Customized Responsible Gambling Messaging as a Tool to Encourage Help-Seeking
Abstract
Responsible gambling messages are widely used as a tool to enable informed choice and
encourage appropriate gambling behaviour. It is generally accepted that gamblers have different
levels of risk of developing gambling problems and require various harm minimisation tools and
resources. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that responsible gambling messages should be
customised and target specific groups of gamblers. This project aimed to understand differences
between cohorts of gamblers and design targeted messages to increase use of responsible
gambling tools. Focus groups were held to test messages for specific cohorts: young adults (1824 years), seniors (60+ years), frequent gamblers (weekly), and gamblers of skill-based games
(poker, sports betting). As hypothesised, there were different preferences and responses to
messages between the groups. Seniors preferred messages about limit setting, while young adults
and frequent gamblers responded to messages about their own play and expertise. Skill game
gamblers were interested in the odds of winning and their own outcomes over time. However, all
groups agreed that using positive, non-judgemental language in messaging is important. This
research makes an important contribution to the field by demonstrating the wording of message
content will likely effectiveness across various groups of gamblers to engage gambling harm
reducing tool.
Keywords: customised messaging, targeting, prevention messages, problem gambling,
responsible gambling

Introduction
Many interventions are available for gamblers. Across jurisdictions programs may
include psychosocial treatment, awareness campaigns, employee response training programs,
player education programs, casino exclusion programs, and technological innovations such as
budgeting tools. But while programs are often available, there are typically barriers to helpseeking by those who would benefit from their use. These issues include stigma, shame, lack of
knowledge, unwillingness to admit a problem, and/or wishing to handle a problem by oneself
(Hing, Nuske, Gainsbury, & Russell, 2016; Kim, Wohl, Salmon, &Santesso, 2017; Suurvali,
Cordingley, Hodgins, & Cunningham, 2009). Effective interventions are important to assist
gamblers at various levels of risk to acquire and apply the requisite skills and knowledge
necessary to control their gambling to within affordable levels. Encouraging gamblers to seek
help before their problems become severe would reduce harm and reduce the burden on
emergency and treatment services. However, individuals who engage in risky gambling, but are
not experiencing serious problems appear to be a relatively hard to reach population in terms of
being motivated to seek help.
Given that modern player tracking systems can now display user-specific information on
electronic gambling machine screens or personal electronic devices, there has been substantial
interest within the academic and responsible gambling (RG) community in using customized RG
messages to improve informed decision making (Langham, Rockloff, Browne, &Best, 2017).
Prevention messages are one of the most widely used public health strategies for reducing harms
from gambling, seeking to both lead to direct changes in behaviours/beliefs and to inform the
public of risks or RG programs. With recent technological changes in gambling products,
institutions responsible for executing RG programs have hypothesised that customized messages

may be more effective than a one-size-fits-all messaging program. For example, in the
Responsible Gambling Council’s RG Check accreditation program there is an emphasis placed
on the availability of personalized and specialized information for player communications. As a
wide-reaching tactic that is often the first-point of contact with gamblers, even small
improvements in RG marketing communication effectiveness can have large downstream
impacts on harm.
In this paper, we aim to develop and test messages targeting various segments of
gamblers in Manitoba, Canada, segmented based on information available in typical player
account databases. Messages are framed to increase gamblers’ motivation to seek and use
relevant resources. As part of this study, we review broader public health messaging literature for
its relevance to responsible gambling messages, then we test a series of messages with a
community sample of gamblers. We make an academic contribution to the public health
messaging literature by framing categories by which gambling messages should be customized to
facilitate engagement with harm minimisation resources. We also make an applied contribution
by testing a set of messages that could be adopted by prevention programs within a cohort of
end-users.
Responsible gambling
Gambling disorder is an addictive disorder described as, “persistent and recurrent
problematic gambling behavior leading to clinically significant impairment or distress”
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The disorder is characterised by a range of symptoms,
including distorted cognitions, chasing losses, preoccupation with gambling, and inability to stop
(Hodgins, Stea, and Grant, 2011; Kim, Wohl, Salmon, & Santesso, 2017; Suurvali, Cordingley,
Hodgins, & Cunningham, 2009). Research indicates that most gamblers support the availability

