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The Opinion section has many purposes including being a forum for authors to 
offer provocative hypotheses.

—The editor

Are lottery scratchcards a "hard" 
form of gambling? 

By Mark Griffiths, PhD
Psychology Division
Nottingham Trent University, 
Nottingham, United Kingdom
E-mail: mark.griffiths@ntu.ac.uk 

Abstract

This article argues that scratchcards are not an extension of the online U.K. 
National Lottery but an entirely different form of gambling, with its own 
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implications for future gambling policy. It also argues that scratchcards are 
potentially addictive and should be considered a "hard" form of gambling. The 
author suggests that scratchcard gambling could become a repetitive habit for 
some people because of their integrated mix of conditioning effects, rapid 
event frequency, short payout intervals and psychological rewards coupled 
with the fact that scratchcards require no skill and are highly accessible, 
deceptively inexpensive and available in "respectable" outlets.

On March 21, 1995, Camelot — the consortium that runs the U.K. National 
Lottery online — introduced scratchcards. Like the online game, 28% of ticket 
sales contribute towards "good causes" distributed by the National Lotteries 
Charities Board. Although scratchcards are not new to the United Kingdom, 
many people view them as intricately linked with the National Lottery. 
Camelot's scratchcards were the first to benefit from both heavy advertising 
(television, national newspapers, billboards, etc.) and large jackpots (e.g., 
£50,000), which meant they became successful very quickly.

 

  

Scratchcards: Some frequently asked questions and 
answers

Before going into more detail, here is a brief overview of scratchcards in a 
"frequently asked questions" model used by Aasved and Schaefer (1995) in 
their account of pull-tab gambling.

What are scratchcards?
Scratchcards are laminated cardboard tickets where the object is to win 
money by matching three symbols or amounts of money by rubbing a 
box covering the symbols or amounts. The face of every scratchcard 
contains the name of the game (e.g., Mystic Money), the operator's 
name and the objective (e.g., "Match 3 symbols to win amounts 
shown."). The reverse side of the scratchcard usually contains the 
simple play instructions (i.e., "Rub off the box. Find 3 like amounts, win 
that amount"), overall odds of winning (which differ in most games but 
are usually about one in five), the prize range (e.g., £1 to £50,000), the 
operator's address to claim big prizes (usually over £75) and a notice 
that "Players must be 16 years or older."

Where are they found? 
Scratchcards are sold in a wide variety of outlets, including 
supermarkets, news agents, petrol stations, post offices, small retailers, 
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etc.

How is the game set up? 
There are numerous different scratchcards with a wide assortment of 
payout structures, prizes and profit margins. Typical games have top 
prizes ranging from £10,000 to £1 million (but commonly £50,000).

How is the game played? 
All the ticket buyer must do is rub off the box's coating in an attempt to 
find matches of three symbols or amounts (see figures 1 to 4). Most 
scratchcards cost £1 to play. Games have many small winning tickets 
(minimum prizes of £1 or £2) but very few big winning tickets. 

Figure 1 (click images to enlarge)

Figure 2 

Figure 3

Figure 4

Where does the money go?
Although there are a number of independent scratchcard operators, 
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Camelot's scratchcards have over 90% of the available U.K. market 
(Creigh-Tyte, 1997). Therefore in the case of most scratchcards, 28% 
goes to "good causes," 12% in taxes to the U.K. Treasury, 50% is 
returned in prizes, 5% goes to operating costs and profit and 5% 
represents the retailer's commission.

The rest of this paper examines the psychological aspects of "lottery" 
scratchcards. At this point, it is worth noting a trend for associating the word 
"lottery" with other forms of gambling to make these activities seem innocuous 
(e.g., video lottery terminals). However, this paper argues that scratchcards 
are not an extension of the U.K. National Lottery online game but an entirely 
different form of gambling, with its own implications for future gambling policy. 
Moreover, scratchcards are potentially addictive and should be considered a 
"hard" form of gambling.

 

Scratchcards — A potentially addictive game?

A previous report by the Royal Commission (1978) noted that casino-type 
gambling activities came closest to incorporating the largest number of 
gambling-inducing characteristics. The characteristics outlined include a high 
payout ratio (i.e., small bets and large jackpots) and rapid betting or "event 
frequency." In addition, heavy losses were viewed as a likely occurrence 
because this type of gambling contains characteristics that allow continuous 
gambling. These three features are also present in scratchcards, and have 
been described by Griffiths (1995b; 1995c) as "paper fruit machines." Some 
operators even use the fruit machine (and other forms of gambling) in their 
product's basic design (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5. (click to enlarge)

Further to this, a number of papers written from a psychological perspective 
describe how and why scratchcards may be potentially addictive (e.g., 
Griffiths, 1995b; 1997). Like fruit machines, scratchcards have a short payout 
interval (i.e., only a few second's interval separates the initial gamble and the 
winning payment) and rapid event frequency (i.e., the time gap between each 
individual gamble is very short if people engage in continuous play). This 
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means that the loss period is brief with little time given over to financial 
considerations, and more importantly, winnings can be used to gamble again 
almost immediately.

