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A small
percentage of
children are
‘addicted’ to
instant
scratchcards.

Mark Griffiths, Richard Wood

Adolescent gambling on
the National Lottery

fficially, no one under the age of 16 years

old is allowed to play the National Lottery
or ‘Instants’ scratchcards, but press reports in-
dicate that that this prohibition does not always
apply. In fact, research carried out by the Office
of the National Lottery suggests that a small
percentage of children are ‘addicted’ to instant
scratchcards.

There appears to have been an increase in
concern over the issue, and a growing aware-
ness that these activities may be widespread
amongst young people and that the effects may
be far-reaching. For some young people this
may include problem gambling, even involving
them in criminal acts in order to finance these
activities. For many more, the influence —
whilst appearing less severe —may be resulting
in a significant change in their attitudes toward
gambling. '

This study set out to examine the acquisition,
development and maintenance of National Lot-
tery and instant scratchcard gambling amongst
adolescents. Other factors (for example, adoles-
cents’ attitudes towards gambling, and levels of
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problem gambling) were also examined.

Time and money spent playing
The total sample consisted of 1195 adoles-
cents aged 11-15 years (550 male, 641 female, 4
unspecified; mean age = 13.3 vears). The find-
ings were as follows:

48% had played the National Lottery. Of these:

64% currently play only occasionally;
16% play most weeks;
14% play every week.

30% had plaved ‘Instants’ scratchcards. Of
these:

44% currently play once a month;
27% play a few times a month;
12% play once a week;

13% play a few times a week;
4% play every day.

The histograms represent these groups as a
percentage of the whole sample.

There were no significant gender differences
in frequency of play on either of these activities.
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was, however, no gen-
der difference when
asked about their

Criterion %M %F %C
Think about playing them at odd times 36 25 32
Need to spend more playing them 13 5 10
Restless or tense when trying to cut down 10 6 9
Play to escape problems 10 5 9
Chase losses 40 26 35
Lie to family and friends 6 3 5
Spent dinner or bus money on them 7 5 6
Stole money from family to play 4 2 3
Stole from elsewhere or shoplifted to play 4 1 3
Argued with family or friends about playing 3 4 4
Missed school at |east five times to play 3 2 3
Sought help for associated money worries 2 1 2

Table 1. Diagnostic criteria
of the gambling addiction
scale {percentages of total
sample, 11-15 year olds).
M=male, F=female,
C=combined.

Table 2. Some notable
percentages of the whole
sample.

A significant number of the participants ille-
gally bought their own National Lottery tickets
(17%) or scratchcards (26%). There were no
significant gender differences in illegal buying.

The average amount that these adolescents
spent per week was £1.52 on the National Lot-
tery and £1.40 on scratchcards. There were no
gender differences in amounts of money spent.

Links with parental gambling

There was a very strong correlation between
parental and child participation on both the
National Lottery and scratchcards (in other
words, children were more likely to gamble if
their parents did). Furthermore, of the young
people who took part in these gambling activi-
ties, most had their Lottery tickets or
scratchcards bought for them by their parents
{National Lottery 71%; scratchcards 57%).

Attitudes toward National
Lottery/scratchcard gambling

A large majority of the adolescents in this
study reported that they thought gambling was a
bad idea (72%). However, there was a signifi-
cant gender difference, with more males than
females reporting that they were in favour of
gambling (males 40%; females 18%). There

Think gambling is a ‘bad idea’ 72%

Have played the National Lottery at least once 48%

Have played ‘Instants’ scratchcards at [east once 30%

views on the accept-

18 13 16 ability of the National
15 7 12 Lottery and
7 6 7 scratchcards.

10 2 6 The majority of the
30 28 29 young people that had
7 4 6 participated in cither
8 5 5 of these schemes
4 4 4 thought that the
8 2 5 National Lottery
7 4 6 (76%) and scratch-
6 2 4 cards (57%) were a
3 2 2 good idea. Of the

respondents who said
that gambling was a
bad idea almost half (49%) suggested that the
National Lottery was a good idea, and 33% sug-
gested that scratcheards were a good idea.
Again, there were no significant gender
differences.
Some notable percentages derived from the
data are shown in Table 2.

Problem gambling

Levels of problem gambling were examined
using an addiction scale adapted by Dr Sue
Fisher from the American Psychiatric Associa-
tion (Table 1),

On the basis of answering ‘yes’ to four or
more questions on the scale, it was found that
6% of players might be problem gamblers on
the National Lottery (26 male, 11 female). For
scratchcards the level was also 6% of players
(18 male, 7 female).

Aside from these possible problem gam-
blers, many more participants answered ‘yes’ to
1-3 questions on the scale. For instance, Do you
often find yourself thinking about the National
Lottery or scratchcards at odd times of the day,
or planning the next time you will play? pro-
duced a comparatively high number of positive
responses in reference to the National Lottery
{32%) and scratchcards (16%). This was also
true of the question Afier losing money on the
National Lottery or scratcheards do you play
again to try and win your money back (move
than half the time)? which produced compara-
tively high numbers of ‘yes” responses
(National Lottery 35%; scratchcards 29%).
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Studies of other
forms of
gambling have
shown strong
links between
parental and
child gambling.

Some adolescents
are getting a
‘buzz’ or a ‘high’
whenever they
successfully buy
Lottery tickets
illegally.

