
s the Covid-19 pandemic forced 
governments around the 

world to shut down their 
economies, the gaming 

industry found itself in a 
difficult situation.

With casinos, 
arcades, kiosks and 
high street betting 

shops forced to close and all sport cancelled, 
staff were furloughed and customers were 
locked out with nothing to bet on.

But there was little sympathy for operators 
because, home and abroad, the online indus-
try was cast as a malevolent beneficiary of the 
crisis – preying on those stranded indoors, 
who campaigners feared would be sucked 
into online gambling. The worry was, as ana-
lyst Jonas Amnesten from RedEye puts it, 
that “a more isolated society would increase  
problem gambling”.

Headlines focused on the harm that gam-
bling would do during lockdown, rather than 
the impact the pandemic was having on the 
industry. As David Clifton, co-founder of 
the Clifton Davies Consultancy, specialists 
in gambling law and regulation, points out:  
“Predictions of a rapid increase in both the 
numbers of people gambling and in prob-
lem gambling rates have not been realised.” 
But, he adds: “That has not stopped the 
industry’s opponents from demanding more  
restrictive regulation.”

Indeed the crisis ushered in strict new  
guidelines for gambling firms in the UK and 
across Europe, the effects of which will be felt 
for years to come. Yet many have been self-
imposed – and while it seems the coronavirus 
will have a long-lasting impact on the indus-
try, particularly in relation to how it markets 
itself and communicates with customers, it has 
also given operators the chance to show that 
they mean business when it comes to social 
responsibility. And there could even be other,  
unexpected, benefits.

The reaction
The crisis unfolded against a backdrop of 
increased scrutiny by the media and regula-
tors – and in many countries there was swift 
action to stop the perceived threat.

Latvia even went as far as suspend-
ing the licences of all gambling operators 
for two months, essentially shutting down  
the industry. 

Elsewhere regulators moved to stem player 
losses. Belgian regulators announced a deposit 
limit of around £450 a week on locally licensed 
sites, while Finland introduced daily and 
monthly loss limits for online games run by 
state operator Veikkaus.

The biggest headlines were generated by 
Sweden, which proposed strict new regula-
tions, with a £400-a-week deposit limit, curb-
ing bonuses to less than £10 and imposing time 
restrictions for players, causing consternation 
among operators – and raising questions about 
the motivation behind the measures.

For others the focus was more on market-
ing. In Spain there were emergency restric-
tions on advertising “to prevent bookmakers 
from doing business with people’s concern  
and anxiety”. 

Regulators made it very clear that the 
industry was being watched like never before. 
The Malta Gaming Authority told operators 
that any advertising that contained “direct or 
indirect reference to Covid-19, or any related 
circumstance, would be considered to amount 
to a breach” of the MGA’s Commercial Commu-
nications Regulations.

Even in unregulated markets there was a 
reaction. For example, the Netherlands, which 
will begin issuing iGaming licences from next 
year, warned that any operators found to be 
taking advantage of the crisis would have their 
cards marked.

Any operator promoting what it called “a 
corona-free offering” would be in its sights, it 
said, warning: “Parties that use this type of 
practice can be assured that this will weigh 
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heavily in a possible application for an online 
gambling licence.”

In Britain, the UK Gambling Commis-
sion was quick out of the blocks. Even before 
lockdown was officially imposed at the end 
of March, chief executive Neil McArthur 
had warned licensees to be “very mindful” of  
the risks.

And he made it “absolutely clear” that con-
sumer protection, responsible marketing and 
compliance were now critical, stating that the 
UKGC would “step in immediately” at the first 
sign of “irresponsible behaviour”.

Industry responds
But the industry has been far from irrespon-
sible. In March, as the continent went into 
lockdown, the European Gaming and Betting 
Association (EGBA) ordered operators to be 
“socially responsible” and laid out guidelines 
for advertising and customer care during the 
crisis to encourage safer gambling.

