
 
 

What this research is about 

Slot machines are a risky form of gambling. They have 
been linked to a higher risk of problem gambling. 
Certain design features of slot machines are what 
make them so addictive. Past research has reported 
on several features including near misses, free spins, 
and losses disguised as wins. These features affect 
gambling behaviours like bet size, time spent 
gambling, and machine preference. 

The current study used two experiments to examine 
the effects of free spins and machine balance on 
machine preference and bet size. Machine balance is 
the amount of money that the gambler has available 
to wager from and is displayed on the screen. The 
balance begins as the amount of money the gambler 
deposits into the machine. It changes throughout the 
game with amounts won and lost. Machine balance is 
a feature that has not been studied with slot machine 
play. But it might affect gambling behaviours because 
it might be similar to the “house-money effect”. The 
house-money effect involves gamblers making riskier 
choices (i.e., placing larger bets in dice games) 
following an increase in available money to bet.  

What the researchers did 

Experiment 1: Participants were 80 university 
students from New Zealand. They completed a slot 
machine computer task that was set up to be like a 
real slot machine game. Half of the participants began 
with $50 and completed 200 spins on the first slot 
machine. They then started the second slot machine 
with a balance of $27. The other half began with $27 
on the first machine and then $50 on the second 
machine. For half of the participants, the first machine 

had free spins, while for the other half the second 
machine did. 

After playing the second slot machine, participants 
chose between the two machines for another 200 
spins. They could switch between machine after any 
spin. This was called the ‘preference phase’. 

The researchers recorded the number of spins and 
amount of bet size made on either machine during 
the preference phase. They examined if machine 
preference and bet amount were influenced by 
whether there were free spins and a higher balance 
on the first or second machine played.  

Experiment 2: Participants were 32 students. They 
completed the same slot machine computer task from 
Experiment 1. However, this time, both machines had 

What you need to know 

This study examined if free spins and the balance 
displayed on the screen might influence slot 
machine preference and bet size. The researchers 
did two experiments with university students. 
Participants gambled on two machines, with either 
the first or second machine having a higher 
starting balance. In the first experiment, only one 
machine had free spins. In the second experiment, 
both machines offered free spins. Both 
experiments found that participants preferred to 
bet on, and made larger bets on, the machine with 
a higher balance. Experiment 1 also showed that 
participants preferred to bet on the machine with 
free spins. These findings show that machine 
balance is another slot machine feature that 
affects slot machine gambling behaviours.  
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free spins. The researchers randomly assigned each 
participant to one of two situations: (1) the starting 
balance was $50 on the first machine and was 
updated based on win and losses across the two 
machines, or (2) the starting balance was $27 on the 
first machine and increased to $50 on the second 
machine.  

The researchers compared whether machine 
preference and bet amount were influenced by the 
available balances of the two machines played.  

What the researchers found 

Experiment 1: Most participants (75%) who had both 
a higher balance and free spins on the same machine 
made more spins on that machine during the 
preference phase. Most participants (62%) who had 
free spins and a higher balance on different machines 
chose the machine with the higher balance during the 
preference phase. 

Participants with a higher starting balance on the first 
machine made more spins on that machine during the 
preference phase than those who started with a lower 
balance on the first machine. Participants whose first 
machine had free spins made more spins on that 
machine during the preference phase than those 
whose first machine did not have free spins. 

Participants with a higher starting balance on the first 
machine made larger bets on that machine during the 
preference phase than those who started with a lower 
balance on the first machine. Participants whose first 
machine had free spins made smaller bets on that 
machine during the preference phase than those 
whose first machine did not have free spins. 

Experiment 2: Participants made more spins on the 
first machine when it had a higher starting balance 
than when it had a lower starting balance. 
Participants also made larger bets on the first 
machine when it had a higher starting balance than 
when it had a lower starting balance. These results 
suggest that an increase in machine balance increases 
gambling behaviours, even without differences in free 
spins across the machines.  

 

How you can use this research 

Policy-makers and gambling regulators could place 
limits on the amount of money that slot machines 
accept (e.g., no bills larger than $20) to reduce 
gamblers’ machine balances. They could also make 
rules around gambling venues giving gamblers free 
money to gamble with. This might reduce bet size. 
Future research could repeat the current experiments 
with regular gamblers and people with gambling 
problems. Future research could also examine the 
effects of machine balance on gambling behaviours 
while controlling win and loss amounts. 
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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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