of RG tools, particularly those that assist customers to play within their means, such as player
feedback and regular financial statements (Gainsbury, Parke, & Suhonen, 2013; Gainsbury,
Russell, Blaszczynski, & Hing, 2015; Griffiths, Wood, & Parke, 2009; Wood & Griffiths, 2008).
However, customer engagement with RG tools appears to be relatively low.
Broadly, there is a need to more effectively encourage use of RG resources. In a recent
British Columbia study, Cohen, McCormick, and Davies (2017) estimate that only 5% of the
moderate to high-risk population are enrolled in the province’s self-exclusion program. Within
Australia, one site reported that only 1,600 out of 200,000 active customers (0.8%) used the
deposit limit tool available and 900 self-excluded from the site (0.45%) (Gainsbury, 2012).
Another site reported a higher but still arbitrarily low rate, with roughly 12,000 customers out of
200,000 (6%) utilising deposit loss limits and self-exclusion. Reports from a European online
site indicate that only 1.2% of users self-imposed limits on their expenditure (Nelson et al.,
2008). Research on land-based gambling limit-setting tools suggest the vast majority of gamblers
positively respond to the concept of pre-commitment, but need encouragement to utilise these
tools (Bernhard et al, 2006; Omnifacts Bristol Research, 2007).
Not all problem gamblers and pathological gamblers require formal interventions. Many
gamblers recover without formal treatment (Cunningham, Hodgins, & Toneatto, 2008; Hodgins,
Wynne, &Makarchuk, 1999; Slutske, 2006). Research suggests that gamblers with moderate or
mild problems can employ practical, problem-focused strategies and that those gamblers might
benefit from the development of easily accessible resources and interventions (Toneatto et al.,
2008). Gamblers typically prefer to address their problems unaided and may be more motivated
to use self-guided interventions than formal treatment (Gainsbury, Hing, & Suhonen, 2014;
Hing, Nuske, & Gainsbury, 2012). For those populations, more effective RG messages could

also communicate direct content (e.g. RG tips), rather than availability of programs and
resources.
Message content
Important elements of consumer communication include language, tonality, and message
content (Argo & Main, 2004; Cox et al., 1997). Message content refers to the degree of
directness, simplicity and comprehension of the words that communicates the appropriate level
of danger, consequences and/or actions to avoid harm (Wolgater, 2006). The type of language
used in warning messages is found to have varying impacts on individuals depending on culture,
emotional state, level of gambling problem, and the consumer’s sense of self-esteem (Rothman,
Kelly, Hertel, & Salovey, 2003; Rothman & Salovey, 1997; Rothman, Stark, & Salovey, 2006).
Historically, RG messages aimed to inform gamblers of factual information about the
probabilities of winning or how outcomes are determined. These messages were predicated on
the use of warnings for alcohol and tobacco products, warning consumers about the risks
associated with excessive or inappropriate use (e.g., risks of driving while intoxicated and
smoking while pregnant). The use of informative or educational messages is based on the
concept of problem gambling being a result of irrational thoughts and beliefs It was hypothesized
that if gamblers understood the games and probabilities of winning they would be able to make
an informed decision regarding their involvement (Blaszczynski et al., 2004; Blaszczynski &
Nower, 2002; Sharpe, 2002). However, research suggests that effectively communicated
knowledge does not modify irrational beliefs or erroneous estimations of the chances of winning
(Benhsain & Ladouceur, 2004; Monaghan, 2008; Monaghan, Blaszczynski, & Nower, 2009;
Steenbergh et al., 2004; Williams & Connolly, 2006).

