
 
 

What this research is about 

Many electronic gaming machines (EGMs) give 
gamblers free spins. Past research suggests that 
gamblers prefer to play EGMs that give free spins over 
those that do not. EGMs that give free spins also tend 
to give more wins during the free spins. So, gamblers 
may think that EGMs with free spins have higher pay-
outs. However, these machines compensate by 
making wins rarer during other spins, so they do not 
have higher pay-outs overall. 

While it is known that gamblers prefer EGMs with free 
spins, it is unclear if they also continue to gamble on 
these machines for longer in a single session. In other 
words, do free spins influence whether a gambler 
continues to gamble or quits early? 

Behaviourist research shows that rewarding people at 
unpredictable times can cause them to continue an 
activity. For EGM gambling, the behaviourist theory 
predicts that free spins are rewards that encourage 
people to continue gambling. In contrast, behavioural 
finance research shows that investors often sell their 
shares after the price has increased. So, behavioural 
finance theory predicts that people will be more likely 
to quit after a financial gain. For EGM gambling, it 
means that gamblers will quit after winning free spins 
to secure their financial gain. 

In this study, the researchers tested how gamblers 
react to EGMs with and without free spins. They 
compared the results to the predictions from the 
behaviourist and the behavioural finance theories. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 251 participants through 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (an online marketplace). 

All participants were at least 18 years old and had 
gambled on slots in the past year. Only 188 
participants completed the study and were included 
in the analyses. Seventy-two of the participants were 
female and 116 were male. 

First, participants completed the Problem Gambling 
Severity Index (PGSI), the Consumption Screen for 
Problem Gambling (CSPG), and the Short Gambling 
Harm Screen (SGHS). Next, participants played an 
online EGM. The EGM was a virtual slot machine with 
three reels. Participants started with 10,000 credits 
and could bet 9–270 credits on each spin. The 
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Some electronic gaming machines (EGMs) give 
gamblers free spins while others do not. Research 
shows that gamblers prefer to play EGMs with free 
spins. However, it is unknown how free spins 
influence a person’s gambling behaviour. 
Behaviourist theories predict that free spins will 
act as rewards to reinforce gambling behaviour. As 
a result, gamblers may gamble for longer on EGMs 
with free spins. In contrast, behavioural finance 
theory predicts that free spins may actually cause 
people to quit gambling earlier. This is because 
people may be more likely to quit right after a 
financial gain (e.g., winning from a free spin). 

This study tested how long participants would play 
an online EGM that either did or did not give them 
free spins. The researchers found that participants 
who got free spins early in the session quit earlier 
than participants who did not get free spins. 
Therefore, the results match the prediction from 
the behavioural finance theory. 
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instructions asked them to play for at least five 
minutes, but they could play longer if they wanted. 

The researchers divided the participants into three 
groups: a no free spins group, an early free spins 
group, and a late free spins group. Each group 
received the same number of wins and losses by spin 
75. Participants in the no free spins group did not 
receive any free spins during this time. Participants in 
the early free spins group received free spins at spin 
25 (after about 2.5 minutes of gambling). Participants 
in the late free spins group received free spins at spin 
50 (after about 4.5 minutes of gambling). After spin 
75, only losses occurred.  

The researchers measured the number of spins that 
each participant made before quitting. They expected 
that receiving free spins would affect whether a 
participant continued to gamble or quit early. They 
also measured the bet speed (number of spins per 
minute) and the bet size (number of credits bet per 
spin). People who had higher bet speeds or bet sizes 
were expected to lose more money when gambling. 

What the researchers found 

Based on the PGSI scores, 36% of participants were 
experiencing problem gambling. Another 32% were at 
moderate-risk, and 20% were at low-risk of problem 
gambling. Only 12% or participants were not at risk of 
problem gambling. 

Participants in the early free spins group had fewer 
spins than participants in the no free spins group. In 
other words, people in the early free spins group quit 
earlier. This result matches the prediction from the 
behavioural finance perspective. There was no 
difference between participants in the late free spin 
group and the no free spins group. 

Older participants gambled for more spins than 
younger participants. Participants’ PGSI scores, 
gambling harm (SGHS) scores, and gambling 
consumption scores (CSPG) did not affect the number 
of spins they played before quitting. Participants in all 
three groups had similar bet speeds and bet sizes on 
average. Finally, a participant’s bet speed or size was 
also not related to their age, gender, or PGSI score. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that free spins may influence 
participants to quit a gambling session earlier. 
However, it does not show if people may return to 
gamble on EGMs that give free spins. Therefore, 
future studies could test how free spins influence 
people’s gambling across multiple gambling sessions.  
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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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