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Online gambling, encompassing a wide variety of activities and around-the-clock access, can be a potential risk
factor for gamblers who tend to gamble excessively. Yet, the advent of online gambling has enabled responsible
gambling (RG) features that may help individuals to limit their gambling behaviour. One of these features is RG
tools that track gamblers' behaviour, performs risk assessments and provides advice to gamblers. This study in-
vestigated users' views and experiences of the RG tool Playscan froma qualitative perspective using a semi-struc-
tured interview. The tool performs a risk assessment on a three-step scale (low, medium and high risk). Users
from every risk category were included. Twenty interviews were carried out and analysed using thematic anal-
ysis. Two main themes with associated sub-themes were identified: “Usage of Playscan and the gambling site”
and “Experiences of Playscan”. Important experiences in the sub-themes were lack of feedback from the tool
and confusion when signing up to use Playscan. These experiences counteracted positive attitudes that should
have promoted usage of the tool. Providing more feedback directly to users is a suggested solution to increase
usage of the RG tool.
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1. Introduction

Responsible gambling (RG) features involve interventions that re-
duce the potential harmfulness of gambling (Blaszczynski et al., 2004;
Ladouceur et al., 2016b). These features include, amongothers, limit set-
ting, self-tests to assess the level of gambling problems, self-exclusion in
different settings (both online and land-based) and warning systems
that alert users if a gambling session is long and/or involves high spend-
ing. Features also include updates on current and past expenditure on
gambling (Blaszczynski et al., 2011). The advantage of these features
is that they have the possibility to reach many gamblers at different
levels of risk. However, most of these features have only a low to mod-
erately high effect (Williams et al., 2012). Also, many problem gamblers
do not seek psychological treatment (only 5–12%) (Slutske, 2006;
Suurvali et al., 2008) even though treatments have been found to be ef-
fective according to several meta-analyses (Gooding and Tarrier, 2009;
Yakovenko and Hodgins, 2016; Yakovenko et al., 2015). There is there-
fore a need to investigate the reasons for lack of treatment seeking but
also, more importantly, to further research the use and efficacy of RG
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features, because these might prove to be the best tools in limiting ex-
cessive gambling behaviour on a large scale.

Another reason for investigating RG features is that gamblers seem
to have a positive attitude toward them. Gainsbury et al. (2013) found
that gamblers (n= 10838) viewed RG features as useful. Also, a review
of pre-commitment concluded that gamblers have a positive attitude
toward this specific feature (Ladouceur et al., 2012). Moreover, patrons
of a gambling venue had a positive attitude toward features that were
card based (Nisbet, 2005).

Besides the extensive review on prevention by Williams et al.
(2012), two other reviews have focused on the effect of RG features.
In the review by Ladouceur et al. (2016a), rigorous inclusion criteria
were used and included both land-based and online based RG features.
The review reports a decline in studies about the effect of RG features
over the past three years. The review also foundfivemajor RG strategies
mixing studies conducted on land-based and online populations. The
review, by Harris and Griffiths (2016), focused on electronic gambling
(Internet-based gambling and electronic gambling machines), and the
results from their study is more relevant to the present study. The re-
view concludes that studies investigating breaks in play showed
mixed results regarding whether breaks could be beneficial if they
were accompanied by RG messages. The results from different types of
messaging on Electronic Gambling Machines (EGMs) were mixed,
which is in line with the review by Monaghan (2008). Note acceptor
the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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prohibition is an RGmeasure that shows promise. Limit setting is of spe-
cial interest for our study, and the results of the studies included in the
review suggest that it can have a moderating effect on online gambling.
Behaviour tracking studies will be presented in more detail in the fol-
lowing segments of this introduction.

The main focus of this study is RG tools. The tools are online-based
and provide feedback on gambling behaviour (assessment of risk) and
also advice or on how to limit time and money spent on gambling.
This introduction will mainly focus on the research on the different
components included in RG tools: risk assessment, online interventions
without behaviour tracking and research on RG tools and feedback.

1.1. Risk assessment based on gambling data

Adami et al. (2013) investigated the use of behaviour tracking to es-
timate risk. The results showed that adding sustainability markers (in-
tervals of intense activity and rapid drops in betting) successfully
identified individuals at risk. Philander (2013) used detection algo-
rithms to analyse gambling data and found that neural networks was
the best approach to estimate problem gambling. A cluster analysis (n
= 530) identified a sub-group characterised by high intensity, high fre-
quency gambling and high variability of bet sizes (Braverman and
Shaffer, 2012). This sub-group had a higher risk of gambling problems
when closing their online gambling account than other sub-groups
identified. Dragicevic et al. (2011) identified online gambling intensity
and frequency during the first month after signing up on a gambling
site as potential risk behaviours in a sample of 546 gamblers.

A different approach was used in two studies trying to identify fu-
ture excessive gamblers. Complaint emails from users (n = 300) were
analysed by gambling company employeeswhomanaged to successful-
ly identify future excessive gamblers (Haefeli et al., 2011). In the second
study, software was used to analyse the same type of communication in
the same sample as in the previous study. The results showed that a
combination of ratings performed by employees and automated text
analysis was the most effective way to detect future excessive gamblers
(Haefeli et al., 2014).

