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Exposure to and engagement with gambling marketing in social media: Reported impacts on
moderate risk and problem gamblers

ABSTRACT

Digital advertising for gambling and specifically marketing via social media have increased in
recent years and the impact on vulnerable consumers, including moderate-risk and problem
gamblers is unknown. Social media promotions often fall outside of advertising restrictions and
codes of conduct and may have an inequitable effect on susceptible gamblers. This study aimed to
investigate recall of exposure to, and reported impact on gamblers of, gambling promotions and
marketing content on social media, with a focus on vulnerable users currently experiencing
gambling problems. Gamblers who use social media (N=964) completed an online survey assessing
their exposure to and engagement with gambling operators on social media, problem gambling
severity and reported impact of social media promotions on gambling. Gamblers at moderate-risk
and problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report having been exposed to social media
gambling promotions and indicated actively engaging with gambling operators via these platforms.
They were more likely to self-report that they had increased gambling as a result of these
promotions and over one-third reported that the promotions had increased their problems. This
research suggests that gamblers at moderate-risk or experiencing gambling problems are more
likely to be impacted by social media promotions and these may play a role in exacerbating
disordered gambling. Future research should verify these self-reported results with behavioural
data. However, the potential influence of advertisements via these new platforms should be
considered by clinicians and policy makers given their potential role in the formation of this

behavioural addiction.
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INTRODUCTION

Marketing for gambling products has increased significantly in recent years (Binde, 2007; Lee,
Lemanski, & Jun, 2008; Ofcom, 2013; Sproston, Hanley, Brook, Hing, & Gainsbury, 2015). Digital
advertising for gambling in Australia has grown more than 266% since 2008 (Gardner, 2013),
which enables gambling operators to target advertisements to specific audiences and directly reach
customers (Sproston et al., 2015), including through social media. Gambling operators use social
media to display content to users who opt to follow their brand, target specific users and users may
share promotions with their connections. A survey of Australian gamblers found 40% had seen
wagering marketing on Facebook (Sproston et al., 2015). Most gambling operators do not promote
responsible gambling messages on social media (Gainsbury, Delfabbro, King, & Hing, 2015;
Gainsbury, King, Hing, & Delfabbro, 2015). The present study aimed to examine the impacts of
social media marketing by gambling operators on those experiencing gambling-related problems.

Advertising is recognised as a significant distal influence on gambling (Binde, 2014). Social
media marketing influences infrequent as well as frequent gamblers who may be unable to resist
urges elicited by the external cues found within advertising (Abrams, Monti, Carey, Pinto, &
Jacobus, 1988; Martin et al., 2013). Gambling advertising may also compromise responsible
gambling campaigns aimed at reducing gambling and encouraging help seeking (Joint Select
Committee on Gambling Reform, 2013). Research suggests that gambling advertisements have a
greater impact on problem gamblers (Binde, 2009; Derevensky, Sklar, Gupta, & Messerlian, 2010;
Gainsbury, Russell, Wood, Hing & Blaszczynski, 2015; Hanss, Mentzoni, Griffiths, & Pallesen,
2015; Hing, Cherney, Blaszczynski, Gainsbury, & Lubman, 2014; Hing, Lamont, Vitartas & Fink,
2015; Sproston et al., 2015). Advertising may trigger the initiation of gambling or increase levels of
gambling through reinforcing irrational ideas, which may become problematic (Binde, 2014).

There appears to be a ‘dose-exposure response’, whereby increased exposure to gambling
marketing has a cumulative influence and results in greater gambling engagement (Binde, 2014).
Individuals with high exposure to wagering marketing are more likely to report that this marketing
has a greater impact on their gambling, stronger intentions to gamble, and greater problem
gambling severity scores (Hanss et al., 2015; Hing, Vitartas, Lamont & Fink, 2014; Sproston et al.,
2015). However, cross-sectional studies have been unable to demonstrate causality of the impact of
advertising on gambling behaviour in general and on gambling problems.