A number of other factors are linked with these characteristics. The first of 
these concerns the frequency of opportunities to gamble. Logistically, some 
gambling activities (e.g., the U.K. National Lottery, football pools) have small 
event frequencies (i.e., there are only one or two draws a week) making them 
'soft' forms of gambling. However, in the case of scratchcards there are few 
constraints on repeated gambling as limits are set only by how fast a person 
can scratch off the covering of the winning or losing symbols. 

The frequency of playing when linked with two other factors — the result of the 
gamble (win or loss) and the actual time until winnings are received — exploit 
certain psychological principles of learning. This operant conditioning process 
conditions habits by rewarding people for specific behaviour. Reinforcement 
occurs through presentation of rewards such as money. To produce high 
rates of response, schedules that present rewards intermittently are most 
effective (Skinner, 1953; Moran, 1987). Since scratchcards operate on such 
schedules, it is not surprising that high rates of response (i.e., excessive 
gambling) can occur. Promoters appear to acknowledge the need to pay out 
winnings as quickly as possible, which indicates the gambling industry views 
that receiving winnings acts as an extrinsic reward for winners to continue 
gambling.

Another related aspect to operant conditioning is the "psychology of the near 
miss" which can act as an intermediate reinforcer. Near misses are failures 
that came close to being successful. A number of psychologists (Reid, 1986; 
Griffiths, 1991; 1999) have noted that near misses appear to encourage future 
play — inducing continued gambling — and that some commercial gambling 
activities, particularly fruit machines and scratchcards, are formulated to 
ensure a higher than chance frequency of near misses. The potential danger 
of the near miss element of scratchcards was first documented in the 1970s: 
scratchcards were termed "heartstoppers" because they gave the illusion of 
coming close to a big prize (Moran, 1979). 

Heartstoppers have never been adequately defined, and in Moran's original 
formulation appear to include simple near miss designs (two winning symbols 
when three are needed) like the scratchcards in Figures 1 and 2 (above). This 
author would define heartstoppers as those instances where there are two 
winning symbols and a third one that looks similar to the other symbols. For 
instance, in Figure 3, the "£1000" and "£10000" amounts look very similar and 
for a split second a person may think they have genuinely won something. 
Another ploy that scratchcard designers use is having three near misses on 
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one scratchcard (e.g., Figure 1) so that it does not matter in what order the 
person scratches off the box, there will always be a chance that the very last 
panel they scratch off could be the winning one.

  

Adolescent scratchcard gambling

One of the main objectives of gaming regulation, which is common to all 
effective systems of gaming regulation in democratic jurisdictions, is 
protection for children and vulnerable persons (Littler, 1996). However, with 
scratchcards, a concern is the ease with which adolescents can buy them. 
Some supermarkets, petrol stations, conveniences stores and news agents 
have broken the law by selling scratchcards to children as young as 11 and 
12 (Garner, 1995; MacDonald, 1995; Moran, 1995). In addition to this, 
advertising for both the U.K. National Lottery and scratchcards is fast 
persuading viewers that gambling is normal. Children are thus being further 
saturated with the principles of gambling and are perhaps growing up to 
believe gambling is socially acceptable. 

Many studies (see Griffiths, 1995a, for an overview) have shown that fruit 
machine gambling amongst adolescents is a popular activity in the United 
Kingdom. Although most adolescents control their gambling activity, a minority 
of adolescents who gamble have gambling behaviour that is pathological. 
Accepting that fruit machine gambling is a major problem for a minority of 
adolescents, some adolescents may find scratchcards equally addictive, 
which seems to be the case according to recent evidence. For example, two 
studies in the United Kingdom (Griffiths, 2000; Wood & Griffiths, 1998), 
reported that approximately 5% of adolescents aged 11 to 16 were "addicted" 
to scratchcards based on DSM-IV criteria. 

