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Abstract

The use of social media is now an established strategy to engage and maintain customer
loyalty. The purpose of the present study was to examine the Twitter accounts of ten of the
largest online sports betting operators in the UK to determine what marketing strategies
were employed. More specifically, this study analyzed 3375 tweets posted by the opera-
tors during the opening weekend of the 2018-2019 English Premier League football sea-
son using a content analysis methodology. The results demonstrated that multiple strate-
gies, including hashtags, were used to link gambling operator tweets with major sporting
events, and the use of numerous promotional campaigns. Notably, over 90% of the tweets
contained no responsible gambling information. The quantity and content of social media
posts underline the need for a review of the current advertising regulations in the UK. Fur-
ther research should examine how exposure to sports betting social media marketing influ-
ences gambling behavior.

Keywords Gambling - Social media - Marketing - Advertising - Sports betting - Online
sports betting

Introduction

Participation in online sports betting in the UK is steadily increasing, and due to chang-
ing consumer behaviors and technological advancements, this trend is expected to continue
(Gambling Commission 2018a). Social media use has markedly grown over the past dec-
ade, and this is expected to continue (Duggan et al. 2015). One of the most popular social
media sites is Twitter, a microblogging platform in which individuals, organizations, and
commercial operators share news, information, personal opinion, seek information (Java
et al. 2007) and/or meet emotional needs (e.g., Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan 2013). Twitter
has over 326 million global monthly active users (Twitter 2019), with approximately 13
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million users based in the UK (Aslam 2019) where the present study was carried out. Of
these, there are approximately 40% female users and 60% male users. Twitter allows indi-
viduals to post short text messages (i.e., ‘tweets’) to people who have chosen to ‘follow’
the sender. Followers can actively engage and ‘retweet’ (i.e., share the post with followers),
‘like’, and/or ‘reply’ to posts. Hashtags denote a specific topic for users to participate in
or follow the online conversation. More recently (and because of the large potential audi-
ence), social media has become an increasingly used marketing platform which many busi-
nesses utilize to connect with (and directly market to) current and prospective customers.

Twitter has gained a large following among sports fans (Price et al. 2013). For example,
in the 2016 UEFA (Union of European Football Associations) European Championship,
more than 14 million tweets were sent in one night when Portugal beat France to win the
competition, resulting in 109 million tweets in total relating to the #EURO2016 (Collin
2016). Twitter is also a popular social media platform used by gambling operators (Gains-
bury et al. 2015a). Research has found that 1 in 20 Twitter users in the UK follows at
least one account dedicated to producing content promoting gambling (Miller et al. 2016).
Additionally, it appears that the number of social media followers of gambling operators
is increasing. For example in 2013, Paddy Power, the Irish gambling operator, had over
1.7 million Facebook fans and Twitter followers, half of which were existing customers
(Lauchlan 2013). This has now increased to over 2.1 million followers across the two plat-
forms at the time of writing in March 2019.

Twitter requires that its users are over the age of 13 years. However, there are at least
200,000 children under the age of 12 years who are active monthly users on Twitter (Tit-
comb 2018). Additionally, statistics reported from the UK Gambling Commission show
that 12% of 11 to 16-year-olds follow one or more gambling operator on social media (i.e.,
Facebook, Instagram and YouTube) (Gambling Commission 2018b). Of this group, 34%
had spent their own money on gambling (in the last week) and were three times more likely
to have done so compared to those who did not follow a gambling operator on social media.
It is important to note that this research did not include statistics relating to Twitter use by
youth. However, in a separate report, Ofcom (2017) reported that 19% of all children aged
12—15 years had accessed Twitter at some point in 2017.

Given the popularity of social media amongst young people, it is conceivable that chil-
dren and adolescents will be exposed to the online gambling market. Previous research
has found that 70% of children in the UK recall seeing a gambling advert on social media
(Gambling Commission 2018b). Similarly, an Australian study of basketball fans aged
11-16 years found that 55% were able to recall seeing a gambling advert on social media
(Thomas et al. 2018). These findings have resulted in concerns relating to the (i) exposure
of gambling advertising via social media to young people, (ii) volume of gambling adver-
tising, and (iii) normalization of gambling (Gambling Commission 2018b).

In relation to gambling advertising regulations on Twitter, the advertising of gambling
products within the UK is permitted providing that the gambling operator holds a license
from the UK Gambling Commission, the regulatory body formed after the 2005 Gambling
Act. Over the years there have been a number of reviews on gambling advertising research
(e.g. Binde 2014; Griffiths 2005; Newall et al. 2019; Parke et al. 2015) and it has been
noted that gambling marketing is selectively targeted at sports fans, who may find it hard
to avoid (Newall et al. 2019). Another review of gambling advertising noted that there is
concern that social media marketing may contribute to an increase in the number of people
gambling and possible gambling-related harm (Parke et al. 2015).

