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Warning messages on gaming machines. Self-exclusion programs. Programs
to limit money and time spent gambling. These are just a few responsible
gambling strategies in use around the world. Responsible gambling (RG) refers
to programs that seek to prevent or reduce gambling-related harms. The impetus
behind these programs derives from the public health shift from a reactive
posture of trying to eliminate disorders that have already occurred, to a proactive
force that seeks to promote positive health behaviors and prevent diseases
before they emerge (or at least mitigate their effects).
The rise in responsible gambling strategies is a response to this trend of health
promotion. Enacted in government regulations, as well as in voluntary programs
developed by gambling operators, responsible gambling programs have
proliferated in legalized gambling jurisdictions throughout the world. However,
are these programs safe? Are they effective? A review of the scientific literature
by the leading gambling researchers indicates a dearth of science-based, peerreviewed programs in this area. This white paper will summarize the findings of
“Responsible Gambling: A Synthesis of the Empirical Evidence,” the first effort “to
identify empirically-grounded RG studies in an effort to create the beginnings of
a foundation that can guide evidence based effective RG strategies” (Ladouceur,
Shaffer, Blaszczynski, & Shaffer, 2016, p. 2).

WHY IS PEER-REVIEWED RESEARCH IMPORTANT?

HIGHLIGHTS
• Responsible
gambling (RG) refers
to programs that seek
to prevent or reduce
gambling-related
harms.
• Peer-review functions
as a quality control
filter in all scientific
fields.
• Only 29 studies
met high research
standards.
• “The evidence
reveals that the field
of RG is nascent
and there are few
principles or RG
activities that can
be considered ‘best
practices.’”

As the editorial board of the Journal of Gambling Studies declared,
While all research deserves a measure of scientific skepticism,
unpublished research is particularly suspect. While it might be
comparable to its published counterpart, the burden of proof for
such a claim resides with the documentation of the unpublished
work. Absent such detailed evidence, unpublished research
represents little more than opinion.
Unfortunately for the field, unpublished studies abound. Such studies comprise
the “grey” literature. In contrast, “peer-reviewed research” refers to the fact that
the study was published in a peer-reviewed journal that uses recognized experts
to determine the quality of the study. In short, peer-review functions as a quality
control filter in all scientific fields. Although not an absolute guarantee, peer
review usually ensures that only high quality studies meeting criteria of scientific
merit are published.
Why is this important in the context of responsible gambling? Quality research will
answer questions about safety and effectiveness. For example, is self-exclusion
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an effective intervention? Are limits on time and money wagered safe or do they in some cases cause people
to gamble even more than they intended? These questions must be answered to protect people and to
ensure that the considerable expense of these programs can be justified as effective.

STUDIES SELECTED FOR THIS REVIEW
The studies reviewed by “Responsible Gambling: A Synthesis of the Empirical Evidence” included only those
in peer-reviewed journals that met the following criteria: (1) specific focus on RG-related topics; (2) evidence
of an empirical approach; and (3) research was conducted with “real” gamblers not convenience samples
such as college students. The final inclusion criteria applied required that studies used at least one of the
following methodologies: (1) matched control or comparison group; (2) repeated measures (using the same
subject and obtaining measurements under various conditions or over a time period); and (3) one or more
measurement scales such as screening or diagnostic measures. Of all the articles reviewed, 29 met the
above criteria and are the subject of this analysis.

RESPONSIBLE GAMBLING CATEGORIES
The 29 studies under review focused on the following types of RG programs:
• Self-exclusion Programs
• Tracking Behavioral Characteristics
• Setting Gambling Limits

• RG-specific game features
• Training of gambling venue employees

SELF-EXCLUSION PROGRAMS
Voluntary self-exclusion programs, typically operated by casinos, online gambling sites and gaming
regulators, give individuals the opportunity to exclude themselves from gambling opportunities. Typical
programs remove the enrolled person from marketing databases. Some authorize staff to remove the
enrolled person from the premises and to deny cash prizes to those on the self-exclusion list.
Nine studies on self-exclusion were included in this review, including four that reported positive outcomes
(Dragicevic, Percy, Kudic, & Parke, 2015; Hayer & Meyer, 2011; Hing, Russell, Tolchard, & Nuske, 2015;
Hing, Tolchard, Nuske, Holdsworth, & Tiyce, 2014; LaBrie et al., 2007; Ladouceur, Sylvain, & Gosselin, 2007;
Nelson, Kleschinsky, LaBrie, Kaplan, & Shaffer, 2010; Tremblay, Boutin, & Ladouceur, 2008; Xuan & Shaffer,
2009). One was unable to determine the effectiveness of self-exclusion (Ladouceur et al., 2016).

Example
A Canadian study reported beneficial changes after six months such as reduced urges to gamble and
negative consequences on daily life (Ladouceur et al., 2007). However, over time, participants perceived
the program as less effective. In addition, a number breached the agreement and returned to the casino
after six months.