 

Some conclusions

At the very least, the characteristics of scratchcards have the potential to 
induce excessive gambling regardless of the gambler's personality, 
environment or genetic make-up. These characteristics include the capability 
to produce psychologically rewarding experiences in financially losing 
situations — particularly the psychology of the near miss. Therefore, it can be 
argued that scratchcards are a "hard" form of gambling. At present, the Home 
Office has a crude distinction between "hard" and "soft" forms of gambling. 
Their most recent definition is outlined here:
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"Hard gambling is a colloquialism for those forms of gambling which are 
considered to carry greater potential risks than others, usually because of the 
high or rapid staking associated with them" [author's emphasis] (Home Office, 
1996; p. 3).

From this definition and the preceding discussion, conclusion is that "soft" 
gambling refers to activities, such as the U.K. National Lottery and football 
pools, and "hard" gambling includes roulette, blackjack, fruit machines, horse 
and greyhound race betting and instant scratchcards. 

It is not hard to see how scratchcard gambling could become a repetitive habit 
between its integrated mix of conditioning effects, rapid event frequency, short 
payout intervals and psychological rewards and the fact that scratchcards 
require no skill and are deceptively inexpensive, highly accessible and sold in 
"respectable" outlets. Although the perceived element of skill in gambling has 
been argued to be an important component in the development of some 
gambling addictions (e.g., Griffiths, 1994; 1995b) it is not necessarily critical. 
There is plenty of evidence (e.g., Langer, 1975; Wagenaar, 1988) to suggest 
that a gambler's ignorance about probability or situational cues may 
encourage gamblers to think they have some influence over mainly chance-
determined activities. However, it is difficult to use such information directly in 
regulation of these activities. 

Another complicating factor is the risk that educating the public about 
gambling may have the reverse of the desired effect and actually increase 
awareness, and thus, participation. It may be that regulation is best achieved 
not through changing the structural characteristics but through practices such 
as prohibition of advertising, decreasing the number of outlets available for 
gambling and geographically locating gambling establishments away from 
sites where more vulnerable members of the population are found, such as 
schools.
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Lotteries and the Problem Gambling 
Community: Myths and Countermyths 

By Don Feeney
Minnesota State Lottery
Roseville, Minnesota USA
E-mail: donf@msl.state.mn.us 

Cats and dogs. Democrats and Republicans. Lotteries and advocates for 
problem gamblers: All natural enemies in the eyes of the public. 

Yet cats and dogs can be the best of friends. Democrats and Republicans do 
come to bipartisan agreements. And lotteries and problem gambling 
advocates can work together for the benefit of all. 

There are many good reasons for lotteries and the problem gambling 
community to work cooperatively. From a lottery's perspective, it is far better 
to be viewed as part of the solution than as part of the problem. And most 
importantly, it's the right thing to do. From the problem gambling advocate's 
perspective, an informed and aware lottery is less likely to inadvertently 
engage in practices that might exacerbate the problem. Plus, a lottery can 
provide resources and expertise difficult to find anywhere else. 
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Ten years ago, contacts between the two groups were few and far between. 
Sessions on problem gambling were rarely, if ever, found at lottery 
conferences, and lottery industry representatives were equally unlikely to be 
invited to participate in problem gambling conferences. Neither group 
understood the other's concerns or the environment in which each had to 
work. 

Certainly the situation has improved dramatically since then. We're not 
strangers at each other's conferences. Many in the lottery industry have at 
least some understanding of the science behind addictions treatment and 
prevention. The number of states and provinces that contribute to programs 
for problem gamblers has increased substantially. 

  
But there is still a degree of mistrust and suspicion of each other's motives on 
both sides. To some extent this is understandable. The interests of each 
group will never completely coincide. And we (the lottery industry) must 
recognize that they (the problem gambling community) have a responsibility to 
examine our practices and call them into question when appropriate, just as 
we have a responsibility to point out when they overstate or misstate their 
case. To a greater extent, though, mistrust stems from the persistence of 
myths and misconceptions that each side has of the other. 

In trying to identify and understand these myths, I have arrived at what I will 
modestly call "Feeney's law": For every myth, there is an equal and opposing 
countermyth. Let me now identify some of the more egregious myths that get 
in the way of an effective working relationship. However, you must always 
keep in mind "Feeney's caveat": Most myths contain some element of truth. 

Myth: Problem gambling advocates are anti-gambling. 

Some certainly are, and some anti-gambling zealots have seized on problem 
gambling as a way to advance their moral objections, but these individuals are 
the exception rather than the rule. Many even gamble at least occasionally, 
and even most recovering compulsive gamblers don't begrudge others their 
entertainment. The National Council on Problem Gambling and its state 
affiliates maintain a neutral stance on gambling. They will, however, question 
industry practices they believe will adversely affect problem gamblers or 
exacerbate the problem. This is appropriate and often useful, though it can be 
uncomfortable. With a good relationship a lottery will hear these criticisms 
from these organizations directly rather than through the media or at a 
legislative hearing. 