The Gambling Commission (2019) reported that Facebook was the most popular
social media platform followed by online gamblers (19%), followed by YouTube (9%)
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and Twitter (8%). Research using Twitter data is relatively novel and there are no estab-
lished or consistent methods across the few studies that are available. However, a few
studies have explored sports betting advertising on social media, including Twitter (e.g.,
Gainsbury 2015b; Gainsbury et al. 2016; Houghton et al. 2019). Gainsbury (2015b)
interviewed 19 gambling industry employees in Australia. Results suggested that from
a gambling operator perspective, Twitter is the platform for immediate and urgent news
concerning gambling. Gambling industry employees claimed that Twitter was a plat-
form that they used to increase their player base by attracting new customers and retain-
ing existing customers. Additionally, it was noted that there was a lack of responsible
gambling messages when using the platform by gambling operators.

Gainsbury et al. (2016) examined the use of social media marketing by both online
and land-based Australian gambling operators (n=101). Twitter postings covered a
range of topics, including information about the provider, sports news, special promo-
tions and bets, and betting tips. Gambling operators presented gambling content along-
side relevant news and events. Further analysis demonstrated numerous latent messages
in the body of the social media posts which included (i) a lack of responsible gambling
messages, (ii) increasing brand engagement, and (iii) aligning gambling with sport as a
way of normalizing gambling.

Houghton et al. (2019) carried out the first quantitative content analysis of UK online
gambling operators and gambling affiliate pages (gambling affiliates promote gambling
websites, and in return they receive either commission or a percentage of profit). They
identified nine content categories which included (i) betting assistance, (ii) direct adver-
tising, (iii) sports content, (iv) customer engagement (tweets that would offer a poll to
vote on or a pose a question, prompting a response from followers), (v) humor, (vi) an
update of current bet status, (vii) safer gambling, (viii) promotional material and (ix)
other. They found that compared to affiliate accounts, the Twitter accounts for the sports
gambling operators posted more sports information content and posted more material
containing humor. As with previous studies, the authors’ noted that there were few
responsible gambling messages posted on Twitter.

Surveying an Australian sample (N=964), Gainsbury et al. (2016) examined the
engagement with gambling operators on social media (Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube)
and the impact of social media marketing on their gambling behavior. They found that
compared to non-risk gamblers, moderate risk gamblers and problem gamblers were
more likely to have actively engaged with gambling operators on these platforms and
more likely to report an increase in gambling due to these promotions. However, the
data were collected via self-report, so whether these relationships exist in actuality
remain to be confirmed.

There have been two notable reports that have investigated gambling operators and their
use of social media. In a report commissioned by the Victorian Responsible Gambling
Foundation (Australia), Thomas et al. (2015) researched different social media marketing
strategies used by Australian gambling operators and noted that there was a high volume
of promotions, which included strategies such as humor and engagement. However, such
content may not have been thought of as promotional material by the consumers. Miller
et al. (2016) produced a report commissioned the Responsible Gambling Trust (UK). The
authors’ noted that gambling promotions, tips, and odds on Twitter were included as part of
a more extensive discussion concerning sports (e.g., important matches, tactics, and player
transfers). Additionally, 25% of tweets sent from gambling operators did not relate to gam-
bling but included updates and humorous content from a range of different sports as well
as commentary surrounding different sporting events and matches. The authors suggested
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that the integration of non-gambling related messages may be a contributing factor in the
normalization of gambling due to it being an element of being a sports fan.

To date, no study has researched individual promotions and promotional strategies mar-
keted by UK gambling operators. Furthermore, no research has examined how gambling
operators utilize specific features on Twitter, including the use of hashtags within posted
messages. Twitter data, in comparison to data from other social media platforms, such as
Facebook, are more openly accessible for researchers to study. Because of this, there has
been a recent increase in attention paid to advertising by gambling operators on Twitter
(e.g. GambleAware 2019). Therefore, this platform was chosen over others to allow for the
comparison of findings. The present study aimed to provide a snapshot content analysis of
social media marketing on Twitter using data collected from the accounts of ten of the larg-
est sports betting operators in the UK and to highlight any implications for regulation of
gambling advertising in this digital market. More specifically, this study examined: (i) how
gambling operators promote their products on Twitter; (ii) how Twitter features are used by
gambling operators, such as the use of hashtags, (iii) how gambling operators interact with
their followers, and (iv) implications that the findings may have on the regulation of sports
betting advertising via Twitter.