In April it published the first pan-Euro-
pean Code of Conduct on responsible adver-
tising for online gambling which, it says, 
sets out “long-term standards for gambling 
advertising content in Europe and 
complements EGBA’s more imme-
diate efforts to promote responsi-
ble gambling advertising during  
the coronavirus”.

In many countries the new industry 
guidelines were stricter than those imposed 
by the state.

The UK pulls all ads
The UK betting industry, which has become 
used to strong words from regulators, also 
took steps. The recently formed Betting and 
Gaming Council (BGC) says it “acted swiftly 
to protect the minority who are vulnerable or 
at risk” during the crisis.

Writing on the PoliticsHome website, 
chief executive Michael Dugher said: “From 
day one, members of the BGC substantially 
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Are Covid-19 rules  here to stay?
Concerns about locked-down players playing too much have  
forced regulators to issue emergency regulations, but will the 
regulations endure after lockdown ends? Jon Harwood reports



increased safer gambling messages across 
all our platforms and introduced a 10-pledge 
action plan. This sets out a series of measures 
such as heightened monitoring of accounts, 
identifying changes to patterns of play and 
spend, as well as increasing interventions to 
restrict or block accounts where the customer 
might be at risk.”

Its members also pulled all TV and radio 
ads for six weeks and longer-term measures 
were introduced. 

“Going forward, our members have agreed 
that at least 20 per cent of their TV and radio 
advertising will be safer gambling messages,” 
a BGC spokesman says. “As well as a ban on 
gambling with credit cards, we have intro-
duced strict new age and ID 
verification checks and are 
providing additional fund-
ing for research, education 
and treatment.” 

It added that it was eager 
to engage with the govern-
ment over the long-awaited 
review of the Gambling 

Act.
GVC, Britain’s big-

gest bookmaker, notes 
that the UKGC has 
failed to find evi-
dence of increased 
problem gambling during lockdown, 

but still says it “strongly endorsed its 
additional guidance to the industry,  

focusing on protecting customers”.
Its spokesperson also points out that rath-

er than exploiting the situation “our people 
have been working tirelessly to help the local 
communities in which GVC operates”. It has 
donated food, sponsored medical equipment, 
organised charity poker tournaments and con-
tributed financially to charities. It is not alone.

The UK industry’s response has impressed 
Charles Gillespie, founder and chief executive 
of the affiliate Gambling.com Group, who says 

it has seized the initiative and taken the chance 
to prove its maturity.

“Much of what’s been done was volunteered 
by the industry. As a whole, the industry under-
stands that much of this is permanent – it’s part 
of the social compact,” he says.

“The regulators in the UK have been saying 
that the operators have to do better, but without 
much clarity. Meanwhile the operators have 
been saying, ‘Tell us what to do and we’ll do it.’ 
But in this situation, it has been down to the 
operators to decide what is appropriate.”

Lawyer Clifton believes the industry 
deserves much more credit than it has got for its 
response, but notes: “A story of personal trag-
edy arising from gambling related harm will 

always stand a better chance 
of making the headlines 
than a story about higher 
self-regulatory standards of 
the type that BGC members 
have been promoting.”

‘Not enough’
In some parts of Europe 
pledges by operators to 
reduce marketing efforts 
have “not been enough for the 
authorities”, notes analyst 
Jonas Amnesten of Redeye. 
Sweden’s reaction stands out. 

Although it has been liberal in how it reacted to 
the pandemic, refusing to impose a nationwide 
lockdown, the iGaming industry has come in for  
special treatment.

That is despite the fact that, as Amnesten 
points out, “online penetration was high 
in Sweden already before the coronavirus,  
and society has been open and operational 
[so]… online gambling has not been substan-
tially boosted.”

Indeed, in mid-May – before the restric-
tions came into effect – the country’s regulator,  
Spelinspektionen, noted that online gambling 
was actually declining.
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“A story of personal 
tragedy arising 
from gambling will 
always stand a better 
chance of making the 
headlines than a story 
about higher self-
regulatory standards”
David Clifton, Clifton Davies 
Consultancy

Are Covid-19 rules  here to stay?
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And restrictions on how the Swedish indus-
try is allowed to sell itself could backfire. Hen-
rik Tjärnström, chief executive of Kindred 
Group, called the government proposals “an 
open invitation to illegal gambling sites”.