Countermyth: Lotteries need the revenue from problem gamblers in 
order to maximize profits. 
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This myth stems from a fundamental misunderstanding of how lotteries 
function as public agencies. Government agencies are not subject to the 
same pressures to maximize revenue as are private businesses. While most 
elected officials find higher revenues better than lower revenues, rarely does 
this preference override the greater public sector requirement of social 
responsibility. Few, if any, lottery officials have their compensation directly 
linked to increased sales; profit-sharing plans are not standard practice in the 
public sector. And irresponsible practices have a funny way of becoming the 
subject of legislative hearings and investigative news reports, something any 
lottery director dearly wishes to avoid. It is a well-known, though rarely 
spoken, fact of public sector life that the penalties for screwing up generally 
outweigh the rewards for doing well. This creates a strong incentive for 
lotteries, and those who govern them, to be risk-averse, and irresponsible 
sales and marketing practices are risky. 

Yet there are examples of lotteries acting in irresponsible ways. I believe 
without exception these happen through ignorance rather than malicious 
intent. Ignorance is best overcome through collaboration and constructive 
engagement. Public accusations and counterclaims based on mutual 
misunderstanding of motive serve no one well.

Myth: By working with the problem gambling community, lotteries will 
be criticized for "causing" the problem and for having ulterior motives. 

Another truism of public sector life is that no good deed goes unpunished. 
Consider this statement by "Minnesotans Against Gambling:" "The Minnesota 
State Lottery itself gives money for compulsive gambling treatment. Is this an 
admission it is producing gambling addicts?"(And is a donation to the 
American Cancer Society an admission that the donor causes cancer?)

But consider also this statement from an article in the Minneapolis Star-
Tribune: "Kathleen Porter, director of the Compulsive Gambling Treatment 
Program, a division of the Minnesota Department of Human Services, said it's 
possible that the lottery — which funds the program with more than $2 million 
annually — actually does more to fight problem gambling than promote it." 
Most people, including some lottery opponents, will recognize and respect a 
lottery for doing the right thing. 

Countermyth: By working with lotteries, advocates for problem 
gamblers will be accused of "selling out."

There are certainly those who will reject any money or assistance from 
lotteries or other gambling entities as impure, and some will be quite vocal in 
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their criticism of those who accept such money. They are, however, few and 
far between. Most of the leading gambling researchers and service providers 
are quite happy to accept a lottery's assistance as long as (and this is a major 
caveat) it comes with no strings attached. A lottery cannot expect to review 
and approve research results, or a hotline's outreach plan. Technical 
assistance is appropriate, and one of the most important skills a lottery can 
offer, but the end product's complete independence is a necessity. 

Myth: Lotteries don't contribute to the problem. 

The number of problem gamblers who cite the lottery as their game of choice 
is small. Repeated analysis of calls to hotlines and admissions to treatment 
programs confirms this fact. For example, the Iowa Department of Human 
Services has reported that 6 percent of the calls to the state's problem 
gambling hotline relate to lottery play. 

Nevertheless, that number is not zero. There are some people who are 
addicted to lottery products, and there are also those who, while not addicted, 
may suffer harm from spending too much money on a high lotto jackpot. The 
lottery industry cannot pretend that problem gambling has nothing to do with 
them. It does. 

Countermyth: Lotteries don't contribute to the solution. 

Some do not, but most do in some way, shape, or form. The North American 
Association of State and Provincial Lotteries Web site (www. naspl. org) has 
an extensive list of what each state is doing in support of programs for 
problem gamblers. Would that the rest of the gambling industry had such a 
record!

Still, many problem gambling advocates do not understand that lotteries are 
not free to dispense lottery revenues as they choose. Most of us are closely 
regulated by state or provincial legislatures who justifiably believe that it is 
their right to decide where lottery profits will be spent. There have been 
several instances of lottery directors urging elected officials to use lottery 
proceeds to fund problem gambling programs only to be turned down. But 
lotteries can, and do, contribute to the solution in ways other than funding by 
providing technical expertise, in-kind contributions, and educating employees, 
retailers, and the general public. 

Myth: They only want us for our money. 

