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Quotes 

 A woman who self identified as a problem 

gambler was certain that her early 

experience of winning had created her 

gambling problem, she claimed that “the 

first time I won I was hooked.”  



Early wins 

 I was curious to see how online gambling 

worked ...I was ok with losing some money 

just to experience it...I eventually won 

somewhere around $4500 and that was 

very exciting 

 



More wins 

 A problem gambler who eventually had 

himself banned from casino recalled that 

the first time in a casino, he had a big win 

and inspired more playing...$1500 was a 

lot of money back then. 

 

 

 



The experience of the win 

 Male age 34: Big win around age 25 after 

which he became compulsively involved. 

Felt excited, a rush. 

 Male age 26: Won $5000 3 yrs ago; felt on 

top of the world, excited, taken away from 

reality. 

 Female age 29 won $2000; felt happy, 

excited. 

 

 

 



Some early wins from  

problem gamblers 

 

 Male age 18: won $500; natural high, rush, 

powerful. 

 Female age 35; Big win in 1986 $300,000, 

its gone.  

 Male; Won 3000 on a nickel slot while on 

Honeymoon. Now he’s over 100K in debt. 

 

 



People DO win, sometimes. 

 Non-gamblers often under estimate the 

chance of winning. 

 The fact is that gamblers do win. 

 The more they play, the more likely they 

will have at least some wins. 

 More play = more wins, but more actual 

losses. 

 



Win research 

 Behavioural research highlights importance of 
reinforcement. 

 Wins as a key component in establishing a habit. 

 But, lottery winners rarely go on to gamble 
pathologically suggesting that a win is not 
sufficient to lead to a gambling problem (Kaplan, 
1988). 

 Lotteries offer largest prizes, but are not the 
most problematic. 

 More problematic games  such as slots often 
have relatively small prizes (1k to 2k). 

 



Winners study* 

 Interviews (n = 17), focus groups (n = 13), 
and questionnaires (n = 105). 

 Recruited through advertisements for 
“winners” 

 All participants were active gamblers 
ranging from recreational to pathological 

 

 

* funded by Ontario Ministry of Health 



Early Wins 

  

Non-

problem 

Sub-clinical Pathological 

Ever experienced a 

large win or long 

winning streak? 

40.5% 63.3% 81.8% *** 

The first time ever 

gambled seriously 

2.4% 10.0% 27.3% *** 

In early days after 

learned how to gamble 

19.0% 16.7% 27.3% 

Every now and then 21.4% 43.3% 42.4% * 

Recently 4.8% 10.0% 12.1% 



Average size of first big win  

 

   Non-problem Subclinical Pathological 

Sample size 34  26  33 

Mean   $484  $3,774 $2,096 

SD   $896  $7,922 $3,690 

Median  $100  $500  $500 

Log mean   2.17  2.79  2.78 

Geometric  $144  $617  $593 



What's a big win?  

What's a big loss? 

Median Mode Mean Log 

Mean  

Geo 

Mean 

Big win 1,000 1,000 1.2 mil 3.30 2,257 

Big Loss 300 1,000 11,555 2.52 350 

Happy 100 100 10,941 2.25 179 

Unhappy 100 100 215 1.99 95 

None were correlated with PG 



What happened when you started 

having a problem? 

A new casino, bingo hall or other gambling venue 

opened up near where I live 

52.8% 

I felt that my life was going no where 50.0% 

I experienced a stressful life event 30.6% 

I had a big win 30.6% 

I changed my usual playing strategy 19.4% 

Everything was going well for me 13.9% 

I changed my usual game 13.9% 

I changed my usual gambling type or strategy 

and then experienced a big win 

11.1% 

nothing unusual 8.3% 

not applicable 5.6% 



Summary  

 The effect of an early win only occurs with 

perhaps a quarter of gamblers. 

 So its not necessary in all cases. 

 Somewhat obscured by individual 

differences in the concept of a big win. 

 Doesn’t differentiate moderate and severe 

problem players. 

 



Replication 1: 

pathways study 

 141 gamblers (55% male) ranging from 

recreational to pathological 

 Questions on wins, beliefs, mood, anxiety, 

impulsivity etc.. 

 Study designed to examine the relative 

importance of different ``pathways`` 



Correlations of wins with  

PG severity 

 Ever win     0.29*** 

 Win first time ever   0.22*** 

 Win “early days”    0.25*** 

 Size of a person’s first win  0.28*** 



Size of early wins 

     Non  Moderate Severe 

 Sample size  51  28  52 

 Mean   $839  $484  $1,076 

 Std   $2,276 $567  $1,623 

 Geometric Mean $139  $176  $354 



Pathway results r-square 

 Emotional vulnerability  0.289***  

 Impulsivity    0.051***  

 Erroneous beliefs   0.094***  

 Experiences of wins  0.099***  

 Overall model   0.534*** 

 

 Wins are important but not as important as 
emotional issues. 