1.2. Internet-based programmes without behaviour tracking

Cooper (2004) explored the effect of an Internet-based programme
based on peer support to aid problem gamblers while attending Gam-
blers Anonymous. Seventy percent of the 50 gamblers included report-
ed that the peer support programme had a positive impact on their
gambling behaviour. Easy access was an important factor for use
among these gamblers. Wood and Griffiths (2007) explored the use of
GamAid for 413 users. The service supplied advice and guidance and
served as a signposting service where gamblers could chat and receive
information to help reduce their gambling. The service provided was
considered to be satisfactory by a majority of the participants. They
viewed GamAid as helpful in finding a way to seek help and to choose
strategies to reduce their gambling. Another study focusing on online
peer support groups (n = 140) showed that gamblers felt less alone
with their problems when using these groups (Wood and Wood,
2009). Rodda et al. (2015) conducted a qualitative investigation of
web-based single session counselling. The study participants (n = 85)
sought immediate counselling in a time of crisis. The gamblers viewed
online counselling as a viable source of help. These four studies provide
tentative evidence for online interventions to decrease gambling. How-
ever, the small samples included in these studies make it hard to draw
far-reaching conclusions. Also, most of the studies lack a user perspec-
tive, which limits ways of making improvements to the interventions.

1.3. Behaviour tracking tools (RG tools)

RG tools encompass behaviour tracking, risk assessment and the
provision of feedback. The tools can also offer strategies to reduce
gambling. For over a decade, these tools have been regarded as a possi-
ble countermeasure to excessive gambling (Blaszczynski et al., 2004).
However, one difference between online programs that try to prevent
other harmful behaviours (e.g. smoking) and RG tools is that RG tools
are available on the site where the potentially harmful behaviour
takes place. Also, RG tools have no established endpoint, since gambling
behaviour is continuous and fluctuates over time.

Two RG tools, Mentor (study sample was 1015 with 15,216 as
matched controls) and Playscan (study of 779 participants with 1558
matched controls), have proven to be effective in reducing gambling be-
haviours such as money deposited, money bet and total time spent on
gambling (Auer and Griffiths, 2015; Wood and Wohl, 2015). These
two studies support the notion that RG tools can be used to limit online
gambling behaviour. However, use of the tool was not included in the
analysis, which makes it hard to draw any inferences regarding what
produced the reduction and how the efficacy of the instrument can be
improved.

Apart from Auer and Griffiths (2015) and Wood and Wohl (2015),
research focused on RG tools is scarce. To date, Playscan has been the
focus of two other studies. Users of the Swedish state-owned gambling
company Svenska Spel's gambling site were surveyed. One aim of the
survey was to explore the use of Playscan. Of the 2348 people that an-
swered the survey, 594 had voluntarily opened a Playscan account.
The main reason reported for joining Playscan was curiosity (Griffiths
et al., 2009). There was no reported change in their risk level after join-
ing Playscan (89% experienced no change). The conclusionwas that this
was a consequence of low risk ratings among the participants. Also,
many respondents found Playscan to be useful (Griffiths et al., 2009).
Even though Griffiths et al. (2009) provided some insights into user be-
haviour in relation to Playscan, the reasons for usage and non-usage
were not explored. The second study focused on user behaviour. One
finding was that there was high initial usage of the different functions
of Playscan but a low degree of repeated usage (Forsström et al.,
2016). Also, Forsström et al. (2016) identified, via latent class analysis
(LCA), five user classes based on the 9528 participants' use of the differ-
ent functions of the tool. The classes were self-testers, multi-function
users, advice users, site visitors and non-users. The self-testers and the
multi-function users had a higher risk of developing gambling problems
and a higher use of the tool compared to the advice users, site visitors
and non-users, according to a multinomial regression that was per-
formed in conjunction with the LCA.

1.4. Use of other web based services focused on e-health

Low usage of web-based services can be found in unguided e-health
areas in general. In Wangberg et al. (2008) and Wanner et al. (2010),
low usage and high attrition were found in interventions promoting di-
abetes care (n=90), smoking cessation (n=618) and recording symp-
toms over time and receiving help to facilitate beneficial behaviours (n
=218) aswell as physical activity (data samplewas 110776 visits to the
site). Using a regression model, a review by Kelders et al. (2012) focus-
ing on adherence to interventions which included 101 articles covering
83 interventions within the fields of chronic disease (19 studies), life-
style (16 studies) and mental health (48 studies) found that more fre-
quent updates improved adherence.

1.5. Previous focus of online RG studies in relation to the current study

Most of the studies that have been carried out exploring online RG
features have focused on gambling patterns, risk assessment and the ef-
fects of RG features on a group level using quantitative techniques.
There is a need for different types of studies investigating the individual
use of these features from a qualitative perspective.

The studies by Griffiths et al. (2009) and Forsström et al. (2016) have
explored Playscan from two different perspectives: self-report data and
user behaviour on a group level. These two perspectives have added
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vital information about this type of RG feature, but many questions re-
main. These two studies in combination with the studies by Wood and
Wohl (2015) and Auer and Griffiths (2015) have raised new questions.
Aspects of using the tool, such as reasons for joining, which features are
used and how the features are used are pertinent to explore. Adding a
qualitative perspective could be a first step toward exploring these as-
pects. Another important aspect is that there is a need for more studies
investigating RG features that are accessible at a gambling site. Users
have the opportunity to get helpwhile gambling, and how they perceive
and use this opportunity needs to be investigated further. To gain in-
sight into users' views and experiences of using Playscan is therefore
important for the continued development of online RG features.