Method

Data for the study were analyzed through a content analysis of the Twitter sites of online
gambling operators. Historic pages were accessed using the advanced search feature at
twitter.com, allowing the authors to tailor the search results to specific date ranges. Before
data collection commencement, a feasibility study was undertaken to assess the volume
and nature of tweets produced.

The sample for the study was the largest bookmakers (by revenue) in the UK. These
were: Paddy Power, Bet365, William Hill, Coral, Ladbrokes, 888Sport, Betfair, Betfred and
Unibet (all of which have an online gambling product). Additionally, a decision was made
to include Sky Bet in the sample due to its large number of Twitter followers at the time
of the analysis (n=365,133). Paddy Power, William Hill, Coral, Ladbrokes and Betfred
also operate high street bookmakers. Paddy Power, Bet365, Sky Bet, William Hill, Coral,
Betfair, Betfred and Unibet all offer other online gambling products (e.g., casino and/or
poker), but these had separate Twitter pages and were only mentioned when it came to
cross-posting from these sports dominated pages.

The present study focused on content posted on August 10-12, 2018, the start of
the 2018-2019 English Premier League football [soccer] season (the top level of the
English football league system). The English Premier League (EPL) was selected as the
time point under study for several reasons. Firstly, the EPL is the most viewed sports
league in the world, with the highest exposure of any sporting league. It has a poten-
tial television audience of 4.7 billion people (Dubber and Donaldson 2015) and it is
broadcast in over 156 countries (Eurosport 2015). Secondly, the EPL has a strong brand
for producing betting business (Forrest and Simmons 2003). Betting companies have
become a major source of sponsorship for the EPL. For example, the EPL reached a
soccer sponsorship high in the 2016/2017 season, with half of the football teams includ-
ing a gambling operator (bookmaker or casino) on kit branding (Bunn et al. 2018).
Additionally, football betting has the highest grossing gaming yield (£786 million in
2017) by sport for online sports betting and is considered to be the most popular betting
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activity (Gambling Commission 2018c). Therefore, it was anticipated that there would
be a large volume of Twitter activity taking place at the start of the football season.
Consequently, the findings may not generalize to other soccer leagues or sports.

The present study comprised a retrospective analysis of Twitter of all tweets sent
by ten gambling companies between August 10 and August 12 (2018). Data collection
took place between December 2018 and January 2019. The study used a directed and
inductive approach to develop a coding template to analyse the Twitter posts. Addi-
tionally, a summative content analysis of social media promotions on Twitter was con-
ducted (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This approach involved the counting and compari-
sons of keywords, after which the underlying latent meanings were interpreted (Hsieh
and Shannon 2005). Standard screen capture technology was used to take snapshots of
Twitter profiles of the sample during the data collection periods. During this process,
categories and variables used in previous research of a similar nature (i.e., Thomas et al.
2015) were adapted to suit the characteristics and aims of the present study. These were
utilized when a coding sheet was created. For the present study, five critical areas of
investigation were identified. Each theme had a series of different categories which were
applied to each gambling operator, and coding frameworks were developed. The topics
of inquiry included (i) user engagement, (ii) content of posting, (iii) responsible gam-
bling messages, (iv) use of hashtags and (v) promotional content. These were compared
between online-only bookmakers and land-based bookmakers which additionally oper-
ate online (to determine whether any differences were present).

More specifically:

e User engagement This documented the extent to which users engaged with con-
tent on Twitter. The following data were collated: number of followers; number of
accounts following; total retweets; total favorites; total polls; total votes; and number
of public tweet replies. Retweets can be viewed as a proxy for how many people are
engaging with tweets. Having these messages retweeted by followers increases the
exposure of the message. The frequencies for each of these categories were counted.

e Content of posting The nine content categories identified by Houghton et al. (2019)
were applied to the present study, utilizing a deductive approach. These were betting
assistance (promoting features that would help people with their betting, included
betting tips provided by celebrities and match statistics to help people choose their
bets); customer engagement (tweets that would pose a question, or offer a poll,
prompting a response from followers); direct advertising (e.g., free bet offers and
the provision of pre-match and in-play betting odds); humor (tweets that included a
humorous tone when discussing things, such as sporting events); promotional con-
tent (sporting information that used relevant promotional hashtags); responsible
gambling (responsible gambling messages offered by the operators); sports content
(sports updates, sports news, sports reviews and commentary); update of bet status
(promoting gambling wins from customers); and other (tweets that did not fit into
the other content categories, for example, tweets discussing news stories and celeb-
rity news).

