
 
 

What this research is about  

One popular form of gambling is playing the lottery. In 
the Eastern Cape province of South Africa, playing the 
lottery is the most common form of gambling. People 
may gamble more often because their cognitive 
biases can lead them to overestimate the probability 
of winning. This overestimation may happen when 
people perceive events (such as winning the lottery) 
to happen more frequently than it actually does.  

Developing countries, like South Africa, often have 
lower levels of literacy and mathematical education. 
Traditional financial education programs that focus on 
teaching people who gamble about the concept of 
probability may not be as effective. Experiential 
learning may be a useful tool in gambling education 
programs. Experiential learning can be seen as a four-
stage learning model, where: (1) learning involves an 
immediate experience; (2) that experience informs a 
person’s observations and reflections; (3) these 
observations and reflections are then used to create 
actionable ideas; and (4) these actions are tested. In 
this study, the researchers examined whether 
experiential learning can be successful in changing 
lottery behaviour.   

What the researchers did 

A total of 841 people from 27 women borrower 
groups and 45 burial societies in the Eastern Cape and 
KwaZulu-Natal province in South Africa participated in 
the study. The majority (over 90%) of the participants 
were women. Most participants had little formal 
education (6.3 years on average), and less than 8% 
were employed. About half of the participants had a 
bank account (55%) and savings (50%). Less than 15% 
of participants reported playing the lottery.  

Participants first completed a baseline survey which 
asked about their demographics and gambling 
behaviours. Half of the study participants were then 
randomly selected to receive the debiasing treatment. 
The other half of the study participants were placed in 
the control group and completed a traditional 
financial education module on avoiding expensive 
credit. Both the debiasing treatment and credit 
module took approximately 10 minutes to complete.  

In the debiasing treatment, participants played a dice 
game. Participants had to roll a six-sided dice until 
they rolled a six. Then, they had to roll two dice at 
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once, and continued rolling until they obtained two 
sixes. Participants were then told that the likelihood 
of winning the South African national lottery was the 
same as rolling nine dice, with all showing up sixes.  

Gambling outcomes were measured at three stages: 
(1) Immediately after the dice game or the credit 
module, participants received 10 Rand ($1) and were 
asked if they wanted to spend part of this 
compensation to play a game of chance, where they 
could win a greater amount of money.  
(2) At six months after, participants were offered the 
choice between playing a lottery in which they could 
win a larger amount of money or receiving a smaller 
amount for sure. Participants who chose to play the 
lottery game were randomly assigned to have high or 
low odds of winning.  
(3) At one year, participants completed a survey about 
their gambling behaviour over the last six months.    

What the researchers found 

The researchers found differences in lottery 
purchasing behaviour based on how long it took 
participants to obtain sixes during the dice game. 
People who needed more rolls to obtain two sixes 
gambled 19% less in the lottery offered immediately 
following the dice game. They also were 34% less 
likely to have played the lottery after one year 
compared to the control group. Participants who 
needed fewer rolls to obtain two sixes in the dice 
game gambled 29% more in the lottery offered after. 
They were 45% more likely than the control group to 
have played the lottery after one year. 

After six months, participants who needed more rolls 
to obtain two sixes in the dice game showed more 
sensitivity to winning odds than the control group. 
They were more likely to play the lottery when the 
winning odds were high compared to when the odds 
were low. Participants who needed fewer rolls were 
more likely to play the lottery game than the control 
group, regardless of the odds they were given. 

The researchers also found that, one year later, 
participants substituted different types of gambling 
based on how many rolls it took them in the dice 
game. Those who needed fewer rolls were more likely 

to play the lottery but less likely to play scratch cards 
than the control group. Those who needed more rolls 
were more likely to play scratch cards than the 
lottery. This suggests that the experiential learning via 
the dice game changed beliefs about odds of winning 
the lottery. 

How you can use this research 

The findings provide practical guidance for designing 
gambling behaviour interventions that correct biases.  
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