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Abstract 

A recent review by Delfabbro and King (2021) published in International Gambling Studies 

examined the efficacy of voluntary versus mandatory limit-setting in gambling. The review 

examined 25 empirical studies (18 on voluntary limit-setting and seven on mandatory limit-

setting). In this short commentary, we outline a few other thoughts and observations as a 

supplement to their review. Of the 25 studies reviewed, only ten were published in peer-

reviewed journals and given the high reliance on studies in the grey literature, there were other 

studies that could have been included. There were also other studies not meeting Delfabbro and 

King’s inclusion criterion that could have provided some further useful data. 
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Limit-setting in gambling:  

Some further thoughts and observations on Delfabbro and King (2021) 

 

Delfabbro and King (2021) recently published an excellent review paper examining the 

efficacy of voluntary versus mandatory limit-setting in gambling. The review examined 25 

empirical studies (18 on voluntary limit-setting and seven on mandatory limit-setting). Here, 

we outline a few other thoughts and observations as a supplement to their review.  

 

First, in Table 1, seven empirical studies examining mandatory limit-setting gambling in 

gambling are listed (including four that we co-authored). Delfabbro and King reported that all 

of these studies including our own were all carried out in Norway. However, our first published 

study on limit-setting (i.e., Auer & Griffiths, 2013) was actually carried out using behavioural 

tracking data supplied by an Austrian gambling operator (i.e., win2day). 

 

Second, of the 25 studies reviewed by Delfabbro and King, 15 of the studies comprised studies 

published in the ‘grey’ literature or were conference papers (i.e., Bernhard, Lucas & Jang, 

2006; Delfabbro, 2011; Delfabbro & Stevenson, 2013; Engebo, 2012; Focal Research, 2007, 

2010; Hoffman, 2014, 2016; NatCen, 2015; Omnifacts Bristol Research, 2005, 2007; Schottler 

Consulting, 2009a, 2009b, 2010; South Australian Centre for Economic Studies, 2019) and 

only ten of the studies were published in peer-reviewed journals (i.e., Auer & Griffiths, 2013, 

2019; Auer, Hopfgartner & Griffiths, 2018, 2019, 2020; Auer, Reiestad & Griffiths, 2020; 

Broda, LaPlante, Nelson et al., 2008; Griffiths, Wood & Parke, 2009; Ivanova, Magnusson & 

Carlbring, 2019; Nelson, LaPlante, Peller et al., 2008). There is no doubt that some of the data 

in the non-peer-reviewed reports are of high existential value and were useful to include but 

readers could perhaps have been made aware of which studies had undergone or had not 

undergone academic peer-review given the fact that many of the reports in the grey literature 

will not necessarily have undergone rigorous peer review prior to publication. 

 

Third, although Delfabbro and King systematically searched the literature, there are some 

studies in the grey literature that were omitted which appear to have met the criteria for 

inclusion. However, given that the majority of studies included in their review were from the 

grey literature (15 out of 25 studies) there is no reason why some of these could not have been 

included. For instance, Griffiths (2014) conducted a preliminary evaluation of the responsible 

gambling initiatives implemented by the Association of British Bookmakers (ABB) with 
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specific emphasis on time and money spending limits. The data covered a 15-week period 

commencing March 1st, 2014 (when the new ABB Code of Conduct came into force nationally 

across all betting shops). Most of the data concerned gambling behaviour on fixed odds betting 

terminals (FOBTs). At a national level, the number of voluntary money limits set peaked in the 

first week that the ABB Code came into force (n=10,721) and declined every week with the 

lowest number in Week 15 (n=1,557). The same pattern was also observed for those that set 

voluntary time limits with the peak being the first week (n=5,652) and declining to the lowest 

number in Week 15 (n=832). At a national level, the percentage of sessions in which players 

set a voluntary spend limit was 0.27% in the first week and then declined every week to 0.04% 

in Week 15. These data clearly show that the publicity surrounding the introduction of limit-

setting tools had some immediate effect with almost 11,000 instances of within-session limit 

setting in the first week. However, the take-up of voluntary responsible tools was extremely 

low. Moreover, while the data are robust and objective, the study only examined limit-setting 

over relatively short period of time and there was no longer-term follow-up. 

 

In another study, the Global Online Gambler Survey (International Gaming Research Unit, 

2007) collected data from 10,865 participants from 96 countries who reported that they had 

gambled at online casino sites, online poker sites, or both. The survey included information on 

gambling behaviour and attitudes, player protection, responsible gambling. Voluntary 

monetary spending limits were viewed by the majority as at least ‘quite useful’ (70%) with the 

least popular feature being voluntary time spending limits (51% reporting this as at least quite 

useful). Most participants were very opposed to mandatory spending limits, which were 

regarded as patronizing and overly restrictive. While the sample size for a survey of this nature 

was large, all the data were self-report and are subject to well established methods biases, and 

the participants were not necessarily representative of online gamblers at the time. Moreover, 

some data from some countries included very low numbers of participants. 