Long-term, a lot rests on whether that 
turns out to be the case, says Amnesten, who 
says there is a “clear risk that the authorities 
will try to maintain these new restrictions if  
they see that they work and do not lower  
the channelisation”.

However, there was encouraging news from 
Spain, where emergency restrictions on adver-
tising were rescinded in early June as the coun-
try emerged from lockdown, allowing opera-
tors to continue with their marketing efforts 
– albeit overseen by the new EGBA guidance.

And in Latvia, the suspension of all gam-
bling licences has been lifted after two months, 
proving that even the harshest of measures can 
be reversed.

What is undeniable is that the pandemic 
has added impetus and urgency to efforts 
to promote responsible gaming. The timing 
may be a coincidence but it’s illustrative that 
France’s new beefed-up gambling regulator, 
the ANJ, which has the authority to instruct 
an operator to withdraw advertising, came into 
being in June just as the crisis began to ease.

“I believe the ground has been shifting for 
some time now on what is and is not accepta-
ble,” says Clifton. “A direct consequence of that 
can be seen in gambling operators collaborat-
ing with quite evident improvements in regula-
tory standards arising from that.”

But he adds: “The Covid-19 crisis has played 
into the hands of the industry’s opponents who 
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Amid the scramble to protect 
players, Charles Gillespie of 
Gambling.com Group points 
out a fundamental and easily 
overlooked truth: “Gambling 
is down. People have lost less 
money to gambling during the 
pandemic – that is indisputable.”

With shops shut and no sport 
to bet on that makes sense –  
but the predicted surge in  
online gambling has also failed  
to materialise. A UK study by 
online research company Gener8 
found that on the day that the UK 
lockdown was announced there 
was a 292 per cent increase in 
the time spent on adult websites.

Gaming platform Twitch had 
179 per cent more traffic than 
usual two weeks into lockdown, 
while online video gaming sites 
saw an increase of 98 per cent 
when lockdown began. Streaming 
sites also have seen an increase 
of 51 per cent.

By contrast, the amount of 
time spent on gambling websites 
was down 69 per cent, it found. 
Only travel sites fared worse.

The UKGC has understandably 
been monitoring the situation 
under lockdown and reported 
that the number of “active” UK 
gambling accounts actually 
fell in April, mainly because of 
the lack of football and horse 
racing to bet on. But in its 
June update on the impact 
of Covid-19, the UKGC 
admitted: “The lockdown 
period does not appear 
to have attracted many 
new consumers  
to gambling.” 

Its polling found 
that in the first four 
weeks of lockdown 
only 0.2 per cent 
of adults took up 
gambling, while two 
per cent stopped.

However, the concern among 
anti-gambling campaigners was 
that established players would 
increase their play – and here 
the picture gets more complex. 
For example, the UKGC found 
that a majority of players who 
had participated in three or 
more gambling activities over a 
four-week period claimed to be 
spending more time or money on 
one or more of those activities.

Session length was held up as 
another metric. While the average 
length of a gambling session 
was 22 minutes in April 2020 
compared to 26 minutes in March 
2019, the number of sessions 
lasting more than an hour was up 
by around 50 per cent. So, while 
it is important to be vigilant, the 
data suggests there has been no 
clear surge in online gaming.

292%
Increase in time 
spent on adult 
websites

179%
Increase in traffic 
on gaming  
platform Twitch

51%
Increase in use of 
streaming sites  

50%
Increase in 
number of online 
gaming sessions 
lasting more than 
one hour

Covid-19 lockdown stats
Anti-gambling campaigners and politicians claim that lockdown 
will increase problem gambling, but do the stats back that up? 

Are channelisation 
fears justified?

Sweden leads the way in 
ushering punters towards 
the black market, but others 
might follow

For many, the biggest risk from 
Covid-19 related action concerns 
channelisation – the degree to which 
consumers gamble with operators 
licensed within their jurisdiction.

