Supplementary written evidence from the Gambling Commission (GAM0015)

Thank you for inviting me as Acting Chief Executive of the Gambling Commission to give evidence alongside Baroness Twycross and Sarah Fox last week to the Liaison Committee’s inquiry regarding the 2020 report on the Social and Economic Impact of the Gambling Industry.  I also thank you and your clerks for sharing with the Commission the supplementary submission you received from Mr Waugh of Regulus Partners.  

I am writing to you today in response to some of the points Mr Waugh has raised and to point out various misuses – inadvertent or otherwise – of statistics and research that were made in the sessions last week.  Whilst the time constraints placed upon the Committee’s work mean we have not had enough time to go through all the points made to the Committee on Wednesday 17 June, we nevertheless felt it sensible to share with you where we have found witnesses either misspeak or misuse statistics and research or where we have felt additional context was required, especially in relation to Commission data and statistics.

Gambling Survey for Great Britain (GSGB)

As I said last week, GSGB is the largest survey of its kind about gambling in the world. It has been developed by experts in the field of social research and gambling research at NatCen and the University of Glasgow. It also adheres to latest best practice from the ESRC funded ‘Survey Futures’ programme.  The survey methodology has been independently endorsed by Professor Sturgis, a Professor of Quantitative Social Science at the Department of Methodology at London School of Economics.

The supplementary written evidence rightly states that the GSGB produces estimates of those scoring 8+ on the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) and therefore deemed to be experiencing problem gambling that are higher than previous surveys have suggested. However, it fails to draw on research published by leading methodological experts at the London School of Economics about the reasons for these differences. 

The research concludes that respondents under report undesirable behaviours in the presence of an interviewer, which reflects general literature in this area. Previous Health Surveys, the NHS Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey and the Commission’s Quarterly Telephone Survey were all undertaken using an approach where an interviewer is present, meaning their estimates may be subject to downward biases, something that is outlined in accompanying technical information. The GSGB is different because it uses an approach where an interviewer is not present when the survey is being completed, and as such respondents can provide more honest responses when answering sensitive questions such as those asked in the PGSI. 

We are aware of analysis undertaken by Mr Waugh to compare participation estimates from the GSGB with administrative data for three smaller gambling activities (football pools, betting exchange and land-based casinos). We disagree with his conclusions that differences between the two sets of data can only be as a result of selection bias or a vast unlicensed market. There are many reasons why these estimates will differ as per our findings based on research undertaken with the Bingo Association, which explained the reasons for differences in estimates between a consumer survey (GSGB) and in this case, admissions data into licensed bingo halls.  We stand by both the GSGB, its methodology and the data that comes from it.  Whilst we will continue to work with partners and experts in the field to further improve and strengthen it, the GSGB and its methodology have been designed by experts, reviewed by experts and approved by experts.

Nonetheless, we will always triangulate data from multiple sources in order to understand the gambling landscape in Great Britain. The GSGB provides a way of detecting and understanding patterns and trends in gambling behaviour that up until the introduction of the GSGB had not been satisfactorily met, which alongside other data sources strengthens our evidence base. 

Children and Young People Report

The Commission is responsible for protecting children and other vulnerable people from being harmed or exploited by gambling. Since 2011, we have undertaken a programme of research with children and young people to understand their gambling experiences and to detect how they may be experiencing harm.  What we publish annually in this space is the Children and Young People Report.

We work with Ipsos, a nationally renowned social research agency to undertake a programme of research in schools which is used to produce the Report. The reason for undertaking the survey in school is to ensure children and young people can answer the survey confidentially. We also invest in a robust sampling approach to ensure a representative sample of children and young people are selected to take part in the survey, rather than relying on cheaper alternatives such as online panels. 

In 2025, the study collected data from 3,666 pupils aged 11 to 17 years old across curriculum years 7 to 12 (S1 to S6 in Scotland) attending academies, maintained and independent schools in England, Scotland, and Wales using the Ipsos Young People Omnibus. Pupils completed an online self-report survey in class, fieldwork took place between January and June 2025. Further to this, in the 2025 Children and Young People report, as I reported to the Committee, 1.2% of 11-17 year olds scored 4 or more on the youth adapted DSM, which equates to approximately 68,000 children and young people (with confidence intervals this is likely to lie in the range of 46,000 to 91,000). 

As I have already noted above, we are always looking to work with partners and experts in the field to further improve and strengthen our statistics.  This is also the case for the Children and Young People Report.  Over the years we have adapted and improved the survey to keep up to date with best practice, most recently undertaking a programme of cognitive testing of survey questions and expanding the sampling frame to include 17 year olds. 

As I said as part of my evidence, the findings show that the most popular forms of gambling that children take part in are legal and not age restricted. We do also collect evidence about the difficulties that children and young people may experience from gambling or the gambling of a parent/carer.  In my evidence, I explained how the way this is measured in our schools survey is age appropriate, and differs greatly from the way it is measured amongst adults. The annual collection of data for the children and young people survey provides the opportunity to track patterns and trends in the data over consecutive years and is one of the only sources of this information in Great Britain.  As a result, whilst we are always happy to look at potential concerns in previous data and reports, we would recommend to the Committee that the 2025 Report be used for your deliberations and that it is robust, in line with best practice in the field and a valuable source of data.

