
 
 

 

 
 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Do gamblers treat slot machine “losses disguised as 
wins” as actual wins? Do gamblers prefer multi-line 
slot machines to single line machines? Do gamblers 
overestimate the number of wins on multi-line slot 
machines? 
  
PURPOSE 
Modern slot machines have multiple pay lines, where 
players wager on many lines on a single spin. These 
multi-line slot machines play music and lights for any 
“winning” spin – even spins where the player wins 
back less than their wager. These so called “losses 
disguised as wins” are often categorized by players 
as wins which can mislead players into thinking that 
they are performing better than they actually are. 
Multi-line games may promote continuous 
play gambling and may be more exciting than single 
line games. This study compared participants’ 
behaviour and experiences using a single-line slot 
machine and a multi-line slot machine. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 
Participants were expected to prefer the 20-line game 
and find it more exciting and absorbing. Participants 
were expected to overestimate the number of winning 
spins on the 20-line machine. 
 
PARTICIPANTS 
Participants were 102 adults recruited from an Ontario 
casino (65% = female, average age = 61 years). 
Participants had to gamble at least once a month to 
be eligible. 
  
PROCEDURE  
Participants played 250 spins each on two versions of 
a simulated slot machine. Half of participants played 
the 20-line slot machine (wagering 1-credit per line) 
first, followed by the 1-line slot machine (wagering 1-
credit per line). The other participants played in the 
opposite order. Both machines had an equal payback 
percentage, but the 20-line machine appeared more 
rewarding because flashing lights and music occurred 
for both wins and losses disguised as wins. Next, 

participants completed questionnaire measures of 
problem gambling severity and the gambling 
experience, and estimated the amount of winning 
spins that occurred. Participants received a $25 gift 
card and the $11.05 remaining in the slot machine. 
 
MAIN OUTCOME MEASURES 
The Game Experiences Questionnaire was used to 
assess participants’ experiences with the slot 
machine, including the degree to which they 
experienced positive and negative affect during the 
game. Game preference was measured by asking 
participants which of the two games they preferred to 
play. Participants estimated on how many of the 250 
spins they won more than they wagered. Post-
reinforcement pauses (i.e., the amount of time 
between spins) were measured to assess gambling 
behaviour. Gamblers typically pause longer after 
winning than after losing, thus, post-reinforcement 
pauses can  be used to indicate whether participants 
see “losses disguised as wins” as wins or losses. 
 
KEY RESULTS 
Participants paused significantly longer in the 20-line 
game than in the 1-line game after losses and wins 
disguised as losses. Participants experienced less 
negative affect and more pleasantness when playing 
the 20-line game than the 1-line game. Participants 
also found the 20-line game to be more exciting and 
arousing than the 1-line game. Supporting the 
hypothesis, 94% of participants preferred the multi-
line game to the 1-line game. Participants estimated 
that they experienced significantly more winning spins 
than they actually did with the 20-line game. However, 
for the 1-line game, participants accurately estimated 
the number of wins experienced. 

 
LIMITATIONS 
Because the researchers were interested in studying 
losses disguised as wins, the two slot machines 
varied in several ways other than the number of lines. 
For example, large wins were experienced more often 
on the 20-line machine than on the 1-line machine. 
Thus, it is possible that some of the results may be 
due to these other differences between the machines. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
These results demonstrate that multi-line casino 
games are very appealing for gamblers. Multi-line 
games provide reinforcement to gamblers often 
throughout the gambling session, even though much 
of the reinforcement occurs when gamblers are 
actually losing money (i.e., losses disguised as wins). 
The behavioural data (i.e., post-reinforcement period) 
and self-report data (i.e., estimate of winning spins) 

suggest that gamblers appear to miscategorize some 
losses as wins. These results suggest that multi-line 
slot machines may contribute to problem gambling.  
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