The failure of information to modify behaviour is likely due to cognitive biases that
enable gamblers to understand the low probabilities of winning, yet to believe that they may still
have a chance to win (Williams & Connolly, 2006). Research has shown that even when
informative messages are accurately recalled, indicating awareness of the probabilities of
winning, people still believe that the chances of winning are greater than the information
contained within messages and no behavioural changes occur (Monaghan & Blaszczynski, 2007;
Monaghan & Blaszczynski, 2010a). While there is support that informative messages can correct
irrational beliefs, there is little evidence that such signs modify actual gambling behaviour
(Steenbergh et al., 2004; Williams & Connolly, 2006).
Message framing
Positive or gain-framed messages discuss the benefits of improvements that can be made,
while negative or loss-framed messages contain information about harmful consequences and
hazards related to risky behaviours. Although educating consumers about the risks of a product is
important to enable informed choice, research on attitudes and persuasion indicates that a sole
focus on negative impacts may be too narrow (Leventhal, 1970). Messages are more likely to be
persuasive if they promote positive attitudes, which is particularly effective if they are mutually
exclusive (e.g., setting deposit limits vs. having no limits) (Strahan et al., 2002).
The use of positive framing of messages has been found to have a greater impact than
negative framing (Akl, Oxman, Herrin, & Vist, et al., 2011). For example, neuroimaging
research has found that gain-framed messages are more effective in improving risky choice
behaviours than loss-framed message among individuals with substance-use disorders
(Fukunaga, Bogg, Finn, & Brown, 2013; Krawitz, Fukunaga, & Brown, 2010). Creating
persuasive positively-framed messages that aim to target at-risk populations may assist

consumers to resist or desist from unsafe behaviours (Fukunaga et al., 2013; Monaghan &
Blaszczynski, 2010b).
Self-appraisal messages
To control their behaviour, individuals must monitor actions to evaluate whether they are
on track and if further self-regulatory effort is needed. Self-appraisal messages encourage
consumers to reflect on their own personal situation and take appropriate actions. Self-appraisal
messages are expected to increase consumers’ ability to engage in self-referential processing and
to perceive the message as self-relevant (Strecher, 2007). Part of the effectiveness of selfappraisal messages may come from the reliance on individuals to draw their own conclusions
rather than be provided with statements. Persuasion research shows that when individuals
generate arguments and conclusions themselves these are more convincing than statements
provided by external sources (Glock, Müller, & Ritter, 2013). This is likely as individuals tend to
trust themselves. Self-generated arguments are often perceived as more accurate than
information provided by external sources (Hoch & Deighton, 1989; Levin, Johnson, & Chapman,
1988; Mussweiler & Neumann, 2000). Messages that imply a outcome but allow perceivers to
draw their own conclusions may reduce feelings of resentment and enhance the persuasiveness
of messages (Kardes et al., 1994).
In a trial using simulated EGMs in laboratory and real gambling venues, Monaghan and
Blaszczynski (2010a) demonstrated that messages encouraging self-appraisal (e.g., “Have you
spent more than you intended?”) had a significantly greater reported effect on thoughts and
behaviours than informative messages. Self-appraisal messages facilitated participants withinsession awareness of the time spent playing, the likelihood of taking a break and length of
gambling sessions both within the current (simulated) session and in subsequent real gambling

sessions in the two weeks following the experimental session. In a subsequent in-situ trial of
dynamic warning messages, self-appraisal messages phrased as a question were recalled to a
greater extent than informative messages phrased as a statement. They also had a greater
reported impact on facilitating immediate behavioural change towards more RG (Gainsbury, Aro
et al., 2015b). Self-appraisal messages also encouraged participants to have more realistic
thoughts regarding gambling and the chances of winning.
Specific and Action Focused
People are more likely to change their behaviour if they believe that they can succeed
(high self-efficacy) (Strahan et al., 2002). To increase perceived self-efficacy, messages can
clearly state what action is required to achieve the end goal. Messages can provide specific
information about the process of the desired behaviour, such as setting a deposit limit. Increasing
the applicability of a message often involves using less abstract concepts such as specific actions
and can increase message compliance (Wright, 1979). Research with smokers found that warning
messages should improve the how-to-quit content as messages contained insufficient information
to help them progress towards quitting (Guillaumier et al., 2015). Research on television
campaigns that guide smokers through the steps to become an ex-smoker has shown positive
results (Vallone et al., 2010; Vallone et al., 2011). However, messages still must be simple and
clear as messages that promote confusion are not effective (Yank et al., 2015).
Making messages specific may increase user engagement. In a trial to encourage users to
read about problem gambling messages that suggested specific information (e.g., “10 gambling
commandments”) were more five times more effective (in terms of web site click throughs) than
informative messages commonly used (e.g., “How problem gambling works”). Usability
principles are also important in encouraging player interaction with tools (Matulewicz, 2015).