Commentary on statistics, including misuse

Given our official statistics were discussed through the sessions of the Liaison Committee on the 17 June, we have begun to review the discussions in order to aid the Committee, by making sure our statistics have not been misused.  Whilst we have not been able to complete this process within the timeframe your Committee must conduct its work, we felt it was important to share with you what we had looked at so far.  That is detailed below.  I should also note that whilst we would normally restrict our commentary to our own official statistics – where other statistics have been used to discuss our own (for example comparisons with GSGB) and given the context where you have shared supplementary evidence for us to comment on, we have on this occasion gone slightly wider of our standard practice, including making sure where comparisons to Commission data have been made, those comparisons are accurate.

Below are detailed points we wanted the Committee to be aware of:

NHS statistics and PGSI scores
· In Session 2, there is a reference to NHS statistics showing that 0.7% of adults are at risk of gambling harm. This is incorrect. The Health Survey for England 2024, found that 0.7% of adults scored 8+ on the PGSI, which is the defined as experiencing problem gambling. Published statistics from the HSE 2024 indicate that 5% of adults scored 1+ on the PGSI, defined as low risk, moderate risk or problem gambling. However, the definition of gambling related harm is much broader than the PGSI screening tool, it covers the adverse impacts from gambling on the health and wellbeing of individuals, families, communities and society. 
· In Session 2, reference was made to the problem gambling rate in the 2024 HSE remaining below what it was in 2015. However it should be noted that there was a statistically significant increase in the percentage of people scoring 8+ on the PGSI between 2018 and 2024 from 0.4% to 0.7%.

The Patterns of Play research and industry profits
· In supplementary evidence Mr Waugh makes reference to the Patterns of Play research published in 2022.  The research used a sample of online gambling data from seven major operators over a period of 12 months in 2018-19. The research was funded by GambleAware and led by NatCen with analysis conducted by Professors David Forrest and Ian McHale. Findings are available with a series of technical reports on the NatCen website and an interim report on the GambleAware website.
· Mr Waugh appears to reference figures for online betting only, rather than online gambling. He states that 23% of the accounts in the study were winning accounts over the course of the year. Tech Report 2 shows that relates to online betting only (Table 12). The figure for all online gambling is 20.5% (Table 29) due to the lower proportion of winning accounts (16%) for online gaming (Table 21).
· When considering all online gambling, rather than solely online betting, the proportion losing in excess of £1000 in the year (expressed in the supplementary evidence as £83 a month) is 6% rather than the stated 5%. Within that, 3.11% lost over £2000 and 1.09% lost over £5000 in the year – the £5000 figure equates to £417 per month, though it does not mean that losses are experienced uniformly throughout the year. The report identifies that amongst account holders who were active on gaming products, 1.9% experienced a single-session loss in excess of £1000 at least once during the year.
· In terms of the concentration of gambling expenditure, the report provides figures for betting-active accounts (Table 9) showing that the highest-staking 5% of customers provide 78.9% of all annual betting stakes and 66.7% of operator winnings. 
· The table also shows figures for the highest staking 1% (52.5% and 36.4%, respectively), 10% (88.2% and 79.1%) and many other proportions. For gaming-active accounts (Table 20), the highest staking 5% of customers provide 83.0% of gaming stakes and 70.8% of operator wins.
· The report also shows (Table 11) that the very highest staking betting customers achieve a better rate-of-return than lower staking customers. The interim report (slide 20) provides figures ordered by accounts with the highest annual losses, rather than stakes. They report that of accounts used for horse racing bets, the most profitable 1% from the operators’ perspective accounted for 70.4% of GGY. Corresponding figures for football were 42.6% (pre-match bets) and 56.6% (in-play bets).
· As highlighted in the 2023 correspondence referenced, it is not possible to state whether those individuals amongst the highest staking or spending were experiencing any negative consequences from their gambling behaviour. The study was an analysis of gambling patterns and shows the importance of a relatively small proportion of customers to those businesses but does not mean that those customers were experiencing harms; no data was available to make any comment upon that topic. The authors also note that it is not unusual for businesses to generate the majority of revenue from a minority of customers, and that it has been found in other jurisdictions that the concentration in the gambling sector is greater than most.

Size of the Illegal Market
· A statement was made in the session stating that the illegal market has grown as a result of tax and regulatory restrictions and an estimate that £17bn will be staked in the online illegal market this year and this will double in two years.
· The Gambling Commission acknowledges the difficulty in measuring the scale of illegal market activity and has laid out the methodology that we are using to obtain data on consumers access to illegal gambling websites. 
· For the Committee’s information, an update published in April 2026 provided figures that showed an engagement estimate from May 2024 to January 2026 with a continuation of fluctuating trends.  However, it does not appear to show a consistent or sustained growth in consumer engagement over the 21 months of data. As part of this work the team have explored the effects of seasonality and changes in VPN use as well and neither suggest persistent growth.
· It is always important not to over rely on data from a single source to tell the whole story on a topic as complex as illegal gambling. As a result, we will continue to work on improvements to our methodology and – alongside gaining 
more insight from our own research – will continue to seek input from other international regulators and licensed operators. This will help verify and improve the existing data sources and identify additional datasets which can be used to improve understanding of the illegal market.

Thank you again for giving the Commission the opportunity to give evidence to the Liaison Committee in your inquiry regarding the 2020 report on the Social and Economic Impact of the Gambling Industry.  Thank you also for giving us the opportunity to respond to the supplementary evidence that the Committee received.

Should you have any more questions for the Gambling Commission, please do not hesitate to contact the Commission again.
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