
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling (PG) is repetitive gambling 
behaviour that leads to negative consequences. It is 
rare for people with PG to seek treatment. Gamblers 
may think treatment costs too much, takes up too 
much of their time, or is too difficult to get to. Since 
gambling is so common, gamblers may not think that 
they need PG treatment. People who have cognitive 
distortions are more likely to have PG behaviour. 
Cognitive distortions are inaccurate beliefs about 
gambling. For example, gamblers may think they can 
control the outcome of games of chance or believe 
they have a greater chance of winning than they 
actually do.  

One strategy that might be effective in changing 
gamblers’ beliefs is to show them the negative 
consequences of gambling as they play. A corrective 
gambling experience can be done using debiasing 
strategies in interactive games. Debiasing is a way to 
reduce inaccurate beliefs that gamblers have. 
Computerized gambling games, such as digital 
gambling accelerators, allow gamblers to play at a fast 
pace while watching their wins and losses. Such 
intervention may reduce gamblers’ inaccurate beliefs 
as they see how much money they lose over time. In 
this study, the researchers investigated whether a 
gambling accelerator could change gamblers’ 
inaccurate gambling beliefs and behaviours. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers used announcements and 
advertisements in newspapers, flyers, and on the 
Internet to recruit people for their study. To be 
included in the study, people had to be old enough to 
legally gamble, have at-risk/problem gambling or 

probable pathological gambling (that is, a more severe 
form of PG), gamble mostly on scratch-off tickets, and 
spend about $20 US a month on them. People were 
not included in the study if they were treated for 
gambling problems within three months before the 
study or had a serious mental illness. 

Participants first completed the South Oaks Gambling 
Screen (SOGS) and the Timeline Follow-Back (TLFB) 
questionnaire. The SOGS assessed participants for at-
risk/problem gambling and probable pathological 
gambling. The TLFB assessed how often and how 
much money they spent on scratch-off tickets in the 
past three months. Participants also completed a 

What you need to know 

The researchers investigated whether they could 
change gamblers’ inaccurate beliefs about 
gambling using a digital gambling accelerator. This 
is a computer program that allows gamblers to 
gamble at a fast pace and shows their wins and 
losses while they play. Participants regularly 
played scratch-off tickets and were screened to 
have gambling problems. One group of 
participants played a digital accelerator scratch-off 
ticket game. A second group did brief motivational 
interviewing (MI) exercises, and a third control 
group read a handout about shape and space. 
Both the gambling accelerator and brief MI 
increased participant’s readiness to change their 
risky gambling behaviour. Those who played the 
accelerator also rated their chances of winning as 
lower and had less urge to gamble than before. At 
2- and 4-week follow-ups, they reported gambling 
less often and spent less money on gambling.  

 

A digital gambling accelerator may 
decrease inaccurate gambling beliefs and 
increase motivation to change 
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Visual Analogue Scale (VAS). On the VAS, they 
indicated how strong of an urge they had to gamble at 
the moment and what they thought their chances of 
winning on scratch-off tickets were. They also 
indicated how ready they were to change their 
gambling behaviour.  

The researchers randomly placed participants into 
one of three groups. One group of participants played 
a gambling accelerator of a scratch-off ticket game on 
the computer. At first, participants played one digital 
ticket at a time with digital money. Participants then 
played faster at 20 tickets at a time. The program 
tracked and showed them how much money they 
won and lost. Finally, participants played at their own 
pace until they wanted to stop. Participants reported 
if they planned to change their gambling behaviour at 
the end of the game. 

A second group completed a brief motivational 
interview (MI) intervention. A third group acted as the 
control and read a handout about visual shape and 
space. At the end of the study, all three groups 
completed the VAS scale again and indicated how 
ready they were to change their gambling behaviour. 
Participants were re-assessed at two and four weeks 
after the study. During the follow-up interviews, they 
completed the TLFB on how often and how much 
money they gambled in the last two weeks. 

What the researchers found 

After participants played the gambling accelerator, 
they believed their chances of winning were lower, 
had a lower urge to gamble, and were more ready to 
change their gambling behaviour. They also gambled 
less and spent less money two weeks after playing the 
accelerator. The decreases in gambling behaviour 
were maintained at the 4-week follow-up. 

Participants who completed the brief MI were readier 
to change their gambling behaviour than before they 
did the brief MI. But their belief in the chances of 
winning and urge to gamble did not change. They 
gambled less and spent less money at two weeks after 
they did the brief MI. However, the decreases in 
gambling behaviour were not maintained by the 4-
week follow-up. There were no changes for 

participants in the control group after the study 
ended or at follow-up assessments. These results 
suggest that digital gambling accelerators can help 
people with gambling problems to change their 
beliefs and behaviours in the short-term.  

How you can use this research 

Researchers could use this research to investigate 
whether digital gambling accelerators would work 
well as online treatment programs that gamblers 
could do at their own pace. More research is needed 
to explore if gambling accelerators could be used as a 
stand-alone intervention or in combination with other 
treatments. Future research could also investigate the 
long-term effects of such interventions.  
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Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (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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