 

Fourth, the key inclusion criterion was only to include studies that contained “the findings of 

trials of this technology in land-based or online environments (i.e. which contained data on 

what worked in practice)” which meant that potentially useful findings from laboratory-based 

studies on limit-setting were excluded from the review (e.g., Kim et al., 2014; Stewart and 

Wohl, 2013; Wohl et al., 2013) as well as one study examining the use of ‘win limits’ (Walker 

et al., 2015). The strict inclusion criterion also meant that auditing studies examining the extent 

to which limit-setting tools are being used by the gambling industry were also excluded (e.g., 
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Bonello & Griffiths, 2017; Calvosa, 2017; Kazhaal et al., 2011; Marionneau et al., 2017; 

Smeaton & Griffiths, 2004). All of these studies would arguably have added important 

contextual information to the review although we acknowledge there are many limitations in 

the published experimental data including issues of sample validity, ecological validity, lack 

of a longitudinal perspective, and not using real money to gamble in these studies. 

 

As with any review, there is a cut-off date and since the publication of Delfabbro and King’s 

review, two large-scale studies have been published (both in the grey literature). The 

Behavioural Insights Team (2021a) carried out a study on drop-down menus that gamblers use 

to select their deposit limits. It was hypothesised that the high amounts of money commonly 

found in these menus lead players to select higher deposit limit amounts which would lead to 

spending more money gambling (known as the ‘anchoring’ effect). The study invited 45,000 

Bet365 customers to set deposit limits. Of these, 4% responded and set limits. Those who 

voluntarily set limits were then randomly allocated into one of three groups: a control group 

(with the standard drop-down menu of limit-setting monetary amounts), a low anchor group 

(with a drop-down menu with lower limit-setting monetary amounts), and a no anchor group 

(with a free text box that the player could set their own deposit limit). The two primary outcome 

measures used to compare the three groups were the deposit limit that participants set, and the 

amount of money deposited in their account in the next 30 days (in the form of a daily deposit 

limit used as a proxy indicator for financial harm). The results showed that compared to the 

control group, the daily deposit limits were 45% lower in the low anchor group, and 46% lower 

in the no anchor group. In relation to the amount of money deposited, the control group 

deposited an average of £446 in 30 days, compared to £426 in the low anchor group (4.4% 

lower) and £361 in the no anchor group (18% lower). However, these reductions were not 

statistically significant (most likely due to the small number of players who actually set deposit 

limits). Moreover, it should be noted that this study has no similar comparators in the field 

because no previous limit-setting study has ever examined drop-down menu architecture. 

 

In a second study, the Behavioural Insights Team (2021b) carried out a study to try and 

encourage gamblers to set deposit limits using ‘commitment devices’ with 23,592 customers 

from the gaming operator Bet365. The gamblers were randomly allocated into three groups: a 

control group who received a drop-down list of selected limits (n=7876), a self-persuasion 

group who received a drop-down list of selected limits but were also asked via an onscreen 

message to think about advice they would give to another player in setting a limit (n=7855), 
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and a personal commitment group who received a drop-down list of selected limits and an on-

screen message to think about a reason for setting a limit (n=7861). Those in the two treatment 

conditions were sent SMS reminders 3, 10, and 21 days after the limit was set. The two primary 

outcome measures used to compare the groups were the amounts of money deposited by 

players in each of the three groups after setting a limit, and the proportion of players opting to 

set a limit in each group. The study found there were no significant differences between the 

three groups in terms of encouraging limit-setting. The findings indicated that significantly 

fewer customers opted to set deposit limits after being encouraged by one of the onscreen 

messages. In the control group. 4.4% set deposit limits compared to 3.6% of the ‘self-

persuasion’ group and 2.9% of the ‘personal commitment’ group. Again, there are no previous 

studies to directly compare these findings but it does not contradict any of the conclusions 

made by Delfabbro and King. Both of the studies by the Behavioural Insights Team had large 

sample sizes but the data only came from gamblers with one gambling operator (i.e., Bet365) 

and some of the accounts may be used by more than one individual.  
 

None of the additional studies cited in this short commentary here would change any of the 

conclusions made by Delfabbro and King (2021). However, we think our additions supplement 

Delfabbro and King’s review. 
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