1.6. Aim

The aim of our study was to explore users' view and experiences of
the RG tool Playscan from a qualitative perspective. The main question
addressed in the study was What were users' views and experiences of
using Playscan? How users utilised the tool, how they experienced
their use and how this related to their gambling were areas addressed.
The end goal was to identify a hypothesis for usage and/or non-usage
of Playscan. This hypothesis can be used as a starting point for future
studies investigating the use and efficacy of this type of intervention.

2. Method

2.1. Description of Playscan

Participation in Playscan was voluntary for users of Svenska
Spel's gambling site (more information about Svenska Spel can be
found here: https://om.svenskaspel.se/in-english/). The main goal
was to help at-risk gamblers reduce time and money spent on
gambling. The theoretical basis was the Stages of Change Model
(Prochaska et al., 1993) and Motivational Interviewing (Miller and
Rollnick, 2002).

A risk assessment, communicating the assessment and providing
advice were the three parts designed to achieve a reduction in
gambling behaviour. When users logged in to the tool, they received
their risk assessment automatically; they also received detailed
information about their gambling habits to facilitate behaviour
change.

The assessment distinguishes risk on a three-step scale. These three
levels are represented by a “traffic light system”where a green light rep-
resents low risk, a yellow light represents medium risk and a red light
represents high risk of developing an excessive gambling pattern. The
risk was assessed weekly. The assessment contains two separate
parts: results from a self-test and gambling data. The user can answer
a self-test, called GamTest (Jonsson et al., 2017), on their gambling
habits. The GamTest captures five dimensions of problematic gambling
and contains 16 items. A high score on the self-test or spending a large
amount of time and/or money will result in a yellow or red risk rating.
To establish the limits for the different risk levels, the gambling patterns
for users of Playscanwere comparedwith the gambling patterns of all of
the customers that had a loyalty card at Svenska Spel (over 1 million
users). The risk levelswere determined on the basis of differentmarkers
of excessive gambling (e.g. night owling, chasing losses and total
spending).

2.2. Procedure

The participants included in the studywere recruitedwith help from
Svenska Spel. The company sent out an email with information about
the study. The content in the email and subsequent information was
prepared by the researchers responsible for the study. To ensure that
the potential participants had experience of Playscan and were active
users of the gambling site, the customers had to be registered Playscan
users. In addition, they had to have gambled during the month prior
to when the email was sent. The email only targeted users in the Stock-
holm area. The reason for this was that the face-to-face interviews were
conducted at the Department of Psychology at Stockholm University.
The goal was to recruit eight gamblers from every risk category.

After receiving the email, interested users could sign up on a web
page. The page was separate from the gambling site and administered
by the researchers. Users submitted their name, email address, phone
number and risk level rating. The interested users were contacted via
telephone by the interviewer (a psychology student trained in inter-
view technique). The first users to sign up were contacted by the inter-
viewer. The selected participants received more information about the
study and a time for the interview was decided on. After the phone
call, the selected participants were emailed a screening questionnaire
containing the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) (Ferris and
Wynne, 2001) and questions on their gambling habits.

The email was sent out in two waves. The first wave targeted 200
users. The quota of eight green users was filled, but only one yellow
and one red user were recruited as a result of that email. Since one yel-
low and one red user signed up when the first 200 users were targeted,
the next email targeted 1473 users so that the quota for yellow and red
users would be filled, and the wave resulted in filled quotas.

After the recruitment, three telephone interviews were carried out
to pilot test the interview guide. The interview guide contained 13
open-ended questions on participants' gambling habits and their expe-
riences of Playscan (Appendix 1). The questions focused on participants'
general views of Playscan, how the participants joined and how they
had used the tool. Minor changes and additions to the interview guide
were made after the testing. The test interviews were not included in
the analysis.

One yellow participant did not attend the scheduled interview. The
interviewer tried repeatedly to set up a new appointment without suc-
cess. That participant was excluded. Nomore users with a self-reported
yellow risk rating were left among the users that had signed up. Thus,
only six yellow users were interviewed. As a consequence, the sample
that was interviewed face-to-face was limited to 20 participants (see
Fig. 1 for a flow chart of the recruitment procedure). The interviews
were conducted in Swedish (the quotes used in the results section
were translated by a Swedish translation service which is certified to
EN 15038, ISO 9001:2008 and ISO 14001:2004). The mean length of
the interviews was 33.78 (SD = 14.96) minutes. The participants re-
ceived 500 Swedish krona (SEK), approximately $55, for their
participation.
2.3. Attrition

Three users with a green risk rating declined to be interviewed, as
they did not want to travel to the location of the interviews.
2.4. Participants

2.4.1. Sample characteristics
The sample characteristics are presented in Table 1. The sample

contained 19 men and one woman (with a yellow risk rating).
Four of the participants (20%) were single, while 16 participants

(80%) had a partner. Six participants (30%) had no children, while 14
participants (70%) had a child/children. Two participants (10%) had
nine years of education, while 10 participants (50%) had 12 years of ed-
ucation. Eight participants (40%) had attended university. Twelve par-
ticipants (60%) were employed full time, four participants (20%) part
time and three participants (15%) unemployed. One participant (5%)
declined to answer this question. There was no difference between
the different risk categories in regards to their demographic status.
However, red users did have a higher mean PGSI score.

https://om.svenskaspel.se/in-english


Yellow users
(n = 6)

Green users 
(n = 7)

Red users
(n = 7)

Users interviewed face-to-face 
(n = 20)

Selected users
(n = 24)

Users interviewed via telephone to test 
the interview guide 

(n =3)

User that was not reachable and did not 
get interviewed 

(n = 1)

Users that signed up on the webpage
(n =157)

Users that were sent the e-mail
(n = 1673)

Fig. 1. Flow chart of the recruitment.
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2.4.2. Description of gambling activities in the sample
Fifty percent of the participants had sports betting as their main

gambling activity. The participants bet on several matches and placed
their bets on one or more occasions every week. The main sport was
soccer.