® Responsible gambling messages This documented the extent to which responsible
gambling messages were evident, either as a standalone message or embedded in other
Tweets seemingly aimed at something else. For example, a sports betting offer may
include responsible gambling details such as reference to the begambleare.org web-
site (which promotes responsible gambling). This category took an inductive approach,
where code categories were drawn directly from the data.
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e Use of hashtags Hashtag use was measured by counting and categorizing individual
hashtags which linked tweets to the wider Twitter audience. An inductive approach
was taken to develop a coding scheme for this category.

e Promotional content The present study was also interested in examining the specific
content of different promotions used by gambling operators, as has been done in pre-
vious research (i.e., Thomas et al. 2015). The present study also used an inductive
approach to generate categories to be included in the coding framework. The follow-
ing types identified were: pre-match odds; in-play odds; Twitter exclusive (where
promotions are offered exclusively to their Twitter followers); requested odds; ‘cash
out’ (a feature that allows a sports bettor to cash out their bet early for a profit if it
is winning, or a smaller loss if it is losing); free bet offer (a bonus that is paid in the
form of a free bet); mobile app promotion (a promotion that requires the mobile app
to be downloaded in order for the person to qualify); loyalty card (part of a consumer
incentive scheme which combines points collected in high street bookmakers and
online); best odds guaranteed (where an early or fixed odds price is taken for a horse
or greyhound race, but the starting price is greater, the bet is paid out at the big-
ger odds); bet builder (an automated version of manually requesting a sports bet);
requested odds (a feature that allows the bettor to request odds); and a cash prize
competition.

In terms of coding used for promotion content, in-play betting allows bettors to place
a bet on an event once it has started. To distinguish when these odds were promoted
via tweets, they were identified as those offered during a sporting event by either stat-
ing that the odds are in-play in the body of tweet (e.g. “In-play. Manchester United V
Leicester. Anytime Goalscorer- Juan Mata, 9/2”(William Hill, 10th August, 2018), a
hashtag referring to in-play betting (e.g., “HT: Wolves 1-1-Everton. Diogo Jota is 7/1
to score next #InPlaywithRay”), or an in-play market is offered (e.g., next goal scorer,
next team to score, who will win the next corner?). Pre-match betting refers to bets
placed prior to an event starting. These are identified by stating they are pre-match odds
or showing odds for an event which has not started yet (which can be identified by the
time the tweet is posted vs. the starting time of the event). Requested odds, a feature
which allows users to request odds for a particular selection on a chosen event, was
identified by hashtags that were relating that specific gambling company (William Hill-
#yourodds, Ladbrokes- #getaprice, Coral- #yourcall, Betfred- #pickyourpunt and Paddy
Power- #whatoddspaddy) followed by a link to the betting odds.

An odds request on Twitter is a reply to a request for individual odds that has been
requested by a customer, and upon replying, the new market is shared with other cus-
tomers on the gambling operator’s webpage. Additionally, links to a market of requested
odds were also coded as requested odds, for example: “The Premier League is back
tonight. Latest #WhatOddsPaddy specials for tonight’s Man Utd v Leicester game: pdy.
pr/LZnEZo” (Paddy Power, 10 August, 2018). Rejected odds requests were also coded
for in this category. For example, if the gambling operator replied to the customer that
they would not be able to offer the requested odds. T-tests was carried out to assess
whether there was a statistically significant difference between the Twitter postings of
online-only bookmakers and land-based bookmakers which additionally operate online.
Chi-square tests were then carried out to determine whether there was a significant asso-
ciation between the type of bookmaker and the promotional strategies employed.
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Results
Sample Characteristics

The ten operators included in the sample were: Paddy Power, Bet365, Sky Bet, William
Hill, Coral, Ladbrokes, 888Sport, Betfair, Betfred and Unibet (all of which have an online
gambling product). Paddy Power, Bet365, Sky Bet, William Hill, Coral, Betfair, Betfred
and Unibet all offer other online gambling products (e.g. casino and/or poker), but these
had separate Twitter pages and were only mentioned when it came to cross-posting from
these sports dominated pages. William Hill, Ladbrokes, Coral, Paddy Power and Betfred
also have high street land-based bookmaking shops. A total of 2,527,509 accounts followed
sports betting operators on Twitter. It is possible that individual Twitter users followed
more than one account (e.g., a user can follow more than one bookmaker). The number of
followers of sports betting operators on Twitter ranged from to 1540 (Unibet) to 643,499
(Paddy Power).

Many independent samples t-tests were conducted using Bonferroni adjusted alpha
levels of .0015 to examine whether there was a statistically significant difference between
online bookmakers and land-based bookmakers that also operated online (Table 1). Results
showed no significant differences between the two types of bookmaker.

