
What are gambling fallacies and how 
are they best measured?

What this research is about

Gambling fallacies are false beliefs about how gambling 
works. For example, gamblers may believe that they 
can influence the outcomes of games of chance. Thus, 
they may prefer to pick their own lottery or roulette 
numbers over random numbers even though the 
winning numbers are randomly chosen. Past research 
has found that gambling fallacies are involved in the 
development of problem gambling. Because of this, 
most prevention and treatment programs aim to correct 
these false beliefs. However, past research lacks 
agreement on 1) what specific things are gambling 
fallacies, and 2) which instruments best assess them. A 
good assessment instrument needs to be both reliable 
and valid. Reliability refers to the extent to which an 
assessment is consistent. That is, people’s responses 
will be stable and consistent over short periods of time. 
Validity refers to how accurate an assessment is – 
whether it measures what it is supposed to measure. 
The current study reviewed relevant literature to identify 
the main gambling fallacies. It also examined the 
reliability and validity of the instruments designed to 
measure gambling fallacies. 

What the researcher did

The researchers identified all potential gambling 
fallacies through a keyword search of social science and 
medical databases (e.g., PubMed). They also searched 
through a university library’s search engine and Google 
Scholar, as well as gambling-specific databases (e.g., 
Responsible Gambling infohub). The researchers used 
the same strategy to identify instruments intended to 
either: comprehensively assess gambling fallacies; 
assess a subset of gambling fallacies; assess a specific 
gambling fallacy; and/or assess gambling fallacies as 

part of a broader gambling-related instrument.  

What the researcher found

Six gambling fallacies were repeatedly mentioned in the 
literature. They are:

1) Hot hand fallacy: false belief that a winning streak 
means more winning will come even though many 
gambling devices are created to produce random 
outcomes. 

2) Monte-carlo fallacy: false belief that winnings in one 
direction will be corrected by winnings in the other 
direction (e.g., a machine that has just paid out a large 
win is less likely to do so again). This is also known as 
gamblers’ fallacy.

3) Belief that luck is dispositional: false belief that 

What you need to know

The current study reviewed relevant literature to 
determine 1) what the main gambling fallacies are 
and 2) which instruments best assess them. There 
are 6 gambling fallacies consistently reported in the 
literature. Eighteen instruments were found to assess 
one or more of these fallacies. Nine were designed 
to assess specific fallacies, and 9 were intended to 
comprehensively assess gambling fallacies. Most 
of the comprehensive instruments did not have 
adequate content validity. That is, they did not provide 
even coverage of all the identified fallacies and 
might include questions about gambling motivations, 
attitudes or behaviours. Many instruments assumed 
that no skill is involved in any form of gambling, which 
is only true for games of chance (e.g., lottery and 
slots). 
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randomly determined events consistently favour or 
disfavour some things over other (e.g., the number 7 
versus 13).

4) Illusion of control: false belief that one’s actions can 
influence random events (e.g., preferring to choose 
one’s own lottery numbers over random numbers).

5) Insensitivity to sample size: failure to understand that 
winning is common with small samples, but is rare with 
longer play (e.g., winning on a roulette is not common 
with more and more spins. Thus, gamblers are likely to 
lose after extended play). 

6) Base rate neglect: incorrectly judging how often an 
outcome occurs based on how readily it comes to mind 
(e.g., knowing someone who has won the lottery).

The researchers identified 18 instruments to assess 
one or more of these fallacies. Nine were designed 
to assess specific fallacies. Nine were designed to be 
comprehensive instruments. Most of the instruments 
had good internal consistency (i.e., similar items 
produce similar scores). They also had adequate 
convergent validity (i.e., measures that should be 
related are related), and external validity (i.e., findings 
can be generalized across different situations and 
groups). Only a few instruments showed test-retest 
reliability (i.e., give stable answers at different times), 
and/or discrimination validity (e.g., measures that should 
not be related are not related). 

The main area of concern was that almost all the 
comprehensive instruments lacked content validity. 
That is, the content of the instruments did not match 
their objectives. They had one or more of the following 
problems: 1) they did not assess all known fallacies; 2) 
they incorrectly assumed any belief in gambling skills 
to be fallacious; and 3) they included the assessment 
of non-fallacious attitudes, motivations, biases, or 
behaviours. For example, they might include questions 
about enjoyment of gambling (a non-fallacious attitude) 
or gambling to improve mood (a motivation). These 
findings suggest that the link between gambling fallacies 
and problem gambling as identified in past research 
might have been inflated.

How you can use this research

Future research should re-examine the relationship 
between gambling fallacies and problem gambling. It 
should use improved instruments that are valid and 
reliable to assess gambling fallacies. It should also 
examine the relationship over time to determine whether 
gambling fallacies cause problem gambling, whether 
problem gambling cause gambling fallacies, or whether 
they occur at the same time.
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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.