Forty percent of the sample had playing the lottery as their main
gambling activity. They played the lottery every week. They had one
or more long-running systems of numbers over several weeks.

Ten percent of the participants had online poker as their main gam-
bling activity and played every week. The poker players saw this as a
skill-based game and they were aware of the risk potential of poker.

All of the participants also engaged in other gambling activities in-
termittently when there were big sporting events such as the Olympics.
2.5. Analysis

The interviewer and the first author transcribed the interviews ver-
batim. The first author carried out the analysis. Thematic analysis was
selected for analysing the interviews. This method was chosen because
it was thought to best be able to describe the experiences of the partic-
ipants. The rationale behind the choice of using this specific analytic
technique was that it would suit the exploratory nature of the study.
Also, since there were different groups (green, yellow and red users),
thematic analysis was the most flexible analytic stance if these three
groups would have had different experiences of the tool. Thematic
Table 1
Socio-demographics for the included users.

Number of users Mean age (SD) PGSI (SD) Money (SEK)
gambling per

Mean (SD)

All of the participants 20 42.15 (12.70) 2.65 (3.36) 2027 (4388)
Green users 7 40.57 (10.23) 1.71 (2.36) 621 (424)
Yellow users 6 42.17 (17.10) 2.00 (2.10) 4650 (7576)
Red users 7 43.71 (12.53) 4.14 (4.74) 1186 (1714)

Note: PGSI = Problem Gambling Severity Index; SEK = Swedish krona.
analysis was thus seen as the best choice for accomplishing the aims
of the study. Thematic analysis has been successfully applied in previous
studies within the field of gambling (Dunn et al., 2012; Palomäki et al.,
2013; Patford, 2009). Also, thematic analysis was used in Wood and
Griffiths (2008) with a similar population with a successful outcome.

The analytical procedure followed the six steps proposed by Braun
and Clarke (2006). The analysis was inductive and focused on the se-
mantic content in the interviews. The six phases consisted of reading
and re-reading the interviews (the interviews were read according to
risk level), coding interview content, finding themes, reviewing themes,
developing and expanding the themes and, as a last step, the themes
were written up and quotes added. The themes were based on “internal
homogeneity” and “external heterogeneity”, meaning that the themes
should be coherent and separated from each other. For a more detailed
description of these different phases, see Braun and Clarke (2006).

There was a range in the answers given within the identified sub-
themes. The classification introduced by Hill et al. (2005) was used to
describe the different experiences within a given sub-theme. If answers
were seen as general (in our study 19–20), everyone but one in the sam-
ple had endorsed that view. If the answers were typical (10–18), it in-
cluded more than half the sample. A variant (4–9) meant that less
than half had endorsed the experience and covered the sum of answers
to rare (2–3), which represents two or three cases. It was only the clas-
sification that was used from the method described in Hill et al. (2005).
This classificationwas used in a similarway in Regev et al. (2016) andDi
Blasi et al. (2016).
spent on
month

Mean time (hours)
spent on gambling per
month

Monthly income (SEK)

Median Mean (SD) Median Mean (SD) Median

650 7.83 (8.42) 5 22,658 (12,437) 24,667
533 8.00 (6.45) 8 26,071 (15,439) 27,000
1750 6.33 (11.66) 2 20,000 (5665) 22,000
500 8.90 (8.11) 7 21,333 (14,473) (one missing value) 24,667
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2.6. Ethical considerations

Written informed consent was collected from the participants be-
fore the interview. The interviews together with the questionnaires
that the participants answered were assigned numbers, leaving no
way of identifying the included users. The participants received exten-
sive information about the study to ensure that they understood what
their participation entailed.

The respondents received monetary compensation for their partici-
pation. Usually a voucher is offered as compensation, as in Hing et al.
(2016). In this case, however, a voucher was deemed insufficient com-
pensation since the participants had to travel to Stockholm University,
as well as fill out a questionnaire.

An ethical question is whether the monetary compensation en-
couraged the respondents to gamble with the money they received
and whether this increased their distress. Fourteen participants
scored two points or less on the PGSI. These participants had some
risk, but the compensation should not have increased their distress.
Three respondents had a score of five points, one had six points,
one had nine points and one respondent had 12 points. These six in-
dividuals had a self-reported gambling behaviour associated with
risk and might have seen the compensation as a way to receive
more money for gambling. Any adverse effect, however, was proba-
bly limited since the respondents did not receive money straight
after the interview. They had to wait several months for compensa-
tion and were informed about this when signing up. The same proce-
dure was applied when compensating the three respondents who
participated in the pilot interviews.
3. Results

Two main themes with adjoining sub-themes were identified. The
main themes were “Usage of Playscan and the gambling site” and “Ex-
periences of Playscan”. The main themes with sub-themes are present-
ed in Table 2.

The number accompanying each quote represents the participant.
The colour represents the participants' risk rating (P stands for partici-
pant and I for interviewer).

