
 
 

What this research is about 

Before online gambling became widely available, 
sports betting was not a big cause for concern in the 
development of problem gambling. Now, 
technological advances has allow for sports betting to 
be available at anytime and anywhere. Past research 
suggests that the ease of access of online sports 
betting and the increase in sports betting marketing 
contribute to the risk of harm from this type of 
gambling. However, past research has relied on self-
report surveys and interviews, and not gambling 
behavioural data. 

Online sports betting is the most common gambling 
activity causing harm among people seeking 
treatment for gambling problems. It is important to 
develop interventions that reduce the harm related to 
this type of gambling. The current study explored 
processes and patterns of gambling behaviour among 
online sports bettors with problem gambling. 

What the researchers did 

Participants were 19 online sports bettors who met 
the criteria for problem gambling based on the 
Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). Participants 
provided consent for the use of their behavioural data 
from Unibet Plc., a leading online gambling operator 
in Britain. These data included: sports betting 
transactions between September to November 2015; 
money spent betting online (daily and total); written 
interactions between the participants and the 
gambling operator; and use of responsible gambling 
tools, such as limit-setting tools for time and money. 
The researchers analyzed the behavioural data of 
each participant. They then identified patterns of 
online sports betting common to the participants. 

The researchers interviewed five of the participants to 
obtain an insider’s view. During the interview, the 
participants discussed and provided feedback about 
the patterns that the researchers had identified from 
the behavioural data. 

The researchers used a systematic grounded theory 
approach to develop a theory about patterns of online 
sports betting related to problem gambling. They 
developed the theory by breaking down the data and 
identifying and explaining the observed gambling 
behaviours. 

What the researchers found 

One core pattern of online sports betting was 
identified using the grounded theory approach: 
‘Online Sports Betting Loop’ enabled by features of 
modern online sports betting. These features allowed 

What you need to know 

The researchers examined behavioural data from 
19 online sports bettors with problem gambling. 
They also interviewed five of those participants. 
The researchers identified an ‘online sports 
betting loop’ enabled by new features of modern 
online sports betting. These features include live 
betting, cash out, micro-event betting, and instant 
depositing. Also, situational features in everyday 
environment, such as ease of access via mobile 
technology and constant exposure to sports 
betting marketing, make it hard for online sports 
bettors to stay away from gambling. It is important 
to increase breaks in play and limit the use of 
those features involved in a loop of rapid and 
continuous online sports betting. 
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participants to engage in a gambling ‘loop’ that would 
not end until all of their funds had been used up. Even 
then, the participants were able to deposit more 
money to continue gambling. These features included: 

1) Unlimited betting opportunities, which allow bets 
at any time of the day including late at night and 
early in the morning.  

2) Live betting, which allows bets after a sporting 
event has already started. Before live betting was 
offered, bettors had to pause their gambling 
session while they waited for a new event to start. 

3) Micro-event betting, which allows bets on 
smaller, stand-alone parts of an event (e.g., a 
quarter of a basketball game) rather than on the 
full event. Micro-event betting enabled 
participants to make many bets within a short 
period of time. They could also immediately re-
stake any winnings on different bets. 

4) Cash out, which allows bettors to ‘cash out’ bets 
on sporting events that have not finished. 
Participants would cash out on bets that appeared 
unlikely to win so that they had funds to make 
other bets.  

5) Instant depositing, which allows bettors to 
deposit funds almost right away after their online 
gambling account is empty. Participants were able 
to gamble without breaks through such feature.  

6) Environmental cues which trigger bettors to 
engage in online sports betting. These cues 
include the constant availability of online 
gambling via information technology (e.g., 
smartphones) and exposure to gambling 
marketing (e.g., social media). Participants talked 
about how such cues made it hard for them to 
create a ‘mental separation’ from gambling. 

How you can use this research 

The findings suggest that to reduce harm from online 
sports betting, the online sports betting loop must be 
broken. Gambling operators could enforce breaks in 
play. For instance, they could force a time-delay of 
five minutes before bettors are able to re-deposit 

money into their online gambling accounts. This 
would create more time for bettors to think about 
their actions. Gambling operators could also enable 
online sports bettors to set their own limits and 
breaks in play. For instance, bettors could set 
restricted betting windows (e.g., no betting late at 
night or early in the morning). They could also ‘block’ 
live/micro-event betting. 
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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.  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:aparke@lincoln.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-018-0049-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-018-0049-8
mailto:info@greo.ca