Social media services are a valuable tool for public education because they allow
information to be rapidly disseminated to a broad audience as well as targeted users at minimal cost
(Korda & Itani, 2013). Social media can also foster active participation and interaction between
users which can be a helpful intervention for managing gambling problems (Gainsbury &

Blaszczynski, 2011; Loss, Lindacher, & Curbach, 2014). Social marketing, including through social
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media, appears to be effective in raising awareness and promoting behavioural change regarding
health risks (Gordon, McDermott, Stead & Angus, 2006; Maher et al., 2014; Stead, Gordon, Angus
& McDermott, 2007). However, research suggests that industry messaging is often more prevalent
and engaging to users than social marketing (Burton, Dadich, & Soboleva, 2013; Nicholls, 2012).
Furthermore, the extent to which the target population for responsible gambling messages would
seek information about responsible and problem gambling via social media is unknown.

There are gaps in our understanding of the impact of social media on vulnerable groups
including problem gamblers (McCreanor et al., 2013). This study aimed to investigate recall of
exposure to, and reported impact on gamblers of gambling promotions on social media, with a focus
on users currently experiencing gambling problems. It was hypothesised that social media
promotions by gambling operators would have a greater self-reported impact on moderate-risk and

problem gamblers, increasing their gambling as compared to low-risk and non-problem gamblers.

METHOD

Participants
A subset of 964 participants was selected from a larger sample of 1,554 for the purpose of the study
based on self-reported use of social media and gambling within the previous 12 months.

Procedure

The respondents were recruited from existing panels held by an Australian market research
company in May-June 2014. Inclusion criteria were being Australian, 18 years or older, active
Internet use and English proficiency. Respondents were screened according to age, gender and
location quotas that were representative of the Australian population. Respondents were
compensated a small amount for their participation directly by the marketing company. This
compensation took the form of points which can be collected and redeemed for goods. Ethics

approval was granted by [anonymised for review] Human Research Ethics Committee.

Survey instrument

A comprehensive survey instrument was used containing the following measures:

Demographic data: Age (in years) and gender.

Gambling behaviour: Participation in gambling using any mode of access (online and offline) over
the previous 12 months (six activities assessed: lottery-type games, electronic gaming machines
(EGMs), sports betting, race wagering, poker and other casino-style card or table games).
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Time spent on social media. Frequency (at least daily, weekly and monthly) and time spent on
social media during a typical day (0-15 min, 16-30 min, 31-59 min, 1-2 hours, 2+ hours) were
combined to provide an estimate of minutes spent per month on social media.

Exposure to and engagement with gambling operators on social media: Recall of exposure was
measured using a list of possible promotions for gambling operators on Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube and other social media services (see Table 1). Recall of engagement was measured by
whether respondents had interacted with a gambling operator on social media (see Table 2) and
questions about interactions on Facebook (e.g., visited an operator’s Facebook page,
posted/commented on a Facebook page, shared content, clicked on advertisements), Twitter (e.g.,
followed, retweeted, tweeted about or directly to a gambling operator), YouTube (e.g., watched,
shared, commented a video posted by an operator or followed an operator) and through other
services (e.g., read or commented on a blog post from or about a gambling operator). Respondents
indicated the amount and purpose of advertisements by gambling operators on social media.
Problem gambling severity index (PGSI; Ferris & Wynne, 2001): The PGSI measures the severity
of gambling problems for an individual and has been extensively validated (Currie, Hodgins, &
Casey, 2013; Orford, Wardle, Griffith, Sproston, & Erens, 2010). The instrument consists of nine
items, each rated from never to almost always. Total scores are used to classify respondents as: non-
problem and low-risk gamblers (referred to here as non-problem gamblers; PGSI = 0-2, n = 751,
77.9%) and moderate-risk and problem gamblers (referred to here as moderate-risk/problem
gamblers; PGSI= 3-27, n = 213, 22.1%). PGSI reliability in this sample was .95 (Cronbach’s alpha).
Impacts of social media use on gambling behaviour and on gambling problems: Respondents
indicated whether their gambling had increased, decreased or neither due to promotions on social
media by gambling operators. Respondents with a PGSI of 3+ indicated whether social media use
by gambling operators increased or decreased any problems that they have had with their gambling.
Information about responsible gambling and problem gambling on social media: Recall was
assessed of responsible gambling messages promoted on social media or by gambling operators on
social media. Respondents were asked how likely they were to seek information, ask for advice, or

share their opinion about responsible gambling and problem gambling on social media sites.