The analysis focused on how the participants used Playscan in rela-
tion to their gambling activity and risk level. Risk level did not deter-
mine use of Playscan nor had an impact on the themes that emerged
from the analysis. This was something seen across the three risk levels.

The experiences of the participants were not shared across sub-
themes. The experiences presented in the themeswere limited to a spe-
cific sub-theme. Even though some participants engaged in the same
gambling activity, they had individual pathways regarding their use of
Table 2
The main themes and associated sub-themes.

Usage of Playscan and the
gambling site

Experiences of Playscan

Interaction with the tool Reasons behind joining and ways that the users
joined the responsible gambling tool

Participants' view on their
lack of repeated use

Understanding the purpose of the tool

Usage of Svenska Spel's
gambling site

Views on Playscan's ability to change gambling
behaviour

Responsible gambling
features at the gambling
site

The perceived tone of the information issued by
Playscan

The users' views and experiences of the reliability
of the risk assessment
Changes in gambling behaviour after joining the
responsible gambling tool
Changes in attitude after joining the responsible
gambling tool
Suggestions regarding improving the tool
Playscan. There was thus an absence of commonalities between
participants with the same risk level or gambling activity.

3.1. Usage of Playscan and the gambling site

The sub-themes included in this main theme involved how the par-
ticipants used Playscan and the Svenska Spel gambling site.

3.1.1. Interaction with the tool
In general, therewas not a high level of repeated use of the functions.

A proportion (rare) of the participants had not even logged in to the
tool. The reason for this was that the users did not know that they had
joined Playscan.

In general, the participants had answered the self-test, and some of
the users only answered it once. The reason for answering the self-test
was to receive information about their risk level. If they received a low
risk rating, interest in answering another self-test was low. Some
(rare) of the participants answered a second or third self-test. A propor-
tion (rare) of the sample used the advice function of the tool. One partic-
ipant commented in the following way:

“Yes, but I mean I think maybe I did it [self-test] later on as well. No,
maybe, I think I did it once when I joined, and then amonth later…”

No. 12 (Green)

3.1.2. Participants' views on their lack of repeated use
A general answer from the participants was that they had not

received sufficient feedback on their gambling behaviour. However,
the participants did receive promotion emails from the gambling
company. This made the participants assume that feedback was
going to be emailed. This resulted in a proportion (rare) of the
participants thinking that they were not still a user of the tool since
no information had been had been sent to them. Also, participants
were of the opinion that they did not need to use the tool. One
individual had the following comment:

“…Yes, I'd actually forgotten I'd been involved in that when I re-
ceived the email from Svenska Spel…”

No. 5 (Yellow)

3.1.3. Usage of Svenska Spel's gambling site
A general proportion of the participants prepared their lottery num-

bers and which matches to bet on in advance. The participants acted as
if they were going to place their bets at a land-based venue. They gam-
bled online because it was easier andmore convenient. The participants
did not stay on the gambling site for a long timewhenplacing their bets;
as a result, the participants generally did not take part in any additional
content on the site. One participant had the following comment about
using the site:

“…Of course I have some standing keno [a game similar to the nor-
mal lottery with a numbers draw] rows, for example, and lottery
numbers that I use, the ones you use every time, and I only use the
Internet when I…”

No. 11 (Red)

3.1.4. RG features on the gambling site
In general, the participants viewed the tool and other RG features as a

part of the gambling site. The participants did not distinguish between
Playscan and the other features on the gambling site. There was
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confusion over the general purpose of these features. One participant
commented on limit setting (which is not a part of Playscan) as follows:

P: “The second thing I know I did voluntarily. Setting limits so I have
more structure to my gambling – I did that voluntarily”.

I: “Voluntarily, what do you mean? You mean that...”

P: “Yes. That I kept track of my gambling, just like now”.

No. 1 (Red)

3.2. Experiences of Playscan

The second main theme focused on the users' experiences of the
tool. The sub-themes that belong to this main theme focused on aspects
of the perceptions, use and experience of Playscan.

3.2.1. Reasons behind joining and ways that the users joined the RG tool
A typical answer was that the participants joined out of curiosity.

This curiosity was different among the participants. A proportion
(rare) of the participants did not know how they became a user. They
were curious about their gambling habits and answered the self-test,
which made them join automatically. One participant answered:

“Curiosity. To see what it was. Wanted to see what it was”.

No. 4 (Yellow)

A variant answer was that they intentionally joined the tool to get a
risk assessment. They wanted to be certain that their gambling habits
were not excessive or wanted to make sure that they were gambling
at a level that was not associated with risk.

A rare answer was that participants joined the tool when exploring
the gambling site. They joined because they wanted to explore every
function of the site. Another answer given related to joining was as
follows:

“So I suppose it was just to check how you, like where it [Playscan]
thinks you're at andwhat level you are, and what it thinks you, well,
what scale you're on. Youmight see the bitter truth, how it works, or
how you… what it thinks. Or what it thinks about me, in case…”

No. 2 (Red)

3.2.2. Understanding the purpose of the tool
A typical answer was that the participants understood that the pur-

pose was to assess and to help limit what the participants labelled as
“dangerous gambling behaviour”. The definition of “dangerous gam-
bling behaviour” was when an individual spends too much money.
The purpose was also seen in light of the other RG features on the site.
As stated previously, the participants did not distinguish between dif-
ferent features. A variant of the participants did not have a clear grasp
of the purpose. They understood this as a consequence of receiving little
information about the tool. One participant (from the typical group) an-
swered as follows regarding the purpose of the tool:

“…I read and understood that it was… It was about preventing too
much gambling. Yes, gambling addiction or tendencies in your gam-
bling. That was it…”

No. 6 (Yellow)
3.2.3. Views on Playscan's ability to change gambling behaviour
A general view was that Playscan could change gambling behaviour.

