
 
 

What this research is about  

Government policies related to gambling are designed 

to balance the freedom of people to enjoy gambling 

against harm prevention. A restrictive intervention 

involves affordability checks. In the United Kingdom, 

affordability checks are proposed at levels of losses of 

£125 a month and £1000 in a day. It is important to 

examine whether these proposed affordability checks 

will effectively target people at risk of problem 

gambling without having a negative impact on people 

who are not experiencing harms. 

Naturalistic data sets of gambling behaviour (e.g., 

data from gambling operators, payment platforms, 

and banks) are useful in examining the risk of harms 

across different groups of people. This study explored 

the harm profiles of people who gamble at different 

levels of gambling behaviour. It combined open 

banking data with self-report of gambling risk using 

the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 2,108 potential participants 

from the crowd-sourcing platform Prolific. 

Participants had to be a UK resident, have engaged 

with at least one of 12 online gambling games, and 

have a bank account. Participants were excluded if 

they did not provide consent to share their bank data, 

did not complete the survey, or did not have any 

electronic gambling transactions in the past 12 

months. A final sample of 424 people was included in 

the analysis. 

Participants completed the Problem Gambling 

Severity Index (PGSI). The researchers used the PGSI 

categories suggested by Williams & Volberg, where a 

score of 5 or higher indicated the highest-risk 

category. Participants also completed the Patient 

Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) to screen for 

depression and emotional vulnerabilities. In addition, 

participants agreed to share their bank transaction 
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data from the past year via open banking with the 

researchers.  

The researchers examined the relationship between 

PGSI scores and different combinations of gambling 

behaviour. Participants were categorized as 

‘unharmed’ if they scored 0 on the PGSI. They were 

categorized as ‘at-risk’ if they had a PGSI score of at 

least 1. Participants were categorized as ‘higher-risk’ if 

they had higher PGSI scores among those who scored 

at least 1. 

Gambling behaviour was examined based on net-

spend (spending – withdrawals), outgoing spending 

only, and incoming withdrawals only. The researchers 

also examined an interaction model that included 

outgoing spending and incoming withdrawals. The 

researchers included PHQ-9 scores, bank-recorded 

income, age, and gender in the analyses. 

What the researchers found 

On average, participants were 36 years old. Most 

participants were male (58%), while 41% were female 

and 1% identified as non-binary. The overall gambling 

net-spend was £358,606.40. But most of this net-

spend (87.5%) came from the 10% accounts with the 

highest spending. The average net-spend was £845.77 

in 12 months. 

About 54% of participants scored 0 on the PGSI. About 

19% were categorized as ‘highest-risk’ (PGSI = 5+). 

Participants with higher PGSI scores made a greater 

number and a larger average size of gambling 

transactions. Participants who were unharmed spent 

about £16.41 per month on gambling, compared to 

£208.91 among those at highest risk.  

Overall, the researchers found that at-risk gambling 

(PGSI = 1+) could be predicted by net-spend, 

withdrawals only, or outgoing spending only. 

Outgoing spending was the biggest predictor in the 

interaction model. Higher PHQ-9 scores (i.e., greater 

depressive symptoms), younger age, and male gender 

identity also predicted at-risk gambling. 

Higher-risk gambling was not as consistently predicted 

using open banking data. Gambling spending and 

withdrawal could predict higher-risk gambling, but 

net-spend was not a predictor. Higher-risk gambling 

was consistently predicted by higher PHQ-9 scores. 

This result agrees with research on the central role of 

emotional vulnerabilities in disordered gambling. 

Participants at higher risk were more likely to have 

higher gambling spending and withdrawals. But being 

at higher risk was not predicted by income, age, or 

male gender identity. 

How you can use this research 

Policy makers can use this research to support the 

development of affordability checks.  
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