There were, once again, significant gender
differences in response to these questions, with
more males than females answering ‘yes’. Fur-
thermore, 17% of both male and female partici-
pants answered that they were worried about
how much they spent on the National Lottery
and scratchcards.

Parental purchases

This study suggests that large numbers of
adolescents in the UK are taking part in the
National Lottery or playing instant scratch-
cards. This appears to be true of both male and
female adolescents, who reported approxi-
mately equal levels of play on both these
activities.

Whilst a significant number of adolescents
appear to be buying their own National Lottery
tickets and scratchcards illegally, amore worry-
ing aspect may be the number of parents who
are buying National Lottery tickets and scratch-
cards for their children. Studies of other forms
of gambling have shown strong links between
parental and child gambling, and have indicated
that the earlier children begin to gamble, the
more likely they are to become problem gam-
blers in the future (Ide-Smith & Lea 1988;
Fisher 1993; Winters, Stinchfield & Fulkerson
1993; Griffiths 1995).

The willingness of parents to buy National
Lottery tickets and scratchcards for their chil-
dren perhaps reflects their perceptions of these
activities as being non-gambling. It is harder to
imagine parents placing bets on horses on
behalf of their children, as horse racing is
clearly perceived to be a bona fide form of gam-
bling. However, this does not appear to be the
case for the National Lottery or scratchcards
which appear to have been legitimised as
socially acceptable to large sections of society.

Pressures to participate

This acceptability appears to be due to a
number of factors. For instance, the National

Lottery and scratchcards are sanctioned by gov-
ernment and are allowed to advertise widely,
being available in a variety of public places
such as post offices, supermarkets, petrol sta-
tions and newsagents. Furthermore the National
Lottery has a twice-weekly prime-time televi-
sion show, The National Lottery Live, incorpo-
rating well-known celebrities and pop bands
who, in effect, endorse the National Lottery
product. The National Lottery Live television
programme may in particular appeal to adoles-
cents because of the pop groups who appear on
the programme (for example the Spice Girls and
Boyzone), who are hugely popular with those
under 16 years of age.

The effects on adolescents may be consider-
able. Not only are they exposed to these prod-
ucts in a variety of public places: they also
observe their parents taking part, and parents
may to a large extent encourage them by buying
them National Lottery tickets or scratchcards.
The most important weakness of this study
should perhaps be noted at this point: all the data
were self-reported, which means that the infor-
mation about parental gambling relies on their
children’s assessment, This, of course, may or
may not be valid, and the data should be treated
with some caution.

‘Buzzes’

It is clear that most adolescents have control
over their gambling behaviour. Although there
were no significant gender differences in par-
ticipation in these activities, problem gambling
was found to be a predominantly male
phenomenon.

The finding that problem gambling occurred
on both the National Lottery and scratchcards
was quite surprising, as Griffiths (1997) had
speculated that the National Lottery in its pres-
ent form { a bi-weekly draw) was unlikely to be
problematic due to the low event frequency.
However, anecdotal evidence from our focus
group research suggests that some adolescents
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are getting a ‘buzz’ or a ‘high” whenever they
successfully buy Lottery tickets illegally. If the
act of buying the ticket itself is physiologically
and psychologically rewarding, then it is not
hard to see why some adolescents may develop
gambling problems on the National Lottery!

Increasing problems?

The full implications of the National Lottery
and scratchcards on our society have yet to be
determined, However the evidence from this
study and previous studies of adolescent gam-
bling (see Griffiths 1995 for an overview) indi-
cate that the National Lottery and scratchcards
could contribute to a dramatic increase in prob-
lem gambling in the UK.

Results quoted above showed a majority dis-
approving of gambling, but the views of many
adolescents towards gambling may be radically
altered in the near future. The government sanc-
tioning of these activities, the high level of
advertising, links to ‘good causes’, and The
National Lottery Live television programme
may all play a significant role in this process.

1deally, future research should take the form
of longitudinal studies to investigate the long-
term effects of adolescent National Lottery and
scratchcard gambling. Although such research
is both time-consuming and expensive, and the
results would not be available for many years,
by which time problems may have already
developed, the long-term outcomes may over-
ride the the short-term social impact.

Full results of this study have appeared in the
Journal of Adolescence (Volume 21, pages
265-273, 1998).
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Encouraging
young people
to gamble?

A comparison between the percentage
participation of 11-15 year olds reported in
this article, and that derived from Health
Related Behaviour Questionnaire (HRBQ)
data, confirms the statement on page 55
that many youngsters are having Lottery
tickets and scratcheards bought for them.
HRBQ data for 1997, for 11-15 year olds
combined, give the following percentages
that participated during the previous week
using their own money (either buying the
products themselves or having them
bought by someone else):

National Lottery 5.5%
Scratchcards 4%

The Griffiths-Woced figures cannot be
related directly because of the different
guestion format, but they suggest a typical
weekly percentage involvernent of
approximately:

National Lottery 12%
Scratchcards 15%

On the face of i, this suggests that half are
having at least some Lottery tickets bought
for them, while about three-quarters are
being bought scratchcards.

Although the ‘problem’ gamblers appear to
be the ones funding their own gambling,
these figures support the opinion
presented in the article that young people
are being manoeuvred to a more accepting
attitude to gambling.
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