Data analysis

The PGSI was not completed by respondents who participated only in lottery-type gambling on a
less-than-weekly basis (n=268) and these respondents were allocated a PGSI score of 0. This is
consistent with best practice on gambling survey administration to minimise false positives
(Williams & Volberg, 2009). Pairwise comparisons of non-problem to moderate-risk/problem

gamblers used chi-square tests of independence, Mann-Whitney U-tests and independent samples t-
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tests (or Welch t-test where variances were not equal). Likert scales were treated as continuous.
Bonferroni corrections were applied to control for Type | error for multi-response variables and the
relevant critical p-value is reported with those results. A critical p-value of 0.05 was used otherwise.
Analyses controlled for age, gender and monthly exposure to social media. No results changed

when including covariates, so only results without covariates are reported.

RESULTS

Exposure to and engagement with gambling operators via social media

Exposure to gambling operators on social media

Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report seeing gambling
promotions on social media (66.2%) including advertisements and content posted by gambling
operators compared to non-problem gamblers (39.9%; (1, N = 964) = 46.07, p < .001, ¢ = .22).
Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report having seen all types of
promotions on social media, with the exception of paid advertisements or promoted content on
Facebook and on Twitter, where no significant differences were found between the groups

(Bonferroni adjustment applied; Table 1).
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Table 1
Proportion of respondents who reported seeing promotions from gambling operators on social
media platforms by problem gambling status (% of adults, n = 964)

Content Non-problem Moderate- Inferential statistics

gamblers (n= risk/probl

751) em

gamblers
(n=213)

n(%) n(%) e p ¢
Facebook
Official page of a gambling 67 (8.9) 51(239) 34.86 <.001 19
operator
Unofficial page or content about 31 (4.1) 38(17.8) 46.95 <.001 22
a gambling operator
Promoted or shared contentina 71 (9.5) 45(21.1) 2136 <.001 15
friend’s newsfeed
Paid advertisements or promoted 146 (19.4) 40(188) 005 .829 -
content
Twitter
Tweets from a gambling operator 9 (1.2) 17 (8.0) 29.09 <.001 17
A gambling operator’s Twitter 7(0.9) 21(9.9) 46.89 <.001 22
page
Tweets about a gambling 12 (1.6) 16 (7.5) 2058 <.001 15
operator
Paid advertisements or promoted 34 (4.5) 17 (8.0) 395 .047 -
content
YouTube
Videos posted by a gambling 40 (5.3) 42 (19.7) 4416 <.001 21
operator
Videos about a gambling 41 (5.5) 30(14.1) 18.09 <.001 14
operator
Other
Official blog or discussion board 11 (1.5) 24 (11.3) 4557 <001 22
provided by a gambling operator
Official Google Plus page of a 29 (3.9 28(13.1) 25.71 <.001 .16
gambling operator
Official Instagram account of a 6(0.8) 15 (7.0) 30.35 <.001 .18
gambling operator
Official Pinterest account of a 5(0.7) 16 (7.5) 36.50 <.001 .20
gambling operator
Seen an online game provided by 68 (9.1) 43(20.2) 20.19 <.001 15
or related to a gambling operator
Other 18 (2.4) 1(0.5) 319 074 -

Note: A Bonferroni adjustment was applied, such that the critical p-value for these analyses was
0.05/16 = approx. 0.003.

Use of social features on social media sites

Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report having used social
features on an Internet gambling site or on the social media page or profile of a gambling operator
(42.7%) compared to non-problem gamblers (8.3%; y%(1, N = 964) = 147.64, p < .001, ¢ = .39).
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Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to have read comments, posted
comments and promoted their activity, shared comments and invited their online network to engage

with a gambling operator (Table 2).

