
 
 

What this research is about 

People use information to make decisions about all 
aspects of life, including gambling. However, some 
information may be irrelevant to the decision at hand. 
In order to make optimal decisions, people must 
distinguish between useful and irrelevant information. 
An example of decision making occurs when people 
buy scratch cards. Lottery operators give the number 
of unclaimed prizes in the game. People generally 
prefer to buy from games that have more unclaimed 
prizes. However, the number of unclaimed prizes 
alone is irrelevant. One must know how many scratch 
cards are left in the game to calculate the chance of 
winning. For example, if there are 10 unclaimed prizes 
in lottery A and five unclaimed prizes in lottery B, 
many people think that they are more likely to win 
lottery A. However, if lottery A has 10,000 cards left 
and lottery B has 1000 cards left, then they are 
actually more likely to win lottery B. 

The researchers’ goal was to see if people could 
distinguish between useful and irrelevant information 
about scratch cards. They wanted to see if displaying 
the useful information in a more intuitive, visual 
format could help people use the information more 
effectively. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 402 US residents through 
Amazon Mechanical Turk (an online crowdsourcing 
marketplace). About 200 participated in Experiment 1 
and 200 participated in Experiment 2. 

Experiment 1 
The researchers created three different hypothetical 
scratch card games that differed in colour (green, 
blue, and red). Each game had the same prize dollar 

amounts but different numbers of unclaimed prizes. 
Each game also had a different payback percentage, 
which is the amount of money bet on a game that is 
paid out through prizes. A higher payback percentage 
means that the game has a higher expected value and 
thus a higher chance of winning.  

Participants saw the cards and prize amounts for the 
three scratch card games. They could also see the 
number of unclaimed prizes and the payback 
percentages. The participants rated the games on: 

i) The likelihood of winning a prize (from extremely 
unlikely to extremely likely). 

ii) Their excitement level to play (from not at all to 
extremely excited). 

iii) Their urge to gamble (from no urge to strong 
urge). 
 

Next, participants were given the option to 
hypothetically buy between zero and seven cards for 

What you need to know 

To make good decisions, people must distinguish 
between useful and irrelevant information. When 
buying scratch cards, many people mistakenly 
believe that they have a greater chance of winning 
if there are more unclaimed prizes. The 
researchers tested if participants were still biased 
by the number of unclaimed prizes when they 
gave them useful information about their chances 
of winning (i.e., payback percentage). When the 
useful information was given as a number, 
participants based their decisions on the number 
of unclaimed prizes. However, when the useful 
information was given graphically as a star rating, 
participants used it to make better decisions. 

People make better gambling-related 
judgements when information is presented 
visually rather than numerically 
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each game. Finally, participants answered whether 
they thought the payback percentage was useful. 
They also answered two questions to test whether 
they understood the concept of payback percentages. 

The researchers set up the games so that cards with 
the highest number of unclaimed prizes had the 
lowest payback percentage. This allowed them to 
know if a participant chose a card based on irrelevant 
information (i.e. the unclaimed prize number), or 
useful information (i.e. the payback percentage). 

Experiment 2 
This experiment was the same as Experiment 1, 
except that the researchers gave images of star 
ratings for the payback percentages instead of using 
the actual percent. The lowest payback percentage 
was given 1/5 stars, the medium percentage was 
given 3/5 stars and the highest was given 5/5 stars. 

What the researchers found 

Experiment 1 
Participants based their decisions on the irrelevant 
unclaimed prize information, not the useful payback 
percentage. Participants thought they were more 
likely to win the scratch card game with the greatest 
number of unclaimed prizes. They were also more 
excited to play, had stronger urges to gamble, and 
wanted to buy more cards from the scratch games 
with more unclaimed prizes. Most participants (85%) 
stated that they found the payback percentage useful. 
Whether participants thought the payback percentage 
information was useful did not affect their decision. 
Also, their understanding of the payback percentage 
did not affect whether they based their decision on it. 

Experiment 2 
Participants based their decisions on the star-based 
payback percentage information, not the irrelevant 
unclaimed prize information. They correctly thought 
they were more likely to win games with higher star 
ratings. They were also more excited about playing, 
had stronger urges to gamble, and wanted to buy 
more cards from the games that had the higher star 
ratings. Therefore, presenting the payback percentage 
information visually through star ratings helped 
people make better decisions. Interestingly, the 

graphical format did not increase their understanding 
of payback percentage, nor did it affect whether they 
thought the information was useful. Most participants 
(80.5%) rated the information as being useful. 

How you can use this research 

This study shows that giving information in more 
intuitive, visual ways can help people make better 
gambling decisions. Policies could make it mandatory 
for gambling operators to display payback 
percentages or winning odds to the public in simple, 
visual ways. 
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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 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.  
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