Replication 2: 

Correctional population 
 

 2008 to 2011  

 Questionnaires administered to 301 

Federal and 121 Provincial offenders 

 103 semi-structured interviews  

 Male (n = 395) vs. Female (n = 41)  

 

 
*Funded by the Ontario Problem Gambling Research Centre 

& Ministry of Health and Long Term Care 

 

 



Prevalence of PG in correctional population 

Male (n=395) vs. Female (n=41) 

Prior to 

incarceration 

                   Male 

                   Female 

Moderate PG 

 

12.1 

12.2 

Severe PG 

 

 8.2 

14.6 

During 

incarceration 

                   Male  

                   Female 

 

 

8.0 

5.1 

 

 

4.8 

0.0 



Early Wins  

in offender population 

  

Non-

problem 

 

Low 

problems 

Moderate 

problems 

Severe 

problems 

Ever experiences a 

large win or long 

winning streak? 

27.0% 51.3% 62.7% 83.8% *** 

The first time ever 

gambled seriously 

5.6% 6.6% 15.7% 24.3% *** 

In early days after 

learned how to 

gamble 

2.8% 5.3% 35.3% 18.9% *** 

Every now and 

then 

19.4% 47.4% 23.5% 54.1% *** 

Recently 2.8% 3.9% 5.9% 2.7% 



What's a big win?  

What's a big loss? 

Median Mode Mean Log 

Mean  

Geo 

Mean 

Big win 1000 1000 266 mil 3.29 1935 

Big Loss 100 100 409 mil 2.32 208 

Happy 50 100  2.5 mil 1.82 65 

Unhappy 50 100 2.6 mil 1.63 43 



Observations 

 The data from offenders is remarkably 
similar to the general population. 

 Huge variability at top end, but median, 
mode and geometric mean are similar. 

 The concept of a big win is somewhere 
between 1000 and 2500 dollars (slot 
jackpot). 

 The smallest amount to feel really happy is 
the size of a mid level slot prize. 



Win related factors that make a 

person vulnerable 

 Winning early in ones gambling career. 

 Winning a moderately large prize from 

$500 to $2000. 

 Smaller wins do not seem to trigger 

problems. 

 Larger wins may not add to vulnerability 

(e.g., lottery wins). 

 



Factors other than wins 

 Depression 

 Anxiety 

 Stressful life experiences 

 Impulsiveness 

 ADHD symptoms 

 Beliefs about being due to win 

 Use of systems that may increase ones 
reinforcement. 

 

 



Reinforcement:  

One time, intermittent or Random 

 According to behavioral research, intermittent 

reinforcement is the most resistant to extinction 

 But stories from winners often describe one time 

big early wins 

 Big wins may relate to shaping the habit 

 Gambling reinforcement is random not 

intermittent. 

 With random, there is complete uncertainty 

 

 



Volatility 

 Volatility is a measure of outcome variance in a 
gambling game  

 Its based on the standard deviation of outcomes 
typically measured after 10000 spins 

 If SD was 4.86 then… 

 

 

 Assuming a house edge of 10%, the casino can 
be 90% certain that the outcome of the machine 
will be between 10+8=18% and 10-8=2% 

 

 

 

 

 



Volatility 

 The industry wants to be 90% certain that 

they will make a profit from a machine 

within 10000 spins. 

 The gambling industry does not gamble. 

 They manage the design of games to 

minimize risk. 

 



Purpose 

 Conducted a simulation to explore the 

short and long term outcomes for various 

parameters 

 Examined the pragmatics of game design 

 Probability was reverse engineered based 

on contributions for prize levels 



Set up 

 Simulations of from 5 minutes to 50 hours 

of play 

 Study 1: table game set up with house 

edge of 1.3% & 60 games per hour 

 Study 2: slot game set up: with house 

edge of 7.5% & 600 games per hour 

 8 different prize structures were tested 

 



The games 

1. Slot 1 – emphasis on small prizes 

2. Slot 2 – small prizes + big jackpot 

3. Slot 3 – emphasis on medium prizes 

4. Inverse Slot 1 – emphasis on large prizes 

5. Even money Table game – Small prizes only 

6. Inverse Table Game – large prizes only 

7. Mixed large and small prizes 

8. Major Lottery – mostly huge prizes 



Screen shot of the program 



Study 1: Number of Winners with  

1.3% house edge & 60 games/hr 
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Study 2: Number of winners with  

7.5% house edge & 600 games/hr 
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Volatility hides the house edge 

 Why people can’t tell that the game is 

against them 

 First a non-mathematical illustration 
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Mathematical 

 The house edge divided by standard 

deviation of losses (d) 

 d is used as a means of assessing the 

ability of a research design to detect an 

effect 

 d =.2 requires a large sample to detect it 

 d =.8 requires only a small sample 



When is the house edge a large 

effect size (d) 
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Summary  

 Both table games and slot games 

maximize short term wins, and minimizes 

long term wins. 

 Both are pragmatic game designs. 

 The house edge is obscured by volatility. 

 It takes more than 8 hours of play for the 

house edge to become a large effect size. 

 



Summary 

 Lots of short term wins hide the house 

edge 

 Gamblers may not be irrational per se, but 

misguided by the game's design. 

 Added effects of near misses, wins from 

other players, and general excitement of 

the venue. 

 

 



Summary 

 Wins are an important factors in the 

development of problem gambling. 

 Do not necessarily lead to severe 

problems 

 Moderate size wins and early wins seem 

to be the most dangerous wins. 

 Early wins may shape expectations 



Winning conclusions 

 Wins do not explain all problem gambling 

 Reinforcement schedule may be important 

 More work is needed to understand the 

reinforcement schedule for the games 

 

 



Coming soon 
 Web tools designed to help people 

understand volatility 

 