For example, messages should be simple and specific, with one action (e.g., “click here”)
suggested rather than multiple choices. To increase transparency users should be informed what
will happen when they ‘click through’ links (Matulewicz, 2015). A sense of urgency can also be
introduced using phrases such as “Have you… yet?”. This is consistent with research on health
warnings demonstrating that messages that are positive and have a sense of urgency were felt to
be a strong motivator for action (Yank et al., 2015).
Social norms
Subjective norms and social approval have a strong influence on behaviour. The
effectiveness of RG messages may be increased if these communicate that the desired behaviour
is valued or expected by other people within the individual consumer’s reference group. The use
of norms might be particularly useful for groups that perceive themselves to be different from the
general population. For example, adolescents and young adults are more highly influenced by
social and self-presentation than adults (Biglan et al., 1984; Presti et al., 1992).
Broad behavioural data can be used to provide subjective norms, for example, messages
may provide information about the proportion of those in a targeted group who set deposit limits
and provide this information to gamblers (e.g., ‘60% of poker players on this site set deposit
limits’). This is likely to be most effective if a considerable amount of people in each group
engage in the desired behaviour to create a sense that the target behaviour is a social norm.
Messages designed to encourage gambler interaction with RG tools that emphasise social norms
and encourage commitment to a socially appropriate goal have been shown to be more effective
than informative RG messages (Matulewicz, 2015).
Targeted messaging for gamblers

Traditionally, attempts to warn players of the risks associated with gambling and direct
them to engage with responsible gambling resources have been done via signs in venues with,
responsible gambling slogans, and details of problem gambling telephone numbers. Many
studies have found that these messages are largely ignored by gamblers and they fail to influence
player’s thoughts or behaviours (Hing, 2003; Focal Research, 2004; Monaghan & Blaszczynski,
2010). To be effective, RG messages must engage the gambler’s cognitive, emotional, and
motivational faculties. Further, messages are effective only if they alter behaviours of concern
(Hadden, 1991; Woglater & Dingus, 1999). The extent to which the message is read, absorbed,
and acted upon is dependent upon the personal relevance of the message, the targeted recipient’s
capacity to assimilate the information, and their motivation to respond (Wolgater, 2006). It is
unreasonable to expect that messages broadcast to all gamblers can be impactful given the many
differences between players, including the type of resources they would benefit from using.
New technology linking player accounts have the potential to enable sophisticated RG
strategies, including personalised messages that target players based on individual characteristics
and patterns of play (Gainsbury, 2011). For example, gambling providers can send direct emails,
online messages, or SMS to customers, and within venues where loyalty cards are used,
operators can send personalised RG messages to customers through electronic gaming machine
screens. Tailored messaging has been shown to outperform traditional, static health information
strategies and more likely to be read, remembered and viewed as personally relevant (Bennett &
Glasglow, 2009). Importantly, tailored messaging has been shown to be important in motivating
change in problem drinkers and problem gamblers, irrespective of whether they commence
treatment or not (Cunningham et al., 2001; Wood & Williams, 2009).

