
to the game see them as subtle nudges

“Sometimes I'm recommended apps that involve gambling and I feel curious. 
Or when inside a shop and see visible scratchcard or lotto stations and the 
flashing lights from fruit/slots/arcades inside casinos etc.”
34, Female, North England, Occasional Gambler

“Really fed up with in play advertising - this is very 
intrusive and way over the top. They are asking you to 
gamble responsibly but you are bombarded with this” 
28, Male, London, Frequent Gambler

• Brand-level TV advertising 

• The TNL stand in the street

• Scratchcards at the counter 

• Rollover posters in store 

• The flashing lights of a fruit machine in a pub 

• Bookies within the football grounds 

Active 
Targeting

Associative 
Targeting 

Comms seen on a regular basis as part of day-to-
day life – subtly encouraging play

Those engaged in gambling feel actively targeted and 
encouraged to engage more

Consumer concerns focus on industry tactics encouraging engaged customers to spend more – rather than attracting new customers
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Given the aim of advertising is to always generate MORE play, responsible play messages 
from industry are experienced cynically

• Assumed they are paying lip service and only do it as a legal 
requirement – reflecting low trust in industry as a whole

• No-one (regardless of frequency) felt that they had 
changed behaviour as a result of responsible play 
messages

• Current responsible gambling comms aren’t felt to reflect the 
seriousness of gambling in the way for example cigarette 
packets try to discourage smoking

• Behavioural/Attitudinal focused comms are seen as 
ineffective - perceived as too serious for the casual 
players to be relevant and too soft for a problem 
gambler to care 

• Outcome focused comms are seen as more effective in 
dissuading behaviour for other risky behaviours (e.g. 
smoking) – but all acknowledge the challenge in 
replicating this for gambling

Outcome Focused Comms

Behavioural/
Attitudinal Focused Comms

VS

“Read literally, this message can appear to suggest stopping 
gambling only at the point when harm actually starts to occur.” 
David Clifton, GREF annual lecture

“If you think of how many lives gambling 
has ruined… You’re not allowed to 
advertise cigarettes and I think gambling is 
a far worse addiction. I think it’s a disgrace” 
49, Female, Wales, Infrequent Player

“Its just words, they are saying, we are 
pretending to do our bit or we have to do 
our bit. When you’re a serious gambler 
you’ve gone past the point of listening” 
54, Male, North England, Occasional 
Player

“There are campaigns to highlight 
gambling responsibly but it seems like it’s 
an after thought and the gambling 
companies have to include it by law rather 
than by concern, the reality is that they 
care more about their profits from gaining 
more customers.” 
35, Male, Midlands Occasional Player



Potential Interventions 
and Implications for 
Policy/Regulation 
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Low awareness and little understanding currently exists around gambling regulation

• People rarely encounter limits to their intended play except in extreme 
cases and many had stories of friends and family who have ‘lost it all’ 
without intervention 

• The overall outtake is that gambling can be too accessible and easy to 
participate in with little outside intervention when someone needs help

• People expect gambling to have comparable regulatory limits to 
drinking and smoking

• And yet there is a perception that gambling is not as heavily regulated 
as smoking and drinking so people can be more at risk

• When prompted, people would like to see more regulation in place around 
gambling 

• With operators becoming more responsible for their customers if they 
are at risk  

• Collaboration between operators to prevent people making the 
perceived jump to other providers / forms of gambling after an 
interaction

“I’ve been in the bookies 
with friends and they have 
been feeding hundreds of 
pounds into the roulette and 
not one person has come 
over and said should you be 
doing this, you’ve put in 
£500, you should stop, this is 
your last lot.  If you drank too 
much they would refuse to 
serve you but not here.” 
29, Male, Midlands, 
Frequent Player

“People only look into 
stuff when they have 
a serious problem and 
the damage has been 
done.” 
24, Male, London, 
Occasional Player

Policy and legislation is there to protect all but is seen as more critically important at preventing harm at the most problem level
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People are also very cynical about industry commitment to control gambling 

Everything is perceived to 
be designed to either 

prolong or create an easy 
return to the hot state 

Gambling companies 
make money

Government 
makes taxes

No one is 
motivated 
to heavily 
manage 

gambling 
spend  

Emails/texts and 
special events 
create must play 
hooks 

Player uploads money to 
play and is given a welcome 
bonus.  ‘Free money’ 
reduces perception of loses 

Any winnings banked 
take 3-7 days to clear 
and can be ‘reversed’.  
Because money 
hasn’t reached 
player’s bank it’s not 
perceived as cash 
spent and therefore 
money to burn 

Focus on people winning all 
the time on the site 
reassures players that the 
win is close 
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Personal
Set limits on behaviour/spend/time, be aware of 
how much you can afford to lose and ensure you 
can always walk away at any point 

Gambling Companies
Refocus on casual gambling 
rather than frequent repetitive 
play, create opportunities to 
break rather than reinforce hot 
states, intervene in 
repetitive/high spend play 

Government
Control places and 
spaces that gambling 
exists, keep it away 
from children and 
create gambling free 
zones to encourage 
prolonged cold states 

Responsibility perceived to sit across all three parties 

Personal 

Gambling Companies Government 

The pace of 
encouragement isn’t 

keeping pace with 
interactions

Regulation
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