Table 2
The proportion of respondents who have used social features on the website or social media page of

a gambling operator by problem gambling status (% of adults, n = 964)

Action Non- Moderate- Inferential statistics
problem  risk/problem

gamblers gamblers (n

(h= =213)

751)

n(%) n(%) e p )
Read comments written by other 53 (7.1) 66 (31.0) 87.81 <.001 30
users
Posted comments 24(3.2) 33(155) 45.11 <.001 22
Promoted my activity, shared 5(0.7) 13(6.1) 26.78 <.001 17

comments, or invited my wider

online network to join

A Bonferroni adjustment was applied, such that the critical p-value for these analyses was 0.05/3 =
0.0167.

Interaction with gambling operators on social media

Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report interacting with gambling
operators on all social media services assessed (56.8%) compared to non-problem gamblers (13.0%;
¥2(1, N = 964) = 180.97, p <.001, ® = .43). Furthermore, moderate-risk/problem gamblers were
significantly more likely to engage in each type of interaction compared to non-problem gamblers
after a Bonferroni correction (critical p-value = 0.05/19 = approx. 0.001; smallest significant test:
¥2(1, N = 964) = 10.49, p = .001, & = .10 for linked to/visited the gambling operator’s own website
directly from Facebook), with the exception of commented on a blog or discussion forum about a

gambling operator (p > .001).

Opinions on promotions by gambling operators via social media
Non-problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report that there were too many unsolicited

promotions from gambling operators on social media sites (71.8%) compared to moderate-
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risk/problem gamblers (52.1%), while moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more
likely to report that the amount of promotions is about right (43.2%) compared to non-problem
gamblers (23.7%; ¥?(2, N = 964) = 32.03, p <.001, ® = 0.18. No significant difference was observed
between the groups in terms of percentage of respondents saying that there were too few
promotions (non-problem gamblers 4.5%, moderate-risk/problem gamblers 4.7%). Furthermore, no
significant difference was found on whether gambling operators use social media to encourage
people to try gambling, t(407.46) = 0.53, p =.597.

Reported impact of social media use

Impact of social media use on gambling

Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report an increase in the desire to
gamble due to promotions and content posted on social media by gambling operators (41.8%)
compared to non-problem gamblers (12.0%; x*(1, N = 964) = 97.46, p <.001, ® = .32), as well as an
increase in their actual gambling (31.9% vs 6.5%; ¥%(1, N = 964) = 100.39, p <.001, ® =.32).
Impact of social media promotions by gambling operators on gambling problems

Twenty-two of the 213 moderate-risk/problem gamblers reported that they never had any gambling
problems. Of the remaining 191 moderate-risk/problem gamblers, 29.3% reported that social media
promotions had increased their problems (8.4% greatly, 20.9% somewhat), 63.4% reported that
their problems had not changed and 7.3% reported that their problems had decreased (4.7%
somewhat, greatly 2.6%).

Responsible gambling and problem gambling on social media

Recall of responsible gambling messages

Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to recall responsible gambling
messages on social media sites (M = 1.92, SD = .73) compared to non-problem gamblers (M = 1.58,
SD = .68; t(323.19) = 6.16, p <.001). Moderate-risk/problem gamblers (M = 1.85, SD = .75) were
significantly more likely to recall responsible gambling messages on social media by gambling
operators that they have seen content from compared to non-problem gamblers (M = 1.47, SD = .66;
t(309.38) = 6.65, p < .001).
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Table 3
Responses to questions about responsible gambling on social media sites by problem gambling
status (% of adults, n = 964)

Non- Moderate-
problem risk/problem

gamblers (n gamblers (n

=751) =213)
How often have you noticed any responsible gambling messages being  n(%o) n(%o)
promoted on any social media sites you have used?
Never 393 (52.3) 57 (26.8)
Sometimes 292 (38.9) 125 (58.7)
Often 58 (7.7) 22 (10.3)
Almost always 8(1.1) 9(4.2)
How often have you noticed any responsible gambling messages being  n(%o) n(%o)
promoted on social media by gambling operators you have seen content
from?
Never 460 (61.3) 71 (33.3)
Sometimes 239 (31.8) 112 (52.6)
Often 44 (5.9) 22 (10.3)
Almost always 8(1.1) 8(3.8)