Conclusion
It appears that self-exclusion is safe and, for some gamblers, an effective intervention. However, more
research is needed to ascertain the long-range impact of the program and to determine the most effective
features of the program. For example, it is not clear what the optimum time limit for the ban should be.
Although programs are shifting from lifetime bans, there is no evidence to support specific time periods as
the most effective.
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TRACKING BEHAVIORAL CHARACTERISTICS
One preventive approach is to develop an algorithm that could prospectively predict who is going to
experience harm from gambling and then introduce a preventive intervention before the onset of problems.
This type of algorithm is easier to design in an online gambling environment where researchers have access
to all of a gambler’s transactions than in a brick-and-mortar casino where tracking this type of customer
behavior is more difficult. There were eight studies in this category (Auer & Griffiths, 2015; Braverman,
LaPlante, Nelson, & Shaffer, 2013; Braverman & Shaffer, 2012; Delfabbro & Winefield, 1999; Gray, LaPlante,
& Shaffer, 2012; Quilty, Avila Murati, & Bagby, 2014; Schellinck & Schrans, 2004b, 2004a).

Example
A study of online gamblers sought to identify behavioral markers of disordered gambling by comparing
records of gamblers who had triggered responsible gaming alert systems to those customers who did not
(Gray et al., 2012). According to the study, “Findings revealed that non-monetary betting activity intensity
(i.e. total bets placed, number of active betting days, and duration of activity) and monetary variables (i.e.
total stake size and net losses) reliably discriminated gamblers triggering warnings from those who did not”
(Ladouceur et al., 2016, p. 6).

Conclusion
While the research on tracking behavioral characteristics is ever improving, there is not yet definitive, peerreviewed evidence of any behavioral algorithm that can predict patterns of gambling disorder.

SETTING GAMBLING LIMITS
Setting gambling spending limits, sometimes called pre-commitment, offers gamblers the opportunity to
predetermine a limit to the amount of time or money to devote to gambling. Five studies fell into this category
(Auer & Griffiths, 2013, 2014; Broda et al., 2008; Hing et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2008).

Example
A study of internet gamblers examined self-limiting behavior among participants for an 18-month period
(Nelson et al., 2008). The authors found that self-limiting gamblers played a wider variety of games and
placed more bets than others prior to imposing self-limits. After self-limits, the gamblers reduced their activity
but did not reduce the amount of money wagered per bet. The authors concluded that time spent gambling,
not just money wagered, appears to be an important indicator of gambling problems.

Conclusion
Of the five studies that examined setting gambling limits, there was some indication that requiring individuals
to set a time and cash limit might reduce money spent on gambling. However, there was no evidence that
this reduction in expenditure occurred in individuals who were experiencing gambling-related harm, and,
ultimately, no indication that gambling-related harm was reduced.
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MODIFYING GAME FEATURES
Modifications in game features include changes that have been made to the structure or operation of specific
gambling games in order to encourage responsible gambling behavior. Such changes might include slowing
down the rate of play on a machine or posting warning messages on the machine display. This category
included four peer-reviewed studies (Blaszczynski, Gainsbury, & Karlov, 2014; Gainsbury, Aro, Ball, Tobar, &
Russell, 2015; Ladouceur & Sévigny, 2009; Munoz, Chebat, & Borges, 2013).

Example
A study of electronic gambling machines examined the influence of three features: a clock, cash display, and
pre-commitment (Ladouceur & Sévigny, 2009). The study participants reported that the cash display was
helpful for controlling their gambling but not the clock or the pre-commitment.

Conclusion
Two studies found that warning messages were recalled by some gamblers and graphic warning messages
increased the perceived severity of gambling-related losses. The other two studies did not find any
significant impact on a number of responsible gambling specific game features including messages, alarm
clocks and a play money mode. Consequently, overall, evidence for the efficacy of game features is mixed,
and no research has shown that game features reduce harm in a real-world setting.

EMPLOYEE TRAINING
Although some type of casino employee training in responsible gambling is nearly universal, only three
studies have attempted to evaluate the effectiveness of such programs (Delfabbro, Borgas, & King, 2012;
Nerilee Hing & Nuske, 2012; LaPlante, Gray, LaBrie, Kleschinsky, & Shaffer, 2012).

Example
One study assessed the reliability of casino staff’s perception of patrons’ gambling problems (Delfabbro et
al., 2012). The authors found considerable disparity between staff and patron ratings of gambling disorder.
For example, the staff identified 15 customers as “problem gamblers” whereas the Problem Gambling
Severity Index scores indicated no risk or low risk for these gamblers.

Conclusion
Research indicates that employee training can improve employees’ knowledge of responsible gambling.
However, there is no evidence that increasing knowledge among casino staff can help employees accurately
identify casino patrons with a gambling disorder.

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Currently, the field does not have a systematic approach for assessing the quality of research on RG.
Instead, a haphazard approach to developing and adopting RG programs has characterized RG efforts
(Ladouceur et al., 2016). “Responsible Gambling: A Synthesis of the Empirical Evidence” fills this void by
providing an approach for gauging the effectiveness and safety of RG activities.
Policymakers and the gambling industry should take a cautious and conservative approach to RG. According
to the study, “the evidence reveals that the field of RG is nascent and there are few principles or RG
activities that can be considered ‘best practices’” (Ladouceur et al., 2016, p. 9). The authors encourage all
stakeholders concerned about responsible gambling to develop science-based RG programs that are safe
and effective.
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