Segmenting gambling cohorts
Targeted messages should be particularly useful in populations where there is great
variability between members (Bull, Kreuter, & Scharff, 1999). One key difference between
gamblers is age. Young adults (aged 18-24) appear to more manifest gambling-related problems
compared to other age cohorts (Carbonne, Vitaro, Brendgen, & Tremblay, 2015; Volberg, Gupta,
Griffiths, Ólason, & Delfabbro, 2010; Blinn-Pike, Worthy, & Jonkman, 2010). The reception of
warning messages by young adults is often considered to be different from the general
population (Cox et al., 1997; Rogers et al., 2000). In their meta-analysis of evidence on warning
message effectiveness, Argo and Main (2004) argue that age correlates negatively with warning
perception, although they note relatively limited empirical evidence to support this. Young adults
tend to perceive themselves as invulnerable to the negative consequences of risky behaviours,
and have difficulty relating to negative consequences that may occur in the future (Fischer et al.,
1993; Fox, Krugman, Fletcher, & Fischer, 1998; Leventhal, Glynn, & Fleming, 1987; Mazanov
& Byrne, 2007). Young people tend to underestimate the severity of their gambling, fail to
recognise and accept gambling problems, and are less likely to seek help (Hardoon, Derevensky
& Gupta, 2003). They do not necessarily have a poorer understanding of gambling odds than
adults, but they are more prone to erroneous beliefs about gambling as well as beliefs that
gambling can be controlled (Delfabbro & Winefield, 2000; Dowling et al., 2004; Gupta &
Derevensky, 2000). Due to the increased relevance of social norms for youth, manipulating
social context may increase the effectiveness of messages for this target cohort (Arthur &
Quester, 2004). For example, smoking and drug prevention advertisements highlighting social
implications appear to be more persuasive than warnings of physiological illnesses with
adolescents and young adults (Ho, 1998; Schoenbachler & Whittler, 1996).

In contrast, older adults are another group with unique risks and importance. According
to the 2014 Canadian Community Health Survey (Canada, 2014), over 67% of persons aged 65
or more gamble, and many scholars have emphasized the importance of protecting this group
from the harms of gambling, noting the risk factors associated with fixed-incomes, social
isolation, bereavement, and increased leisure time in retirement (Stitt, Giacopassi, & Nichols,
2003; Tira, Jackson, & Tomnay, 2014; Tirachaimongkol, Jackson, & Tomnay, 2010). One key
difference between seniors and other groups is that they show more obsessive passion for
gambling when their behavior is problematic (Philippe et al., 2007). They also show a greater
likelihood of responding to digital marketing strategies than other sub-groups (Lewis & Reiley,
2013).
In addition to segmenting gamblers based on demographic characteristics, there are also
likely to be differences in reception to RG messages between gamblers who use different
products. Research suggests that gamblers who engage in games that involve an element of skill
or perceived skill (e.g., poker, sports betting) view themselves as different from other types of
gamblers, in that they use their skill and experience to increase their odds of winning (Bjerg,
2010). For example, poker players are found to not connect general gambling terminology to
their experiences (Abarbanel, Bernhard, Singh, & Lucas, 2015). Online poker players tend to
exhibit impulsive personality traits, are high sensation seekers, and enjoy strong feelings of
arousal, which may contribute toward problematic gambling behavior (Barrault & Varescon,
2013; Hopley & Nicki, 2010). With regard to available responsible gambling tools, less skillful
online poker players responded more positively to these tools than did more skillful online
players (Gainsbury, Parke, & Suhonen, 2013). Gainsbury, Suhonen, and Saastamoinen (2014)
found that online poker players are in general less likely to chase losses than online casino

gamblers. Auer & Griffiths (2013) investigated the efficacy of different responsible gambling
tools and further determined that poker players responded best to time limit tools while other
forms of gambling were better served by monetary limit-setting tools.
Finally, frequent gamblers – often characterized as participation in gambling once a week
or more – have been identified as having greater risk for gambling problems. Research has
shown that frequency of participation is a highly predictive risk-factor for gambling related
problems (Afifi, Laplante, Taillieu, Dowd, & Shaffer, 2013; Currie, Hodgins, Wang, El‐Guebaly,
Wynne, & Chen, 2006; Hodgins et al., 2012), and may be a behavioral marker for gambling
disorder (Braverman, & Shaffer, 2010; LaBrie, Kaplan, LaPlante, Nelson, & Shaffer, 2008).
Methods
The study protocol was reviewed and approved by the Human Subjects Ethical Review
Committee at [blinded]. A series of focus groups were conducted to gain feedback on the
wording of various RG messages created based on the literature review for each of four selected
player cohorts. Initial messages were created based on the literature review and reviewed by all
authors for content and relevance within the literature framework. Messages were then reviewed
for appropriate length.
Focus groups were used because they are socially-oriented, in which participants listen to
others’ opinions and understandings in forming their own responses (Marshall & Rossman,
2011). While focus groups typically have high face validity, small group size and the results may
not be statistically generalizable (Creswell, 2003; Marshall & Rossman, 2011). The results,
however, can still provide meaningful insights into how the participants respond to the messages
and their feedback on message wording and content. We did not have a coding rubric/coding
software. Coding categories were established based on the literature review, as listed in the