Chi-squared tests were carried out to assess whether the proportion of posts, which
included different promotional strategies, content categories, hashtag use. and responsi-
ble gambling messages differed significantly between online bookmakers and land-based
bookmakers which also operate online. Results showed no significant differences concern-
ing the frequency of posts between the two bookmaker groups.

User Engagement

All operators provided multiple tweets per day during the three-day period, ranging from
33 tweets per day (Betfair) to 398 tweets per day (William Hill) as shown in Table 2. The
tweets contained multiple forms of content, with over one-third of all tweets featuring a
picture (n=1294), and around 3% of tweets included a video (n=128) or graphics inter-
change format [GIF] (n=120). A GIF within this context typically includes moving images
with no sound.

The user engagement with tweets varied between operators (see Table 3). Tweets were
retweeted a total of 27,650 times. Tweets from Paddy Power were the most shared (total
of 11,560 which is an average of 42.2 retweets per tweet, while the average across all the
operators was 8.2 retweets per tweet). A total of 131,043 posts were ‘favorited’ in total,
with the highest number being favorited on the Paddy Power account (n=67,861). Across
all brands, 149,721 votes were made in various polls, an average of 3839 votes per poll.
Bet365 had the highest average number of votes per poll (n=9390).

Responsible Gambling Message

Only .68% of the total tweets contained a message solely focused on responsible gambling.
Only six operators (Bet365, Sky Bet, William Hill, Coral, Ladbrokes and Betfair) tweeted
a responsible gambling message. These messages contained information or advice relating
to responsible gambling, for example: “Don’t chase your losses—stay in control. Gamble
responsibly” (Bet365, August 12, 2018). Alongside this was often a hyperlink which said:
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“Click here for more information on Responsible Gambling”, which would then direct
individuals who clicked on it to the gambling operator’s responsible gambling support
page or an independent gambling help organization. These messages were not embedded
with any other content and were standalone messages. Responsible gambling information
embedded within other promotions (e.g., free bet offers), was provided by seven of the ten
gambling operators (Paddy Power, Bet365, Sky Bet, William Hill, Coral, Ladbrokes and
Betfred), accounting for 7.5% of tweets (Table 4). Examples of responsible gambling infor-
mation included a link to begambleaware.org (an independent charity funded by donations
from British gambling operators who fund problem gambling treatment, education, and
research in the UK) or a message from The Senet Group (an independent body that pro-
motes responsible gambling practices; e.g. “When the fun stops, STOP”).

Content of Posting

Sports content was the most commonly posted (n= 1027, 26.93%), with Ladbrokes post-
ing the higher amount (n=207) (Table 5). For example: “Man Utd XI: De Gea, Dar-
mian, Bailly, Lindelof, Shaw, Fred, Pogba, Andreas, Mata, Sanchez, Rashford” (Bet365,
August 10, 2018). Promotional content was the second most comment content type posted
(n=990; 25.96%). A popular social media strategy was to post promotional content using
specific hashtags, for example, to promote specific bet requests. Customer engagement
was the third most common content type posted (n=915; 24%). For example, “Will Harry
Maguire score against Manchester United?” (Bet365, 10th August, 2018) is an example of
a poll in a tweet by Bet365, whereby users may click their preferred options (in this case,
voting on whether or not they predict that a soccer play will score in the specified game).
The results are immediately displayed after the vote and they can only vote in a poll once.

The Use of Hashtags and Links with Sport

The following section presents the findings related to the hashtags used within each of the
Twitter pages (Table 6).

In total, 1870 hashtags were used and there could be more than one hashtag per Tweet.
Over half of the hashtags came from William Hill (n=743, 52.13%) and were related to
odds requested by customers as show in Table 5. In total, five of the ten gambling operators
tweeted prices for selections that had been requested. These were often accompanied by
individual tweets from gambling operators. William Hill: Your odds (#yourodds, n=743,
52.13%), Ladbrokes: Get a price (#getaprice, n=163, 8.56%), Coral: Your call (#yourcall,
n=>56, 2.94%), Betfred: Pick your punt (#pickyourpunt, n=25, 1.31%), and Paddy Power:
What odds Paddy? (#whatoddspaddy, n=6, .35%).