Information seeking about responsible and problem gambling

Moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to report being willing to use social
media to find information about responsible and problem gambling (M = 2.60, SD = 1.31)
compared to non-problem gamblers (M = 1.83, SD = 1.08; t(298.27) = 7.81, p < .001). They were
significantly more likely to be willing to ask for advice about responsible/problem gambling (M =
2.51, SD =1.23) and to share their opinion about responsible/problem gambling via social media
(M =2.72, SD = 1.28) compared to non-problem gamblers (M = 1.83, SD = 1.07; t(309.25) = 7.33,
p <.001and M =1.99, SD =1.14, 1(313.94) = 7.55, p <.001 respectively; Table 4).
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Table 4
Responses to questions about how likely respondents were to do each of the following actions on

social media sites by problem gambling status (% of adults, n = 964)

Non- Moderate-
problem risk/problem

gamblers (n  gamblers (n

=751) =213)
Find information about responsible gambling and problem gambling n(%o) n(%o)
Very unlikely 421 (56.1) 66 (31.0)
Unlikely 114 (15.2) 32 (15.0)
Neither likely nor unlikely 149 (19.8) 49 (23.0)
Likely 56 (7.5) 54 (25.4)
Very likely 11 (1.5) 12 (5.6)
Ask for advice about responsible gambling and problem gambling n(%o) n(%o)
Very unlikely 417 (55.5) 62 (29.1)
Unlikely 117 (15.6) 43 (20.2)
Neither likely nor unlikely 155 (20.6) 53 (24.9)
Likely 50 (6.7) 47 (22.1)
Very likely 12 (1.6) 8(3.8)
Share your opinion about responsible gambling and problem n(%o) n(%o)
gambling
Very unlikely 375 (49.9) 54 (25.4)
Unlikely 114 (15.2) 34 (16.0)
Neither likely nor unlikely 177 (23.6) 59 (27.7)
Likely 68 (9.1) 50 (23.5)
Very likely 17 (2.3) 16 (7.5)
DISCUSSION

Almost three in ten moderate-risk and problem gamblers reported that their problems increased as a
result of social media promotions. This reflects perceptions of a subset of vulnerable gamblers that
social media marketing may influence their gambling problems. These gamblers were more likely
than low-risk and non-problem gamblers to recall promotions and interact with operators on social
media. This likely reflects their interest in gambling and existing relationships with gambling

operators as these gamblers are likely to have multiple online gambling accounts (Gainsbury,
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Russell et al., 2015). Greater exposure to social media promotions may represent the combined
influence of users being targeted by gambling operators and users seeking out promotions.

Our findings are consistent with previous research that the impacts of marketing on
gambling tend to be the highest among moderate-risk and problem gamblers as compared to low-
risk and non-problem gamblers (Binde, 2009; Derevensky et al., 2010; Gainsbury, Russell et al.,
2015; Hanss et al., 2015; Hing, Cherney, Blaszczynski et al., 2014; Hing, Lamont et al., 2015;
Sproston et al., 2015). Moderate-risk and problem gamblers were significantly more likely to self-
report that promotions for gambling on social media increased their desire as well as their actual
gambling. Exposure to gambling content may act as a trigger for gambling among moderate-risk
and problem gamblers, producing urges to gamble, which are difficult to control (Binde, 2014;
Hing, Cherney et al., 2014). It is also possible that moderate-risk and problem gamblers are more
attentive and receptive to gambling-related stimuli and therefore find it easier to recall seeing them
(Binde, 2007; Hensi, Mentzoni, Molde, & Pallesen, 2013; Lamont, Hing, & Gainsbury, 2011).

Australian gambling operators claim to take efforts to reduce the impact of social media on
vulnerable populations (Gainsbury, King et al., 2015). However, the lack of responsible gambling
messages displayed questions whether social media is used according to codes of conduct for
gambling advertising (Gainsbury, Delfabbro et al., 2015). The higher rates of engagement amongst
moderate-risk/problem gamblers suggest that operators are not as vigilant at detecting users with
gambling problems as claimed or that it is difficult to detect gambling problems based on social
media interactions. The results suggest that for at least some vulnerable gamblers social media may
play a role in the development or exacerbation of problems (Binde, 2014; Sproston et al., 2015).

