
 
 

What this research is about 

Scratch cards are a popular gambling activity. 
However, there is a lack of research investigating the 
effects that scratch card gambling has on gamblers. 
Research suggests that scratch card games may be 
associated with problem gambling (PG). PG is 
repetitive gambling behaviour that leads to negative 
consequences.  

Scratch card games have many characteristics that 
make them risky to play. One such feature is the near-
miss, an outcome that occurs when a gambler 
scratches two of the three symbols they need to win. 
Near-misses are the same as losses. However, 
gamblers think they are close to winning if they get a 
near-miss. Near-misses may increase gamblers’ urge to 
gamble more than regular losses. 

Scratch cards do not cost a lot of money to buy. This 
may lead to loss chasing behaviour when gamblers 
continue to gamble to try to recover their losses. 
Evidence suggests that gamblers may be more likely to 
chase losses on low-cost scratch cards. Gamblers may 
also buy more scratch cards after they have a near-
miss and feel an increased urge to gamble. 

The illusion of control may also encourage gamblers to 
buy more scratch cards. Illusion of control is when 
gamblers incorrectly believe they are skilled at 
gambling and can control gambling outcomes. 
Gamblers with the illusion of control may believe that 
a near-miss means that they are increasing their skills 
at gambling. As such, they may buy more scratch cards. 
This study aimed to replicate and also extend the 
findings of a previous study. In this study, the 
researchers investigated how bet size and the illusion 

of control affect a gambler’s decision to buy more 
scratch cards after they have a near-miss or a loss. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 138 undergraduate students 
from a Canadian university who were at least 18 years 
old. All participants had played scratch card games in 
the past and were not in treatment for problem 
gambling. First, participants completed the Canadian 
Problem Gambling Index (CPGI) and the Illusion of 
Control subscale of the Gambling Related Cognitions 
Scale (GRCS). The CPGI assessed participants’ gambling 
behaviours and identified if they experienced gambling 
harm.  

The researchers created scratch cards called “Cash for 
a Month”. Participants won a prize if they matched 

What you need to know 

In this study, the researchers investigated how bet 
size and the illusion of control affect gamblers’ 
decision to buy more scratch cards after 
experiencing a loss or a near-miss. The researchers 
recruited 138 undergraduate students who had 
played scratch cards in the past. Participants 
played two scratch cards. The first card had a win. 
The second card resulted in a loss or near-miss. 
Participants were then offered a chance to buy a 
third scratch card with all their winnings from the 
first card. The results showed that having a near-
miss increased participants’ urge to keep 
gambling. However, there were no differences in 
the number of participants who bought a third 
card after a near-miss or a loss. Also, the illusion of 
control did not affect participants’ decision to buy 
more scratch cards after a near-miss.  
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three symbols within one game square. The 
researchers randomly assigned participants to one of 
two groups. One group had a regular loss as their final 
outcome. The second group had a near-miss as their 
final outcome. The researchers let participants choose 
two scratch cards to play from a display case. The first 
scratch card had a regular loss, a $5.00 win, and 
another regular loss. The second card had two regular 
losses and the participants’ assigned final outcome.  

After participants played the two scratch cards, the 
researchers asked them if they wanted to buy a third 
card for $5.00. The third scratch card had two losses 
and a $5.00 win. The researchers assessed participants’ 
urge to gamble after each game by asking them to rate 
their desire to gamble. 

What the researchers found 

Participants who had a near-miss outcome reported a 
greater urge to gamble. This finding suggests that near-
misses increase gamblers’ urge to keep gambling. 

Participants with a near-miss final outcome were 
equally likely as those with a losing final outcome to 
buy a third scratch card. Only 18% of participants 
bought a third scratch card. It was possible that the 
cost to buy the third scratch card ($5.00) was too high. 
Participants had to use all of their winnings from their 
first card to buy a third one. The rate of purchasing a 
third card was lower than the finding of a previous 
study. But in that study, participants only had to risk 
40% of their winnings to buy a third card. All of this 
suggests that bet size may affect gamblers’ decision to 
buy more scratch cards.  

The illusion of control did not affect participants’ 
decision to buy more scratch cards after a near-miss 
outcome. The researchers also did not find a 
relationship between participants’ urge to gamble 
after getting a near-miss as their final outcome and 
their decision to buy more scratch cards. This finding 
suggests that there are more important reasons why 
gamblers buy additional scratch cards than the urge to 
gamble.  

How you can use this research 

Researchers can use this research to investigate if 
there are other gambling beliefs that gamblers have, 

besides illusion of control, that may affect their 
decision to buy more scratch cards. They could 
investigate if gamblers who get several near-misses in 
a row have a greater urge to gamble and actually buy 
more scratch cards. More research is also needed to 
determine other factors that affect a gambler’s 
decision to buy more scratch cards.  
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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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