All of the gambling operators in the present study linked their tweets to sporting
matches using game-based hashtags. Operators used these hashtags to embed the tweet into
existing Twitter feeds about a specific game. The most commonly used type of hashtag
was linked to a specific football match (n=263; e.g., #DCFCVLUFC [Derby County Foot-
ball Club vs. Leeds United Football Club]. Just under half of these tweets (n=121) were
tweeted by Betfred. The second most popular type of hashtag linked the tweet to a specific
football team or teams (n=242, 13.81%; e.g. #LUFC [Leeds United Football Club]. A total
of 594 hashtags (64.08%) related to football in some way (player, competition, team, man-
ager). A national football league was the most commonly mentioned type of competition
(n=85), followed by golf (n=60), and then rugby league (n=26).
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Promotional Content

Twitter-based promotions were classified into 13 categories: pre-match odds, in-play odds,
Twitter exclusive, tipping, requested odds, cash out, free bet offer, mobile app promotion,
loyalty card, best odds guaranteed, bet builder, and a cash prize competition (Table 7).

Supplying specifically requested odds was the most popular form of promotion (n=963;
67.06%). Betting customers have the option to ask for a specific price for a bet. These odds
are then supplied on Twitter by the gambling operator who use a relevant hashtag. The
odds are then made accessible on site for the requested (or any other) person who wants to
place a bet on that market to access.

The second most commonly tweeted promotion was the provision of enhanced or
boosted odds (n=130; 9.05%). These were most commonly used by Betfred (n=51),
Ladbrokes (n=32) and Coral (n=19). Some tweets promoted increased odds in order
to encourage people to bet, for example, a tweet from @Coral which says “HALF-TIME
SMART BOOST. Ruben Neves To Score a Brace-8/1 (Was 6/1) (August 11, 2018).

The third most common type of promotion on Twitter from the selected operators was
the provision of in-play sporting odds information (n=128, 8.91%). For example, some
tweets would show the current in-play betting odds for a specific match and there would be
a hyperlink to the betting odds, such as “Underway! Salah is 9/4 to score first in play! Bet
here > fal.cn/VSdb” (Betfred, August 12, 2018). This was most commonly used by Betfred
(n=35), Bet365 (n=34) and Paddy Power (n=16). Another popular type of odds promo-
tion was encouraging individuals to bet before a match by providing odds before a game
started or a league was underway (n= 121, 8.42%). This was most commonly used by Bet-
fred (n=30), Ladbrokes (n=26) and Paddy Power (n=21).

Discussion

The present study sought to provide a snapshot content analysis of social media marketing
on Twitter among the largest online sports betting operators in the UK. Results show that
there was a large number of tweets being posted by gambling operators on Twitter, with
one operator (i.e., William Hill) averaging over 390 tweets per day. Multiple hashtags were
used which linked the tweets with popular sporting events and emphasized betting promo-
tions. Analysis demonstrated that there was a wide variety of different promotional strate-
gies employed, and that the number of responsible gambling messages were few.

The present study found that the number of responsible gambling messages—either
standalone or embedded within the body of a Tweet—concerning something else (typi-
cally promotions) were few (8.51%). These findings support previous research which has
reported that responsible gambling messages included within online gambling adverts are
sparse (Hing et al. 2015) and not prevalent on Twitter profiles and postings for sports bet-
ting operators (Gainsbury et al. 2016; Houghton et al. 2019).

The findings demonstrated that multiple different promotions were employed and adver-
tised by online sports betting operators. Newall et al. (2019) suggested that gambling mar-
keting usually fits into one of three categories: (i) brand awareness, (ii) financial incen-
tives, and (iii) odds advertising. Within the present study, the promotion of requested odds,
which falls into the category of ‘odds advertising’, was found to be the most prevalent form
of promotion. One theory as to why customers request individual odds is that they could be
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classified as a “market maven” (Feick and Price 1987), an individual who conscientiously
absorbs and acquires information about numerous products on a continuous basis and due
to this knowledge believe they have an influence over other customers (Williams and Slama
1995). How this may apply to the requesting of sports betting odds is that gambling opera-
tors can communicate these odds directly to the influential consumer, and as a result this
information is spread with others on their Twitter network, who trust that specific indi-
vidual’s knowledge concerning gambling. This allows the sports betting operator to spread
a marketing message at low financial cost. Conversely, offering sports bettors the option to
choose further betting options could lead to an overestimation in their ability to predict a
sporting outcome, and result in cognitive distortions (Griffiths 1994) such as the illusion
of control (Langer 1975). The online sports betting operator may benefit from responding
to such customer tweet requests. For example, in the airline industry, Huang (2015) found
benefits from responding to a Tweet included higher satisfaction than other customer ser-
vice channels, the individual being more likely to recommend the operator to a friend or
family, and potential for higher revenue if tweeted back quickly.