The idea behind Playscan was also perceived as beneficial. The mecha-
nisms that would produce this change were described as a wake-up
call and/or that gamblers would be scared if they received a high risk
rating. The participants did not see themselves as the primary target
for this. They referred to individuals who they knew were worse off in
terms of excessive gambling behaviour and that these individuals
could benefit from using Playscan.

“It probably scares people… It probably makes people cut back on
gambling, I think…”

No. 11 (Red)
3.2.4. The perceived tone of the information issued by Playscan
A variant of the sample had come in contact with content from the

tool in some way, either via messages from the tool and/or information
about the tool.

Of these, a variant of the participants described the tone as neutral,
straightforward and even boring or banal. The perception of the tone
did not influence use in any way.

One answer given was as follows:

P: “…it would have been OK, otherwise you'd probably have…”

I: “Otherwise you'd have remembered it?”

P: “Yes. I think so”.

No. 7 (Yellow)

A rare answer from the sample was that they found the tone to be
too harsh and accusing. These participants did not agree with the re-
ceived risk rating. This affected the use of the tool in a negative way.
One participant had the following view:

“It was a little. It was a little. It depends on your mood. It felt accusa-
tory, maybe harsh. But only a bit”.

No. 6 (Yellow)

A proportion (rare) of the participants had a positive experience
with the communication. They found the information easy to read and
well-written. From the participants' perspective, this made the content
easy to grasp and reflect upon. This experience encouraged them to use
the tool. One participant answered with the following:

“…So you mean the written tone. I mean I think it was good, easy to
read and very well written; there were no problems with it”.

No. 2 (Red)
3.2.5. The users' views and experiences of the reliability of the risk
assessment

A variant of the sample saw the assessments as reliable and fair. They
saw the self-test as themain part of the assessment and commented on
the questions. They thought that the questions were repetitive and that
they should change from time to time. However, theparticipants did not
have a detailed understanding of the basis for the risk assessment. One
experience of the risk assessment was the following:
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“Yes, I do. If it went, if it shows, red, for example, if it exceeds the
limit, then you can take a moment to check back. So you don't risk
anything, lose control of your gambling”.

No. 5 (Yellow)

A proportion (rare) of the participants did not think the assessment
was reliable. They saw the high assessment as an insult and reacted
strongly to it. Different explanations for the high assessment were
given. It was explained by other circumstances in their life and not with
their gambling behaviour. One participant had this to say:

“… It is pretty blunt in someway. You receive a roughestimate, but it
is someone else's opinion”.

No. 7 (Yellow)

A variant of the participants did not answer questions on the assess-
ment, because they had not reviewed their risk assessment (they
commented on not receiving an assessment).

3.2.6. Changes in gambling behaviour after joining the RG tool
A typical answer was that the participants did not experience any

change in their gambling behaviour after joining. Many did not think
that they needed to change their gambling behaviour. It is also impor-
tant to note that joining Playscanwas not primarily to change behaviour
but for the participants to understand their gambling habits. There was
limited repeated use of the tool after joining. Thismight have influenced
the tool's ability to facilitate behaviour change. One participant
commented on this subject as follows:

“I mean, of course I've slightly reduced how much I play, because I
think it feels unnecessary. But I don't think it's due to Playscan at all”.

No. 13 (Green)

A rare answer among the participants was that they had reduced
their gambling. Reasons for reducing the time and/or money spent on
gambling were changes in life circumstances, such as starting to study,
finding a partner or having children. They did, however, see Playscan
as a small contributing factor behind the change. It was the risk assess-
ment and feedback on the risk assessment that facilitated it. The change
was carried out by the individual, and Playscan's function was as a cat-
alyst. One participantmade the following statement about their change:

“…I mean, yes, now you're a bit older, too, when you're younger
you'remore, you know, you takemore risks and things, so I think I've
changed my gambling habits. Because when you're younger it's not
the same at all. Then it was much wilder, so I think it's changed,
my gambling”.

No. 2 (Red)

3.2.7. Changes in attitude after joining the RG tool
A typical answer was that they did not experience a change in atti-

tude toward their own gambling. One common attitude was that they
were skilful gamblers who eventually won. Since most participants
had gambled for a long time, this attitude seemed to be the way they
perceived their gambling. One participant's comment regarding this
was as follows:

“I don't think I learned anything new from seeing the results of the
tests [the self-test] I did. I think I still have that much self-aware-

ness”.
No. 10 (Green)

A proportion (rare) of the sample experienced a change in attitude
over time but did not attribute this to Playscan. The change in attitude
was to see gambling in a more negative light. The function of gambling
as a pastime was no longer important. Changes in life circumstances
were the reason behind the change in attitude.