“analysis” section of the “methods” - message tone, potential engagement, personalization
options, numbers, and terminology (e.g., gambling v. gaming, player v. gambler).
The four player cohorts were identified based on the review of segmenting cohorts and
typically available gambling database information. In total, 39 participants attended the four
focus groups:
1. Young Adults – those aged 18-24 years old (N = 10, 6 male)
2. Seniors – those aged 60 years old or older (N = 10, 4 male)
3. Skill Game Gamblers – those who play games involving an element of skill, such
as poker or sports betting (no age qualification for this group) (N = 10, 7 male)
4. Frequent Gamblers – those who have gambled once per week or more often (no
age qualification for this group) (N = 9, 6 male)
Participants were selected and screened by telephone using a database comprised of
randomly selected households in Manitoba, Canada. Participants qualified if they were over the
age of 18 and had gambled online during the prior 12 months, to ensure the groups were formed
with participants who were potential recipients of these types of messages. Participant ages for
the skill game and frequent gambler groups ranged from 18-59. All participants were provided
with a $50 incentive for their participation.
The focus groups ranged from 60-78 minutes long and were conducted online using
iTracks, a formal focus group online platform. The iTracks platform conducts focus groups in a
written format, similar to an online chat room.
Focus groups were structured to elicit responses to the proposed messages, with an
interest in collecting participant feedback on six pre-developed messages per group. The
messages were presented in five cases; each focused on a different RG tool. Participants were
then asked why they would or would not engage with the linked tool, and if there were any
changes they would make to the message to make it more relevant to them. Finally, participants

discussed the types of messages they found most effective, and offered up their own wording,
themes, or specific phrases that would get them to engage with RG tools.
Analysis
The transcriptions of the focus groups were subjected to a content analysis with focused
coding approach. Content analysis was used because it provides a “careful, detailed, systematic
examination of a particular body of material in order to identify patterns, themes, biases, and
meanings” (Berg & Lune, 2011, p. 349). In focused coding, researchers identify themes and look
for associated data fitting under categories of interest (Saldana, 2016). Coding focused on
statements made about message tone, potential engagement, personalization options, numbers,
and terminology (e.g., gambling v. gaming, player v. gambler). To establish inter-rater reliability,
two researchers independently coded the data set, then together reviewed and settled one
discrepancy in coding by considering its content, theme definitions, and extant literature support.
Results
Young Adults
Young Adults were particularly responsive to message tone, especially messages that
were perceived as condescending. One participant requested messaging that “does not sound like
it is ‘blaming you,’” and several others followed along the same train of thought, asking for
messages that were not accusatory or patronizing, but rather were straightforward and honest in
their phrasing. Simple messages were preferred, as one participant explained, and not “dressed
up in language.”
Young Adults also indicated a preference for messaging that provided tips, to show how
they can save money by using the linked RG skills and tools. Some follow-up comments
suggested that participants were interested in messages with tips that helped them become more

successful gamblers (i.e., to win more money). Other tools that drew a positive response from
Young Adults included the Play Summary tool, which was identified as a useful tool for
accurately recording play when gamblers’ own perception might be distorted, and the quiz
testing knowledge of gambling odds, which was labeled as “beneficial.” Conversely, the Young
Adult group indicated a distinct lack of interest in the self assessment quiz, which they viewed as
not useful.
Contrary to extant research from behavioural economics, one participant suggested that if
they had a gambling problem, they would be more interested in seeing the potential negative
realities, similar to warning messages on cigarette packs.
Older Adults
Like the Young Adults, Older Adults were also concerned about tone, with one
participant stating that they wanted messages that “treats [one] like a responsible adult,” and not
like “my mother wagging her finger at me.” Other participants suggested avoiding
“condescending messages,” and that it felt “insulting” to “imply that [they are] foolish to not set
a limit”, when provided a message on limit-setting tools. Beyond this concern, the group was
positive about the use of messages in general, suggesting that they be clever, upbeat, and
humorous, with reminders to keep the game fun. A few participants suggested that additional
messages that show negative consequences of problem gambling would also be useful, as well as
information on where to get help if a gambler thinks they are losing control.
Older Adults identified the Play Summary as a useful tool, though many indicated they
already set limits when they play. In addition, the quiz to test gambling knowledge and the limit
setting tools were selected as tools that the group would seek out if they received a message
promoting the tool.

