
 
 

What this research is about 

Some products include information on their labels to 
inform consumers of risks. For example, alcoholic 
products include the alcohol percentage, and tobacco 
products have warning messages. Some gambling 
products also have messages about their average 
payouts. The goal of these messages is to inform 
consumers of the gambling risks. 

In the UK, electronic gambling machines (EGMs) often 
provide messages such as “this game has an average 
percentage payout of 90%”. This means that in the 
long run, the machine pays out 90% of the money put 
in and keeps 10%. This message is phrased around the 
“return-to-player” information, which is 90% on 
average. Messages could also use “house-edge” 
phrasing, which would say “this game keeps 10% of all 
money bet on average.” 

Many people misunderstand these messages. In a 
previous study, less than half of people understood 
the return-to-player message. In contrast, two-thirds 
of people understood the house-edge message. 
People also over-estimate their chances of winning 
more often after reading return-to-player messages. 
So, switching to house-edge messages could help 
people better understand the risks of gambling. 

These messages also only provide information about 
the average payouts over millions of plays. They do 
not indicate that the average payout could be much 
less in a shorter run of plays. Thus, they do not 
provide information about the “volatility” of the EGM. 
This study compared people’s understanding of 
return-to-player and house-edge messages. It also 
tested if they understood the message better when it 
included information about the EGM’s volatility. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants through Prolific 
Academic, which is a crowdsourcing platform. They 
recruited 2025 UK nationals who gambled online and 
had gambled in the past year.  

The participants read a short description of online 
casino gambling and then a product message. The 
researchers divided participants into four groups 
based on the product message they would see: 

What you need to know 

Some gambling products provide messages about 
their average payouts. The phrasing of these 
messages affects how well consumers understand 
them. This study tested if people understood 
messages that used “house-edge” phrasing more 
than they understood the more common “return-
to-player” phrasing. It also tested if people felt 
they had a lower chance of winning if the message 
included information about how volatile gambling 
payouts are in the short run. 

Overall, participants understood the “house-edge” 
messages better than the “return-to-player” ones. 
Having information about volatility improved 
understanding of the return-to-player message. It 
had no effect on understanding of the house-edge 
message. However, participants felt they had a 
lower chance of winning if the message included 
information about volatility. This occurred for both 
return-to-player and house-edge messages. Thus, 
gambling products should use house-edge 
messages with volatility statements to help people 
understand the risk of gambling. 

 

The phrasing of gambling payout messages 
affects how well people understand them 
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i) Return-to-player message with volatility statement 
ii) Return-to-player message with no volatility 
statement 
iii) House-edge message with volatility statement 
iv) House-edge message with no volatility statement 

The return-to-player message said, “This game has an 
average percentage payout of 90%”. The house-edge 
message said, “This game keeps 10% of all money bet 
on average”. The volatility statement said, “It takes 
millions of plays for a gambling game to tend towards 
its average return. A gambling game will not return a 
minimum value of prizes in any given period of 
gambling”. 

Participants chose what they thought the message 
meant from four options. They also rated what they 
thought their chances of winning were. Finally, they 
completed the Consumption Screen for Problem 
Gambling scale. This scale measures gambling 
frequency as an indicator of disordered gambling. 

What the researchers found 

Overall, more participants understood the house-edge 
messages than the return-to-player messages. Those 
who saw the house-edge message without a volatility 
statement were the most likely to understand the 
message. So, the volatility statement did not help 
participants understand the house-edge message 
better. However, it did help some participants 
understand the return-to-player message. 

Participants who saw the house-edge messages 
thought they had lower chances of winning than 
those who saw the return-to-player messages. They 
felt they had an even lower chance of winning if the 
message included the volatility statement. Thus, 
participants who saw the house-edge message with 
the volatility statement felt they had the lowest 
chances of winning. 

Based on the Consumption Screen for Problem 
Gambling, about 40% of participants had probable 
disordered gambling. However, participants’ level of 
gambling did not affect how well they understood the 
messages. It also did not change how the messages 
affected their perceived chances of winning. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that house-edge messages with 
volatility statements can help people understand their 
chances of winning. Policymakers could require 
gambling operators to include house-edge messages 
on gambling products. Researchers could also look for 
other ways to help consumers understand the risks. 
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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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