
 
 

What this research is about  

Online gambling poses a greater risk of harm than 
land-based gambling. But, it also provides unique 
opportunities to detect and intervene. Behavioural 
markers can be used to identify a person’s risk for 
gambling harm based on their recent gambling 
behaviour. The Senet Group, a gambling regulatory 
body in the United Kingdom, worked with five major 
United Kingdom gambling operators to develop an 
algorithm that uses behavioural markers to identify 
gambling-related risk of individual users. This 
algorithm included nine “markers of harm” which 
could be implemented on all gambling platforms.  

Markers of harm include: (1) Spend from norm (i.e., 
how much a user deposited on the previous day 
relative to how much they normally deposited on 
losing days in the last 6 months); (2) Frequency of play 
(i.e., time spent placing wagers in the previous week); 
(3) Increase in frequency of play (i.e., time spent 
gambling in the past 7 days compared to the average 
weekly time in the last 25 weeks); (4) Late-night play 
(i.e., gambling between 12:00 am and 6:00 am in the 
last 28 days); (5) Deposit frequency (i.e., the number 
of days on which a user made a deposit in the last 28 
days); (6) Failed deposits (i.e., the number of days on 
which a user made an unsuccessful deposit in the last 
28 days); (7) Withdrawal reversals (i.e., the number of 
times when withdrawals are cancelled); (8) multiple 
payment methods (i.e., the number of methods used 
to deposit money); (9) Credit cards (i.e., the number 
of different credit card types with which a user made 
a successful deposit in the last 28 days). 

An individual’s score on each of the markers is 
combined to create an overall risk score. The overall 

risk score would then be used to classify users into 
different level categories (e.g., “no risk”, “Level 1”, 
“Level 2”, “Level 3”). Each overall level category is 
associated with a specific intervention. For example, 
someone who scored a Level 1 would receive an 
education communication by email.  

This current study involves an evaluation of the 
Markers of Harm system. The evaluation used sports 
betting data from bwin, a website that is owned by 

What you need to know 

Behavioural markers can be used in identifying an 
individual’s risk for gambling harm based on their 
recent gambling behaviour. In the United 
Kingdom, the Senet Group, a gambling regulatory 
body, worked with major gambling operators to 
develop an algorithm to assess these behavioural 
markers. The resulting nine markers were called 
“markers of harm.” These markers of harm are 
used to create an overall risk score for each user. 
Different interventions are triggered based on a 
user’s overall risk score. This study evaluated the 
Markers of Harm system using sports betting data. 
Also, the researchers examined whether the 
Markers of Harm were associated with 
demographics (gender, age) and with proxies of 
gambling-related harm (e.g., account closure). Two 
samples of sports bettors, collected ten years 
apart, were used. The findings show that most 
users never had high enough risk scores to trigger 
an intervention. Markers of harm were associated 
with elevated gambling involvement and proxies 
of gambling-related harm. Younger age and male 
gender did not have a higher average risk score.  
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Entain, one of the major gambling operators. The 
evaluation tested whether a given marker is: (1) too 
rare or common to identify those at risk for gambling 
harm; (2) too closely related to another marker; (3) 
able to be differentiated from excessive gambling 
behaviour that is temporary or longer-lasting; (4) 
significantly associated with extreme gambling 
behaviour, as well as proxies of gambling-related 
harm, and age and gender.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used two sets of sports betting data 
from bwin users who registered in February 2005 and 
February 2015. The main criterion for inclusion for 
both datasets was having placed at least one 
sportsbook wager during the study period. A total of 
33,248 bwin users who registered in February 2005 
were included in the study. The dataset contained 
their betting records from March 2005 through 
February 2007. A total of 16,087 bwin users who 
registered in February 2015 were included in the 
study. The dataset contained their betting records 
from March 2015 through February 2017. The 
researchers calculated risk scores for users whose 
account had been active for 28 days. 

The researchers assessed potential gambling harm 
using three proxies: (1) account closure; (2) lowering 
deposit limits from the default amount; and (3) 
exceeding deposit limits. 

What the researchers found 

The markers of harm were associated with both 
elevated gambling involvement and proxies of 
gambling-related harm. But over a two-year period, 
most users never had high enough overall risk scores 
to receive an intervention. On an average day, less 
than 1% of users had an overall score high enough to 
trigger an intervention. The most active users, who 
were in the top 6% in terms of number of bets and 
amount of money wagered, were more likely than 
other users to have exceeded the risk thresholds for 
all levels. Users who were younger and male were not 
more likely to have higher overall risk scores.  

How you can use this research 

These findings can be used to fine-tune the risk 
thresholds associated with the Markers of Harm 
system. This will help ensure that interventions are 
triggered more often for users at risk. Additionally, 
game-specific risk thresholds may be necessary to 
capture risk for users who prefer sports betting.  
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