Skill Game Gamblers
Skill Game Gamblers were largely interested in blunt, straightforward language in their
messages, with one participant requesting messages that “[call] a spade a spade.” Messages that
were simple and direct, such as those that included specific values for time and money spent
gambling. Matching this preference, Skill Game Gamblers indicated that the Play Summary was
a valuable tool for them, making them think about their own budget. The group also requested
individualized messages with their personal spend numbers, as “seeing real numbers tells the
story.”
The quiz testing gambling knowledge was also considered useful, primarily for the
purpose of confirming their own knowledge. One participant also indicated that a message
promoting this kind of quiz would get them to engage with the tool to enhance their knowledge
of responsible gambling, stating, “if I could learn something that could help me place a
responsible bet, I’d read on.”
Some Skill Game Gamblers also suggested that messages should include reminders of the
ramifications of overspending, and reminders that the odds are against winning and that in the
long run, the house always wins.
Skill Game Gamblers were the only group to speak to terminology use in describing
those who gamble, suggesting that use of the term “gamble” or “gambler” instead of “play” or
“player” would be useful reminders that wagers involve at least some chance component.
Frequent Gamblers
As with the other groups, Frequent Gamblers emphasized the need for positive language
in RG messaging, and to avoid any language that might be accusatory or might make someone
feel guilty about their gambling behaviour. Simple, short messages were preferred, such as

reminders to “keep it a game.” One participant further recommended messaging include
information to educate family and friends who might need the RG tools. Several Frequent
Gamblers requested individual spend numbers as a reminder of their play, paralleling the request
of skill game gamblers.
Frequent Gamblers were the only group to not positively endorse the Play Summary tool,
with most participants indicating they were already aware of their limits and spend, and thus felt
they did not need the tool. Also, distinct from other groups, Frequent Gamblers responded
positively to the self-assessment tool, expressing curiosity about their classification. Several
participants noted that they “love taking short quizzes” and that they were interested into which
player type they would fall.
Group Comparisons
All groups agreed that using positive language in messaging was important, with
emphasis on avoiding negative, patronising tone. Young Adults, Skill Game Gamblers, and
Frequent Gamblers groups all expressed interest in seeing spending information and statistics
within the messages sent to them; these three groups also expressed a preference for messages
about their own play and expertise.
The groups were not all in agreement in preference for messaging content and promoted
RG tools. Older Adults preferred messaging that promoted the Limit Setting tool, with several
participants focusing on its usefulness for those on pension restrictions, while other groups
expressed more negative opinions about the tool. Young Adults expressed more negative
opinions than other groups about the message promoting the Player Assessment Quiz, but only
the Frequent Gamblers indicated it was a tool they would consider using. Skill Game Gamblers
were consistently interested in the odds of winning and their own outcomes over time.

Young Adults, Seniors, and Skill Game Gamblers all indicated that the Play Summary
tool was one they would use if they received messages promoting it, and several participants
indicated they already kept track of their own expenditures.
Discussion
Educational and awareness based messaging is a tool that the gambling field has adopted
from the wider public health field, with mixed success. Customizing RG messages and pairing
RG tools based on age, gambling frequency, and type of gambling activities may enhance the
effectiveness of messages and subsequent engagement with RG resources. Literature supports
the use of messages that encourage gamblers to consider their own gambling, rather than
providing explicit directions or information; a finding reinforced by participants in this study.
When individuals generate arguments and conclusions themselves, they are more convinced than
by statements provided from external sources.
In this study, meaningful differences were found between groups of players. Young
Adults gravitated towards tips to help them be ‘better’ gamblers, which could be used to provide
suggestions for losing less money (e.g., not chasing losses) as opposed to a self-assessment test
of gambling behaviours, which was viewed more positively by Frequent Gamblers. In contrast,
Older Adults looked for more light-hearted messages, focused on keeping gambling fun. Older
Adults were also attracted to limit-setting features that were not as popular among other groups.
Skilled-game gamblers preferred more direct communication, seeing themselves as able to
incorporate information into their gambling, including about potential risks of gambling.
Frequent gamblers were interested in resources to assist them in keeping track of their
expenditure – such as activity statements in the Play Summary tool.