Non-problem and low-risk gamblers were less interested in engaging with operators via
social media, which was consistent with this group being more likely to report that there are too
many unsolicited promotions from gambling operators. A minority of low-risk and non-problem
gamblers reported that their gambling had changed based on these promotions, consistent with
previous research that most gamblers report a minimal impact of advertising on their gambling
(Binde, 2014). However, advertising messages are often processed subconsciously such that
repeated exposure to advertising can lead to formation of preferences, even if viewers cannot
consciously recall the exposure (Du Plessis, 1994; Zajonc, 2001). The third-person effect (Davison,
2003) asserts that people are likely to perceive advertising as influencing others more than
themselves. Therefore, gamblers may underestimate the impact of marketing on themselves.

The majority of respondents had no recall of seeing responsible gambling messages on
social media. This is consistent with research that few responsible gambling or warning messages
are promoted by gambling operators on social media (Gainsbury, Delfabbro et al., 2015; Gainsbury,

King et al., 2015). Moderate-risk and problem gamblers were more likely to have noticed these
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messages, which may indicate that they are more attentive to these or that they viewed more content
promoted by gambling operators. Given the impact of social media marketing on vulnerable
gamblers, the inclusion of responsible gambling messages on these platforms is important.

Moderate-risk and problem gamblers were not likely to use social media to seek
information, ask for advice, or share their opinion about responsible and problem gambling on
social media. The public nature of social media platforms may present a disadvantage given the
high level of stigma associated with problem gambling (Gainsbury, Hing, & Suhonen, 2014; Hing,
Holdsworth, Tiyce, & Breen, 2014; Hing, Nuske, Gainsbury, & Russell, 2015; Hing, Russell,
Gainsbury, & Nuske, 2015). Moderate-risk and problem gamblers are an appropriate target
audience for responsible gambling messages and were more receptive to the use of these platforms,
indicating that at least a proportion of relevant users could be targeted through social media. Future
research is needed to evaluate whether social media can be used to promote desirable behavioural
change in target populations of people dealing with gambling-related problems.

This research is limited by the use of self-report measures to investigate the impact of social
media promotions on problem gambling among Australian gamblers. Exposure was measured based
on recall, which may be biased and inaccurate, for example due to the third-person effect. Problem
gamblers may be more aware of advertising’s impacts on their behaviour than non-problem
gamblers because of their insights and awareness with controlling their gambling (Binde, 2007). It
is possible that moderate-risk and problem gamblers prefer to assign blame for their problems
externally. It is also not possible to infer causality in studies of this nature and difficult to
differentiate to what extent higher risk gamblers are more receptive to advertising as opposed to
being more exposed to it. It would logically follow that the ability to recall seeing advertising and to
have a strong view about its impact would be related to familiarity. More involved gamblers may
have pre-existing positive attitudes towards gambling and its marketing, and are therefore more
likely to selectively attend to and recall advertisements. More involved gamblers may also be more
likely to have greater exposure to promotions as they may be targeted by online campaigns. There is
limited research on how advertising affects consumer choice between gambling products and
services, which should be addressed. Future studies should also attempt to employ more objective
indicators of marketing impacts, such as behavioural data that link social media use to gambling
activity. Research should aim to examine the mechanisms at work including understanding how

social media marketing reduced the gambling problems for a minority of the current participants.

CONCLUSIONS
With the amplified use of digital advertising it is important to understand the online interactions of

vulnerable gamblers with social media and gambling companies and the influence of these on
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gambling problems. Social media is likely to be increasingly used by gambling operators given the
presence of targeted consumers accessible through these platforms (Gainsbury, Delfabbro et al.,
2015). This study found that moderate-risk/problem gamblers were significantly more likely to
recall or report being exposed to gambling promotions via social media, and this vulnerable
population were more likely to be actively engaged with operators through these platforms.
Notably, a substantial proportion of the moderate-risk/problem gamblers reported that their
problems worsened as a result of exposure to and engagement with social media advertisements for
gambling. Policy makers should consider how gambling is being promoted via social media, who is
the target audience, and whether the type of content is appropriate, with consideration of its impact
on vulnerable populations. Further research is needed to evaluate the type of content promoted by
gambling companies on social media, the impact of this on attitudes about gambling and whether

adequate safeguards are in place.
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