Well, money is nice, and they certainly need it. But there are several 
examples of lotteries and problem gambling organizations that have worked 

http://www.camh.net/egambling/issue7/opinion/lotteries_problemgam.html (4 of 8) [12/22/2002 11:51:28 PM]



EJGI:7:Opinion:Lotteries and the Problem Gambling Community: Myths and Countermyths

together productively even though elected officials refuse to release funding. 

Countermyth: Lotteries only want us for public relations. 

Again, good public relations is nice, and lotteries certainly need it. But it 
shouldn't be the main reason to establish a relationship, and in my 
experience, it generally isn't. Face it: most lottery managers are not in this 
business just for the money. They derive some of their satisfaction from 
helping to raise money for good causes and from a belief in the concept of 
public service. They want to do the right thing. And helping to alleviate the 
suffering caused by problem gambling (whether caused by lotteries or not) is 
the right thing to do. 

Beyond money and public relations, what do we have to offer each other? 
Most nonprofit organizations would dearly love to have a lottery's abilities and 
expertise in areas like marketing, advertising, graphics, purchasing, 
technology, and all the other things they do so well. And lotteries have ready 
access to some audiences, such as players, retailers, and perhaps elected 
officials that problem gambling groups do not. They, in turn, offer lotteries 
expertise and a sounding board to go to before they inadvertently do the 
wrong thing. 

 

What can we both do to explode the myths? 

1.  We can both learn. We can learn that lottery directors are not the 
spawn of the devil and that problem gambling advocates are not 
prudish, joyless schoolmarms. Lotteries can continue to learn the facts 
about problem gambling, and avoid the twin perils of hysteria and 
denial. Problem gambling advocates can learn the reality of lottery 
operations as opposed to their imaginations. Lotteries can better learn 
how to act in a way that minimizes harm, while problem gambling 
advocates can be reminded that, as one treatment provider once told 
me, "When you work with compulsive gamblers all the time, it's easy to 
forget that most people who gamble don't have a problem. "

2.  We can both educate. Lotteries can educate their staff, their retailers, 
their suppliers, the government officials who oversee their operations, 
and their players. Treatment providers and researchers can help us 
with these tasks and educate the general public. And of course we can 
educate each other. 

3.  We can both get involved. Five years ago, having two lotteries 
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present at a problem gambling conference was cause for celebration. 
At the 2001 National Council on Problem Gambling conference in 
Seattle, ten lotteries were represented, two panels were devoted to 
lottery issues, and the Washington State Lottery was intimately 
involved in conference planning and operations. Lottery staff were 
welcomed with open arms. Likewise treatment professionals and 
researchers are increasingly seen at NASPL conferences both as 
presenters and participants. Lotteries can become active members of 
the various state, provincial, or national organizations that assist those 
with gambling problems, and members of those organizations can ask 
to speak at lottery staff meetings or retailer conferences. And every 
lottery should have a staff person whose responsibility includes 
learning as much as they can about problem gambling and serving as a 
liaison with the appropriate organizations. 

4.  We can assume that both groups mean well. Lotteries can recognize 
that organizations that assist problem gamblers are not trying to put 
them out of business, and those organizations can recognize that 
lotteries are not deliberately trying to create more addicts. 

5.  We can both be constructive. Problem gambling advocates can 
accomplish more by calling the lottery director if they are concerned 
about a lottery practice than by calling a press conference. Lotteries 
can resist the impulse to automatically act defensively when a practice 
is called into question, and can seek ways to work together. We can 
both recognize that the media is looking for confrontation that serves 
neither party well. Don't give them the satisfaction. 

6.  We each can take the first step. Lotteries: If you don't already have a 
working relationship with your local problem gambling council or 
organization, pick up the phone and call them. Problem gambling 
organizations: Do likewise. If you've already taken the first step, take 
the second. 

Lotteries and problem gambling organizations both employ some of the finest 
people it's been my privilege to know, and they've taken great strides in 
working together. The last few years have seen a general movement from 
confrontation to cooperation between the two groups, and this has only been 
to the benefit of both. By recognizing the myths and countermyths for what 
they are, we can break down the stereotypes that prevent us from 
accomplishing even more. 

Myth: This is the director of a problem gambling council. 
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Countermyth: This is a lottery director. 

This Opinion article was not peer-reviewed by the Electronic 
Journal of Gambling Issues: eGambling.

We gratefully acknowledge permission by the North American 
Association of State and Provincial Lotteries © 2002 to use this 
article, originally printed in Lottery Insights, February 2002. 
Information on this association can be found at: 
http://www.naspl.org/ and their publications are available at: 
http://www.nasplnrl.org/pubs.asp.

For correspondence:
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