Another commonly used type of gambling marketing utilized in this study was the
advertising of odds, in particular, in-play sports betting odds. Previous research has found
that in-play sports betting has the potential to be more dangerous than other mechanisms
of sports betting and encourages impulse sports betting (Killick and Griffiths 2018). Gam-
bling operators use numerous types of promotion. For example, Hing et al. (2015) identi-
fied 15 different types of betting promotion (e.g., mobile betting bonuses, refund/stakeback
offers, happy hours, and multi-bet offers). Similarly, the present study identified promo-
tions such as free bet offers, including ‘money back’ offers (which returned the stake as
a free bet is the bet was a losing bet), ‘cash out’ (a feature that allows somebody to settle
their bet early, for a profit if it is winning, loss if the best is losing) and matched bet offers
(which match/partially match the stake or deposit with bonus bets). These promotions
may contribute to gamblers thinking they are less likely to lose and that they are receiving
greater value for money, therefore, diminishing concerns that sports bettors may lose their
money and contribute to a reduction in perceived risk that is usually associated with gam-
bling. (Thomas et al. 2015).

The findings compliment those of Houghton et al. (2019) who found that the most com-
mon type of Twitter posting for online gambling operators was categorized as sports con-
tent (39.59%), which included sports news, interviews, and match commentary. It is impor-
tant to note that there is a crossover between the gambling operators used within this study
and by Houghton et al. (2019). However, the present study expanded on the findings by
increasing the number of British gambling operators studied from five to ten.

Online sports betting operators often engage and provide content to users at the same
time as live sporting moments within the sporting event. The hashtag is often used to draw
attention to the sporting event. They can also help in the organization and promotion of
tweets, and also designate that a particular tweet is about the same topic as all of the addi-
tional tweets using the same hashtag (Zarrella 2010). A large number of tweets in the pre-
sent study had game-related hashtags which directly linked the tweets to specific sporting
games, which support the findings of Thomas et al. (2015). These tweets were also tar-
geted at sports fans who might be reading commentary about the game on social media
(Thomas et al. 2015). Thomas et al. 2015 suggested that doing this may attract people to
bet when they had not originally planned to gamble. Therefore, it might be worth system-
atically investigating the timing and content of promotional messages (Thomas et al. 2015).
The present study found that the three most commonly used hashtags linked to tweets were
those containing (i) requested betting odds; (ii) a specific game, and (iii) a specific team.
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The gambling operator connects potential betting opportunities to the sporting event by
including a sport-themed hashtag as part of that conversational topic. A hashtag linking the
tweet to a national football league was the most commonly mentioned type of competition
(n=85, 4.46%) which was unsurprising given that the data were collected during the start
of the English Premier League football [soccer] season. Previous research found that tweets
are more likely to be retweeted if they contain hashtags (Suh et al. 2010). Here, the sports
betting operator would be spreading their message to a broader audience and increasing
the interactivity of the tweet. Furthermore, a hashtag links the tweet to a specific topic, and
therefore with positive associations that are connected to those topics. Research has found
that the liking of a stimulus, (e.g., a brand) can increase when a stimulus has been paired
with other positive stimuli (De Houwer et al. 2001). The inclusion of such hashtags allows
the potential for that those under the age of 18 years who are searching Twitter for content
on a topic not related to gambling (e.g., a football event), may be exposed to gambling pro-
motions and this may encourage some of them to visit gambling websites.

Previous research by Miller et al. (2016) identified six communities of gambling enthu-
siasts that formed online. It was reported that the central cluster, ‘the main bookmak-
ers cluster’, was responsible for over 80% of all retweets to (or mentioning a) gambling
account. Three-quarters of this cluster group (75%) were male. Identifying these clusters
allows for further understanding of how bettors use Twitter. Although this has not been
addressed in the present study, future research could investigate who was responsible for
retweets (i.e., individuals or other gambling operators).

The present study also supports the idea of the gambling industry being embedded
within sport, which has also been termed the ‘gamblification of sport’ (Lopez-Gonzalez
and Griffiths 2017). Similarly, alcohol marketing on social media often inserts the word
‘alcohol’ into the conversations and daily routines of consumers, and as a result normal-
ises alcohol (Nicholls 2012). The normalisation of products is a tactic that appears to be
employed within gambling marketing. This idea is supported by Gainsbury et al. (2015a)
who asserted that online gambling operators produce online gambling content along-
side sports news and events, and arguably irrelevant content, to normalize gambling in a
broader social context.

To date, only one study (i.e., Houghton et al. 2019) has provided an overview of how
social media, specifically Twitter, is being utilized by UK sports betting operators, and
the content of the messages that are being conveyed to the online Twitter community. The
present study builds upon prior work assessing how online sports betting operators use
Twitter utilizing content analysis (Gainsbury et al. 2015a; Houghton et al. 2019). A key
strength of the present research is that data were analyzed across multiple categories, some
of which have not been previously explored in the context of the UK sports betting market-
ing, including Twitter promotional strategies and hashtag usage. While some notable find-
ings were made, it is not possible to make definitive conclusions about whether individuals
interacting and/or following online sports betting Twitter accounts impacts on their gam-
bling behavior online and/or offline.