3.2.8. Suggestions regarding improving the tool
A general view was that participants wanted to receive more feed-

back on their risk assessment and gambling habits. They all saw this
as something important despite the fact that some participants had a
negative opinion of some of the functions of Playscan. They requested
this feedback via email and/or text message. The use of pop up-mes-
sages reminding participants of Playscan when logging in to the gam-
bling site was also endorsed. The participants wanted tailored
feedback that was targeted toward their gambling patterns. All of the
participants commented on the need for more feedback. Many men-
tioned feedback on several occasions during the interview, and this
was the most discussed topic of all. One participant said the following:

P: “…So feedback, send an email, we see you're playing a little bit
more. Over the limit there… Then you've still been seen”.

I: “If you receive an email saying you're showing as red, should you
open it?”

P: “Yes, you probably should. Of course, it makes you curious…”

No. 17 (Red)

4. Discussion

The aim of our study was to explore participants' views and experi-
ences of Playscan from a qualitative perspective. Two main themes
emerged from the analysis. These main themes contained a number of
sub-themes covering different experiences, such as usage of the tool,
perceptions of the tool and changes in gambling behaviour and atti-
tudes. The participants had a positive view of the tool's content, which
should have promoted use. However, repeated use of the tool was
low. The lack of feedback and the fact that some users did not under-
stand that they had joined the tool limited use. Also, that users spent a
short time on the gambling site limited use. The positive view of the
tool among the users and the lack of repeated use of the tool underscore
a paradox that warrants further exploration. The results discussed are
applicable for other types of tools working with similar feedback
structures.

4.1. Exploring the user paradox

The participants joined Playscan because they were curious about
the tool or wanted an assessment of their gambling. This is in line
with Griffiths et al. (2009), who reported that 47% of the users joined
the tool out of curiosity, 12% joined the tool because of concerns that
they gambled too much and 11% wanted to understand their gambling
behaviour. However, the initial curiosity among our participants did not
encourage them to use Playscan repeatedly.

A majority of the participants considered the risk assessments to be
reliable and fair. This provides face validity for Playscan's assessment.
Previous studies (Adami et al., 2013; Braverman and Shaffer, 2012;
Dragicevic et al., 2011; Haeusler, 2016; Percy et al., 2016; Philander,
2013) have examined different types of gambling patterns and how
they relate to risk or self-exclusion. The studies validated that gambling
data can be used to identify high risk behaviour and to identify self-
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excluders. However, this is the first study where users who received an
assessment commented on its validity. This provides further evidence of
the use of risk assessments based on gambling data. The question that
remains concerning risk assessment based on gambling data is what
should form the basis of this assessment.

Furthermore, the participants viewed the communication from
Playscan as neutral or positive. The experience of the communication
in combination with the face validity of the risk assessment and the
fact that the participants thought the tool could change gambling be-
haviour should function as facilitating factors and promote extensive
use of the tool. In addition, most users understood the purpose of
Playscan.

That the participants had a positive view of the tool and its functions
is in line with previous studies (Gainsbury et al., 2013; Ladouceur et al.,
2012). The users did not comment on any difficulties with the features
included, indicating that they found it easy to use, which is in line
with Griffiths et al. (2009), where nine out of 10 users were of that
opinion.

However, the users did not use the functions of the tool repeated
times. The participants answered the self-test and explored the tool
but were not repeated users. The lack of repeated use can be attributed
to the fact that some users were not aware that they had signed upwith
the tool. In Forsström et al. (2016), 758 users (7.9% of the included sam-
ple) did not use Playscan. This can perhaps be explained by the finding
in our study that some of the participants did not know that they were
members of the tool.

There was a lack of direct feedback to the users. The idea that lack of
feedback hinders use is also present in research investigating other
types of Internet interventions (Kuijpers et al., 2013; Nijland et al.,
2008, 2011). The described paradox was further enhanced, because
the participants spent a short time on the gambling site. There may
also be another reason for the limited repeated use. The participants
themselves reported their risk. There is a possibility that participants
might have been inaccurate when reporting their risk level. If they
had a lower risk level than their self-reported level, they might not
have felt a need to use the tool. Even so, lack of feedback seemed to de-
termine use to a high degree.

The majority of the participants did not report major changes in at-
titudes or behaviour that was attributable to Playscan. The participants
commented that the changes in attitude and behaviour were due to
other factors such as life changes and other interests becoming more
important. The lack of change and change due to reasons other than
Playscan are understandable as a result of the paradox explained earlier.

At the heart of the user paradox is a question that is warranted to
pose: What does “good” look like in terms of use of the tool? What the
question implies is howmuch a gambler has to use the tool to facilitate
a change in gambling behaviour. One partial answer that stems from
this study is that low repeated use is not good enough. Amajor criticism
and conclusion is that the current version of the tool does not facilitate
behaviour change in themost effectiveway. However, there areways to
improve Playscan and similar tools to become more effective.

Another important point is that a potential benefit of the positive
attitudes toward the functions in Playscan entails that participants
remained users of the tool and, thus, had the possibility of resuming
use of the tool if they wanted to.

4.2. Ways to bridge the paradox

One way to bridge the paradox is to improve the ways of providing
feedback and the frequency of feedback. Themajority of the participants
viewedmore feedback as away of improving the use of Playscan. Sever-
al suggestions were put forward. Pop-up messages when logging in to
the gambling site and emails and/or text messages being sent to the
users were two suggestions put forward by many of the respondents.
Besides the benefit that gamblersmight reduce their gamblingwhen re-
ceiving feedback, this would also contribute to the user's experience of
being a part of the tool. The suggestion regarding feedback is corrobo-
rated by research within the field of gambling and related areas (Auer
and Griffiths, 2016; Kelders et al., 2012; Martens et al., 2015;
Neighbors et al., 2015).

