
 
 

What this research is about 

There are many reasons why a person’s gambling 
becomes excessive and persistent. For players of 
electronic gaming machines (EGMs), features of the 
machines such as near misses, losses disguised as 
wins, and attractive sights and sounds can entice 
them to continue play. Players may also have false 
beliefs about gambling and fail to understand 
concepts concerning gambling outcomes, like odds 
and randomness.  

One of these concepts is called the ‘return to player 
percentage’. This refers to the value of overall prizes 
that an EGM returns over its lifetime. If an EGM’s 
return to player is 85%, it should return 85% of the 
money gambled on it over its lifetime (this could take 
thousands and thousands of spins). Past research has 
found that gamblers do not have a good 
understanding of the return to player. Some believe 
that the 85% return rate applies to one gambling 
session on an EGM. Such misunderstandings may 
impact gambling behaviour. 

There are few resources that aim to educate gamblers 
about the return to player concept, and it is unknown 
how effective these resources are. This study 
examined the extent to which EGM players 
understand the concept of return to player. It also 
explored which mode of information delivery 
(infographic, vignette, or brochure) would best 
improve their understanding. 

What the researchers did 

Participants were 112 first year psychology students, 
aged 18 and above, who played EGMs in the past 
year. Participants reported their age, gender, how 
often and how long they gambled in a typical day in 

the past six months. Then, they were presented with a 
basic description of return to player as mandated by 
the Victorian Government in Australia.  

After reviewing the information, participants were 
presented a number of scenarios and asked to rate 
what they considered would “most likely” be the 
lowest and highest return to player percentage (0–
120%), over (1) a 1-hour session of play; (2) one 
hundred hours of play; and (3) one thousand hours of 
play. These questions measured whether participants 
understood that return to player was: (1) unlikely to 
be achieved in a gambling session over 1-hour or even 
100-hours of play; and (2) would get closer to the 
actual return rate of 85% as the number of gambling 
hours increased. 

The researchers randomly placed participants into 
one of four conditions: 

1) Infographic (showed participants both a text 
explanation of return to player and a graph); 
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2) Vignette (explained return to player by 
describing a session of play with a fictional EGM 
player ‘Joe’); 

3) Brochure (text explaining return to player under 
three headings: ‘What is return to player,’ ‘What 
happens when I play the pokies then,’ and 
’Common myths’); and 

4) Control (mandated Victorian Government 
description). 

After reviewing the information in either the 
infographic, vignette, or brochure, participants rated 
whether the information they received was 
informative and engaging. They also completed the 
same questions about the return to player as before.  

What the resarchers found 

Participants did not have a good understanding of the 
return to player concept. They did not know about its 
key elements, such as its long-term nature which was 
unlikely to be met for a single player in a single EGM 
session. 

The infographic did not improve participant 
understanding of the return to player more than the 
vignette. The vignette showed weaker improvement 
in participant understanding than the brochure. The 
brochure showed even weaker improvement than the 
control. 

Participants in the brochure condition were most 
likely to ‘strongly agree’ that the information that 
they had just received was informative. Those in the 
brochure condition were also most likely to ‘strongly 
agree’ that the information that they had received 
was engaging. Participants in the control condition 
were least likely to rate the information as 
informative or engaging. 

How you can use this research 

The findings highlight the need for effective 
interventions to improve EGM players’ understanding 
of return to player. Researchers could explore 
alternative modes of delivering the return to player 
message to determine which are best able to improve 

understanding. For example, a short animation-based 
video could be an alternative way of learning. 
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Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) has 
partnered with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at 
York University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO 
is an independent knowledge translation and 
exchange organization that aims to eliminate harm 
from gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-
informed decision making in responsible gambling 
policies, standards and practices. The work we do is 
intended for researchers, policy makers, gambling 
regulators and operators, and treatment and 
prevention service providers.   

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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