In Sweden, and elsewhere, critics 
have claimed measures designed to 
safeguard players will simply prompt 
them to head to the black market – and 
it is already estimated in the Swedish 



have been able to dismiss statistical evidence of 
no increased rates of problem gambling with 
the argument that only fundamental reform 
of gambling legislation will bring about the 
changes that operators are not prepared to 
self-impose.”

That sentiment was echoed by BGC chief 
executive Dugher, who says: “I expect prohi-
bitionists to keep shifting the goalposts and to 
keep using Covid as their opportunity to kick 
the industry. But thanks to the action we have 
taken, standards are actually on the up and 
fears have proven unfounded.”

Unexpected benefits
There have been some unexpected push-backs 
against the regulators. In Italy, for example, 
Serie A football clubs pleaded with the govern-
ment to relax a blanket ban on gambling ads 
and sponsorship imposed in 2018 as struggling 
clubs, forced to play behind closed doors, tried 
to claw back the estimated £90m a year the ban 
will cost them.

And one country where the virus could 
have a big long-term impact is the US – where 
many states have been reluctant to embrace 
iGaming, while at the same time relying on 
gambling for tax revenue.

Gillespie of Gambling.com Group notes: 
“States that have regulated online gaming are 
giving themselves a pat on the back.”

In places like Pennsylvania and New Jer-
sey iGaming revenue soared during April and 
May. Overall revenues were still down, but the 
online take at least cushioned the blow. 

States that do not allow iGaming may  
now be casting envious glances in their  
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direction and realising that online gambling  
does, after all, have a role to play. And that  
could also have an impact on the way 
sports betting is rolled out in those 
states yet to legalise it.

Gillespie concludes: “The states 
that don’t have iGaming have seen 
their tax take vanish. It’s zero. 
Who would have thought it would 
take a global pandemic to bring 
US state regulators into the mod-
ern world.” n

online casino market the channelisation  
rate could be as low as 72 per cent.

David Clifton of Clifton Davies says: 
“Concerns about channelisation are entirely 
justified. Recent independent research 
has shown that statistics used by the 
Swedish regulator, and relied upon by the 
Swedish government, have considerably 
underestimated the rate at which licensed 
operators are exposed to very significant 
competition from unlicensed providers.

“If the Gambling Related Harm All Party 
Parliamentary Group has its way in the UK, 
its clear aim to provide further protection 
to problem gamblers is likely to backfire, 
with greater numbers resorting to black 
market operators. That is a message that the 
industry has to drive home forcibly in the 
coming months.”

In Sweden, it was not just the industry 
but also the regulator Spelinspektionen 
expressing concerns about the the proposals 
announced by health and social affairs 
minister Ardalan Shekarabi.

Following the outcry, restrictions were 
amended to cover only online casino 
games and slots, with horse racing and 
sports betting exempted. The date of 
implementation was also put back until July, 
but the measures are expected to remain in 
place until the end of the year.

Swedish trade association BOS was quick 
to claim the revised controls were still flawed, 
and skewed in favour of the government. 

“It is obvious that the government’s 
measures are not intended to improve 
consumer protection, but instead to provide 
competitive advantages to the gaming 

companies in which the government has 
interests,” it claims.

The timing also raises the question of 
whether the measures are coronavirus-
specific at all. 

“They have got it completely wrong,” says 
Charles Gillespie of Gambling.com Group. 
“It’s a case study in how not to do things – a 
car crash.”

He says the industry in Sweden is being 
used as a “political football” and adds: “There 
doesn’t seem to have been any meaningful 
analysis of what they are trying to achieve  
– it’s just going to drive everyone to the  
black market.

“They won’t even have a majority of the 
market to regulate. You can’t regulate gaming 
if you can’t control it. You can’t completely 
alienate the consumer and the industry.

“I expect prohibitionists to 
keep shifting the goalposts 
and to keep using Covid as 
their opportunity to kick  
the industry”
Michael Dugher, BGC


