
 
 

What this research is about 

Slot machines are a type of electronic gambling 
machine. They are easily accessible and popular. 
There are single line and multiline slot machines. 
Players can only bet on one line per turn when playing 
single line slot machines. Multiline slot machines 
allow players to gamble on many lines at once. 

Slot machines usually play exciting sounds and show 
colourful pictures when players win more money than 
what they bet. There are no celebratory sounds or 
pictures when players lose money. However, multiline 
slot machines have losses disguised as wins (LDWs). 
LDWs are when players win back less than what they 
bet. Slot machines play exciting sounds and pictures 
for LDWs. This means that slot machines make it seem 
like players have won money.  

Evidence suggests that both new and experienced 
players prefer multiline slot machines over single line 
slot machines. Also, players may mistake LDWs for 
real wins. As a result, players may think they win more 
often than they actually do. This kind of thinking is 
called the LDW win overestimation effect. Studies 
show that the more LDWs players have when playing 
a slot machine game, the more they overestimate 
their wins. However, if players get too many LDWs in 
a game, they may notice that they are losing money 
and may become more aware of how many wins they 
have actually had. This suggests that there may be a 
certain number of LDWs that cause the win 
overestimation effect. 

In this study, the researchers investigated whether a 
certain number of LDWs cause experienced players to 
overestimate how often they get real wins during a 
slot machine game. 

What the researchers did 

This research study had two parts. In the first part, the 
researchers searched for studies about LDWs and the 
win overestimation effect. However, they found no 
studies outside of their lab that examined this. In 
total, the researchers found 13 studies with people 
experienced at gambling.   

In the second part, the researchers did an experiment. 
They recruited 132 people who gambled who were 
between 19 and 89 years old. Participants completed 
the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). The PGSI 
assessed participants for problem gambling. Problem 

What you need to know 

In this study, the researchers investigated whether 
a certain number of losses disguised as wins 
(LDWs) cause players to overestimate how often 
they get real wins during a slot machine game. In 
the first part, the researchers searched for studies 
about LDWs in slot machines games and win 
overestimation. Across the 13 studies, players 
tended to overestimate their wins the most when 
they played slot machine games with a medium 
number of LDWs. Players were less likely to 
overestimate their wins when they played games 
with many LDWs. In the second part, the 
researchers recruited 126 people who gambled for 
an experiment. Participants played a single 20-line 
slot machine game with medium number of LDWs. 
The LDWs made up 19.6% of game outcomes. 
Participants overestimated their wins by an 
average of 96.33%. Policy makers can use this 
research to consider regulating the number of 
LDWs that appear in slot machine games. 
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gambling is repetitive gambling behaviour that leads 
to negative consequences. Participants played a single 
20-line slot machine game. The slot machine had a 
medium number of LDWs, with 19.6% of the 
outcomes being LDWs. Afterwards, participants 
estimated how many times they won more money 
than what they bet. Only 126 participants gave their 
estimates and their data were analyzed. 

What the researchers found 

In the first part, the researchers found 13 studies that 
investigated the LDW win overestimation effect. The 
studies showed that as the number of LDWs 
increased, players’ overestimations of their wins also 
increased. When the number of LDWs became much 
higher (26 to 30% of the outcomes), participants were 
more accurate in their estimates on how many times 
they won. The data across the studies showed an 
inverted U-shape. A medium number of LDWs caused 
the highest number of overestimations among 
players. This finding suggests that players do not 
notice LDWs when they occur a medium number of 
times during a game. As a result, they think they win 
more often than they actually do. A higher number of 
LDWs causes win overestimations to decrease among 
players. This finding suggests that players may start 
noticing LDWs when they occur too often in a game.  

In the experiment, participants thought they won 
much more often than they actually did. On average, 
participants estimated their wins to be 78.53. The 
actual number of wins was 40. Thus, participants 
overestimated their wins by 96.33%.  

Overall, these results suggest that players 
overestimate their wins the most when they play slot 
machine games with a medium number of LDWs. 
Players are better able to determine how many times 
they get real wins when they play games with a low or 
high number of LDWs. 

How you can use this research 

Prevention service providers can use this research to 
show players that they do not actually win every time 
their slot machine game plays exciting sounds and 
colourful pictures. Policy makers can use this research 
to consider regulating the number of LDWs that 

appear in slot machine games. They could also ban 
slot machines that display celebratory sounds and 
pictures when players get LDWs. Researchers can use 
this research to investigate whether players who win 
larger amounts of money in LDW spins are more likely 
to mistake LDWs for wins as compared to when they 
win back a smaller amount of money.  
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About 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 safer 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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