Messages are more likely to be persuasive if they promote positive attitudes towards the
desired behaviour, which is particularly effective if this is mutually exclusive (e.g., setting
deposit limits vs. having no limits). Motivation can be enhanced by reducing the ‘cost’ of
compliance, increasing the perceived ability to perform a specific action, using a positivelyframed message, and appealing to the individual’s sense of value. Making messages specific may
increase their effectiveness in terms of user engagement. Gamblers may be more likely to engage
with responsible gambling resources if they believe that these resources are typically used by
their peers, and those that they respect. Messages that characterise problem gamblers as being
irresponsible, reckless, or having other negative traits and behaviours may increase stigma
towards problem gambling rather than encourage gamblers to engage with RG resources and
help. Focus group participants consistently discussed the importance of messages not being
patronising or judgemental.
RG campaigns may focus on using a variety of messages to cater to different target
audiences, with repeated presentation of a message, but changing messages over time to avoid
saturation and loss of effectiveness as novelty reduces. In addition to specific message wording,
player cohorts in this study were found to identify different RG tools as useful. For example,
Young Adults were more likely to prefer educational tips about irrational beliefs and how
gambling outcomes are determined, while Older Adults, who may be on a fixed income, found
value in messages that promoted setting expenditure limits. Skill Game Gamblers perceived
themselves to be knowledgeable and wanted messages that outlined the odds of winning, but also
indicated a benefit from activity statements to be mindful of their expenditure. Frequent
Gamblers, meanwhile, showed a preference for gambling assessments. Consideration of the RG

tools that gamblers are most likely to benefit from and be interested in will likely enhance
relevance of RG messages and subsequent engagement with the play management resources.
This research builds on extant literature on the design of effective RG messages with a
view to enhancing uptake of help resources in the form of play management tools. However, it is
not without limitations. While focus groups are highly useful for the in-depth exploration of
topics, attitudes, and concerns, the findings may not be generalizable due to the limited sample.
Further, the types of messages focus group participants think will be persuasive may not be the
same as messages that are truly persuasive (for example, a message with some sort of emotional
hook could be effective, but participants may tend to downplay anything they see as not
"rational”). This is related to the third-person bias, whereby participants think that messages are
more likely to be effective for people other than themselves. The results are also limited in that
they only considered four cohorts; it is likely that online gambling operators can segment their
player databases in more sophisticated manners than using basic demographic information and
play patterns. Further research should aim to analyse player databases of online gamblers to
identify at-risk gamblers using more complex segmentation (such as combining number of
activities, frequency of play, bet volatility, gambling activity and demographic details).
It is also important to be mindful that gambler preferences are not the only consideration
in the design of public health strategies. Although gamblers may prefer one responsible gambling
tool to another, that does not mean that this is the tool to which they would most likely benefit.
For example, limit setting was not a popular tool amongst the Youth Gamblers, Skill Game
Gamblers, and Frequent Gamblers, but when used, it does appear to be effective in assisting in
controlling expenditure (Ladouceur, Blaszczynski, & Lalande, 2012). As such, one important
role for RG messages and public health communication strategies are to effectively describe

available resources to enhance update among relevant groups, even where there is not intrinsic
interest in their use.
It is recommended that further research be conducted to evaluate the impact of the
targeted messages for the specified cohorts of gamblers. This should include a field trial
examining changes in actual gambling behaviour and use of RG tools before and after viewing
customized messages. Furthermore, as technological updates and capacity is constantly
changing, it may now be possible to identify more specific player cohorts based on information
provided to and obtained by gambling operators. As such, consideration should be given to
targeting other relevant player cohorts with an aim to developing more specialized and even
individualized RG messages for gamblers.
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