The issue of whether the different promotions posted on Twitter classify as advertis-
ing is debatable. If a company promotes ordinary tweets (that is when tweets are paid for
by advertisers in order to initiate engagement from existing customers or to reach a larger
audience), these will be identified as they will be labelled as “promoted” and are advertis-
ing. Similarly, posts such as the direct advertising of betting odds can clearly be identi-
fied as advertising. On the other hand, other types of content, such as ‘humorous’ posts,
and whether these classify as advertising is debatable. Many adverts are designed to cre-
ate a sense of awareness for a brand, rather than directly influencing a betting decision
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immediately. For example, Paddy Power has created a reputation for engaging people with
humorous content, appealing to its audience. As a result, this influences the number of
‘likes” and retweets, increasing the brand’s Twitter presence. Therefore, if advertising is
the process in which an organisation encourages people to engage in betting products or
services, including the drawing of attention to the product and building brand awareness, it
could be argued that Twitter posts in the present study can be classified as advertising

Limitations of the Present Study

The first author developed an initial coding scheme using 50 tweets from each of the
ten accounts and applied this coding scheme to the remaining data. The second author
reviewed the tweets to make sure that there was agreement. One methodological weakness
was that inter-rater reliability was not calculated for inductive analysis which may affect
the validity of the findings. Additionally, Twitter was the only social media platform stud-
ied, limiting the generalizability of findings to other social media platforms. The data col-
lection for the present study was cenetered upon one main sporting competition, therefore,
the results are not generalizable to other sports or necessarily the same sport in other coun-
tries. A limitation of Twitter data in the present study is that they do not offer information
on the effects of tweets on subsequent behavior. The extent to which Twitter users were
exposed to sports betting marketing posts is not known. The traditional self-report sur-
vey that assesses excessive gambling behavior can be time-consuming for researchers and
responders, susceptible to biases, and may have a low response rate. Social media arguably
offers a real-time, large-scale examination of gambling behaviors and attitudes, with very
few restraints. However, because the data were collected retrospectively, it is important
to note that tweets remaining may not represent the initial number of tweets posted (e.g.,
tweets may have been deleted prior to data collection). Whilst the present research provides
a snapshot of how gambling products are being marketed on Twitter, this particular study
does not shed light on whether these advertisements actually impact gambling behavior.
However, it has been established that advertising is one of a number of environmental fac-
tors that may affect gambling behavior concurrently (Griffiths and Parke 2003; Parke et al.
2015), which makes it hard to try and ascertain the exact role of social media advertising
when it comes to gambling-related harm.

Conclusions and Future Directions

Based on the findings of the present study, examining the content of posts on Twitter may
provide valuable insights into how information about sports betting products are mar-
keted via social media. The results here complement previous research that has shown that
numerous marketing strategies are employed, and that responsible gambling messages are
infrequent. Sporting hashtags were used by gambling operators to tie in social media posts
with key sporting events. Therefore, it will be essential for researchers to examine the con-
tent of sports betting advertising tweets, such as frequency of tweeting and the content of
tweets. Twitter serves as a platform where gambling operators can market their product in a
normalized and positive way. Future research could examine the gambling consumers and
their response to the Twitter postings in addition to those of the gambling operators.

New 2018 British regulations require that all broadcasted gambling adverts feature a
responsible gambling message or reference to www.begambleaware.org throughout the
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advertisement. It is further suggested that all gambling content and communication should
include their website information (including that on social media), so individuals know
where to access information, support, and advice. There needs to be a review of regulatory
policy for advertising gambling products via social media, possibly something to a similar
affect. The development of effective policy will need to consider restriction on the avail-
ability of gambling advertisements on this social media platform that is likely accessed
by children. One method, as suggested in a report by GambleAware (2019), is to intro-
duce age screening tools before individuals can follow accounts that relate to or promote
gambling. Additionally, betting companies and advertisers could better utilize adtech in
order to remove online betting profiles that have a high chance of being shown to a child
(GambleAware 2019). Future research could examine particular creative strategies used by
social media operators, for example, the use of humor, and how the use of these strategies
influence the intentions and attitudes towards gambling from children and other vulnerable
and susceptible groups. The present research contributes to the awareness of content posted
on social media by gambling operators and provides data for policymakers and decision-
makers with the aim of adopting regulatory frameworks which reduce gambling harm.
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