The users themselves can bridge the paradox if they feel a strong
need to change their gambling behaviour. In Forsström et al. (2016),
high risk users used the tool more than users with low risk. High
usage in Forsström et al. (2016) was explained by “perceived need”.
This is a concept discussed in Andersen (1995), meaning that use of ser-
vices is based on need, something which receiving a high risk assess-
ment from the tool would constitute. However, high risk users in our
study did not use the tool more than the green users. The participants
apparently did not experience this need, which contradicts previous re-
sults. It may be that the red and yellow users in our study were not rep-
resentative of the total sample of red and yellow Swedish Playscan
users. This might be a partial explanation for the lack of repeated use
among yellow and red participants.

4.3. How the participants used the tool and the gambling site

Many of the participants answered the self-test, and it seems to be a
gateway to joining. This result is line with Forsström et al. (2016). Two
of the identified latent classes had use of the self-test as a main compo-
nent. The result from our study and the result from Forsström et al.
(2016) underscore the importance of the self-test.

Also, the respondents used the gambling site in an analoguemanner.
The manner that the users had when gambling offline is continued
when they gambled online. This is important when promoting Inter-
net-based RG features, because users need individually tailored
feedback.

4.4. Limitations

One limitation concerns the recruitment of participants. The email
was sent to Playscan users in Stockholm, and the participants
volunteered to take part. This might have resulted in a bias in the selec-
tion of participants, which might have had an impact on the answers
given. Taking the first participants that signed up and that users re-
ceived 500 SEK for participating might have added to the bias. Gam-
blers, who had time to be interviewed, were early adopters of
Playscan or checked their email more frequently might have signed up
faster than other interested users. The recruitment procedure might
have limited the experiences shared by the participants, because users
with different types of gambling habits and use of Playscan might not
have been selected. This limitation might reduce the possibility of
generalising the findings from the study to the entire Playscan popula-
tion. However, the study included 20 participants. For example, the
benchmark for thematic analysis in Braun and Clarke (2013) is 6–10
participants. Thus, interviewswith 20 participants should cover thema-
jority of the user experiences. Also, the emails targeted 1673 users who
were selected at random from the relevant pool of gamblers. This might
have lowered the risk of bias in the sample. Another limitation is the fact
that only active users were selected. It is also important to investigate
whether gamblers who no longer use the gambling site or Playscan
had different experiences, since these gamblers might have used
Playscan to limit or cease their gambling.

Also, even though the sample of 20 participants is relatively large for
a qualitative study, the fact that only 6–7 participants were included
from every risk level is a limitation since saturation from the answers
stemming from each risk level might not have been fully achieved.
However, since the answers were similar across risk groups, this limita-
tion should not have influenced then end result of the analysis in a
major way.

Another limitation is that the participants were asked to recall
events from previous years. This might have made their answers unre-
liable. It is therefore possible that the participants might have
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overestimated or underestimated their gambling and/or forgot parts of
their use of Playscan. However, recall bias is a common limitation when
doing qualitative research. There is a risk that when participants do not
remember something during the interview, they tell the interviewer
what they think the interviewer wants to hear about Playscan and
thus act in a way that is line with social desirability, which is another
general limitation of the qualitative method.

An additional possible limitation is the execution of the interviews
and whether that in any way affected what the participants shared
with the interviewer. Because the participants volunteered to do the in-
terview, they should have had a positive attitude toward disclosing in-
formation. The interview guide had almost only open-ended
questions, and the focus was Playscan, which should have limited feel-
ings of shame and stigma among the participants. Also, the questions
did not focus on problemgambling. These factors should have promoted
a non-judgmental atmosphere where the participants did not feel the
need to limit the information they disclosed. One circumstance that
might have affected the content disclosed was that the interviewer
had no previous gambling experience. Thismight havemade the partic-
ipants more reluctant to share their experiences. It is also possible that
they wanted to share their experiences to a higher extent because of
this. A limitation of great importance is the highly exploratory nature
of the study. The consequence of this limitation is that the answers
have a broad scope. If the questions asked had been more specific, the
answers might have had even more depth.

5. Conclusions

Many themes reflected positive experiences of Playscan that should
have promoted use. However, Playscan was not used repeatedly by the
interviewed participants. This paradox is evident in the interviewmate-
rial. There were several reasons for the lack of repeated usage, although
the main reason was that Playscan did not communicate feedback to
users in a sufficient way. Sending personalised andmore frequent feed-
back to users seemed to be most plausible solution to increase usage.

Future research should focus on user patterns and the effect of RG
tools. Studies using different types of feedback mechanisms should be
carried out and the dose–effect relationship should be explored to eval-
uate the potential change in efficacy.
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Appendix 1. Interview guide

Questions on gambling:

• When did you begin gambling?
• What game(s) did you begin with?
• Why did you begin gambling?
• When did you begin gambling with Svenska Spel's online service?
• What game(s) do you use on Svenska Spel's online service?

Questions on Playscan:

• When did you join Playscan?
• Why did you join Playscan?
• How have you used Playscan?

Opinion of Playscan as a service:

• How do you understand the purpose of Playscan?
• What is your opinion of the reliability of Playscan?
• What is your opinion of the tone used in communications from
Playscan?

Questions on gambling after joining Playscan:

• Has your gambling changed in any way since joining Playscan?
• Has your attitude toward your gambling changed in any way since
joining Playscan?
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