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Abstract 

Prevention messages are short sentences supposed to broadcast preventive intentions. 

Three types of messages are noticeable: messages correcting erroneous beliefs, 

messages informing about the risks and messages promoting responsible gambling. 

While messages promoting responsible gambling have alerting results in the literature, 

they are frequently used in European prevention campaigns. The present study relied 

on language and semantics’ models to evaluate the communicative and preventive 

values of fourteen messages: seven were actual European prevention messages and 

seven messages were created for the study. Overall, 339 participants answered to an 

online questionnaire in which they evaluated the communicative value of one of the 

messages and then ranked all the messages according to their preventive level. Results 

showed that messages informing about the risks and messages correcting erroneous 

beliefs have a higher level of communicative value than messages promoting 

responsible gambling. Indeed, the latter are judged as more ambiguous and as less 

preventive than the two other types of messages. As models of conversational 

pragmatics suggest that ambiguous messages convey at least two interpretations, the 

article discusses the possibility that individuals comprehend these messages as 

incentives to control their impulses (prevention) and incentives to control the game 

(promotion).  

 

Keywords: Warning messages; communication; responsible gambling; illusions; 

control 
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Promoting Responsible Gambling via prevention messages: insights from the 

evaluation of actual European messages 

1. Introduction 

Problem gambling is the urge to gamble despite negative consequences gambling has on the 

gambler’s life. Problem gamblers face a loss of control over their impulses (Brevers & Noël, 

2013), they hold erroneous beliefs about their ability to control the game and they chase 

losses inadequately (Fortune & Goodie, 2012). Accordingly, problem gambling lead to 

negative consequences: financial problems (e.g. bankruptcy and loans), interpersonal 

problems (e.g. isolation and neglecting family), and psychosocial problems (e.g. substance 

abuse and depression) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). One of the main challenges 

in gambling area is to implement tools that help gamblers to play without falling into problem 

gambling.  

Prevention was thus developed at three levels: primary, secondary and tertiary (Meyer, Hayer, 

& Griffiths, 2009). Primary prevention is aimed at individuals who might be confronted by at-

risk activity. Secondary prevention is focused on at-risk individuals. Tertiary prevention is 

focused on individuals already affected by risky behavior. The heart of primary prevention is 

to broadcast prevention messages to all individuals having access to the risky activity, 

whether they already have problems or not (Juanico & Myard, 2017). They have a critical 

function to prevent the negative consequences of a risky activity. To this end, a broad range of 

studies pointed out and evaluated the relevance of different types of messages. For example, 

some studies examined the effect of fear appeals on compliance with behavior change (for a 

review, see Tannenbaum et al., 2015). Other researches investigated the effect of adding 

recommendations in a message on its efficacy (e.g. Brown & West, 2015), or of the framing 

of the message (i.e. to present advantages of stopping/adopting an activity, or to present the 

disadvantages of not stopping/not adopting an activity) (e.g. Gallagher & Updegraff, 2012). 
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Their relative efficacy led to the suggestion that there is not only one type of relevant 

message, but that their relevance might depend on the risky activity at stake. In gambling, 

researchers have also used various types of messages in order to fit with the gamblers’ needs. 

For example, the gambler’s behavior can be modified by the use of pop-up (vs. static) 

messages (Auer, Malischnig, & Griffiths, 2014; Monaghan & Blaszczynski, 2010), or long 

and educational messages (Wohl, Christie, Matheson, & Anisman, 2010). Other studies have 

shown that gamblers’ cognitions and behavior can be modified by messages that aim to 

enhance self-awareness (Monaghan, 2009), messages that warn about the addictive nature of 

the games or those that correct erroneous beliefs (e.g. Steenbergh, Whelan, Meyers, May, & 

Floyd, 2004). The present article will focus only on the semantic content of messages, namely 

three types of messages: those that correct erroneous beliefs, those that inform about the risks 

and those that promote responsible gambling. 

Correcting erroneous beliefs is one way to prevent and treat problem gambling (Ferland, 

Ladouceur & Vitaro, 2005). Erroneous beliefs are false representations of the causes of an 

event. In gambling, it is mainly inaccurate thoughts on the laws of games of chance. More 

particularly, the illusion of control is the perceived ability to control the outcome of the game 

despite the uncontrollability of the events (Ejova, Delfabbro, & Navarro, 2013; Langer, 1975). 

The gambler typically misinterprets random events and thinks he/she can control them. 

Manifesting illusion of control thus results in the overestimation of the chances to win in 

regard to what the objective probability would warrant (Langer, 1975). Both problem and 

non-problem gamblers manifest illusion of control. However, it has been shown that problem 

gamblers have much more illusion of control than non-problem gamblers (Joukhador, 

Maccallum, & Blaszczynski, 2003; Myrseth, Brunborg, & Eidem, 2010).  

Correcting erroneous beliefs is based on the idea that fighting erroneous beliefs limits at-risk 

behaviors. When they are corrected, individuals adopt a more appropriate behavior (Weiner, 
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Osborne, & Rudolph, 2011; Kouabenan & Ngueutsa, 2015). Correcting erroneous beliefs is in 

fact already used in cognitive therapy as a strategy to treat problem gambling (Ladouceur & 

Walker, 1996). Multiple studies have also shown that correcting erroneous beliefs by 

prevention messages is relevant to prevent problem gambling (Benhsain, Taillefer, & 

Ladouceur, 2004; Cloutier, Ladouceur & Sévigny, 2006; Floyd, Whelan, & Meyers, 2006; 

Jardin & Wulfert, 2009; Martinez, Le Floch, Gaffié, & Villejoubert, 2011; Steenbergh et al., 

2004). For example, messages reminding the predominance of chance on the outcome of the 

game in a session of gambling limit risk-taking of the gamblers (Martinez et al., 2011). 

Broadcasting messages that aim to correct erroneous beliefs (e.g. Remember that it is a game 

of chance) seems to be a good way to prevent problem gambling. Despite the literature 

showing the relevance of these messages to prevent problem gambling, we did not find any of 

them in the European gambling operators we reviewed.   

Below are some examples of European prevention messages we found: 

1) Do not gamble as far as dependency (Germany, Lotto 6 aus 49) 

2) Gambling can cause a dependency (Italy, Lottomatica) 

3) Remain the master of the game (FDJ, France) 

4) Gamble in a balanced way (Belgium, Loterie Nationale) 

5) So that gambling remains a game (Switzerland, Loterie Romande) 

6) Gamble responsibly (Spain, Loterίas y Apuestas del Estado) 

7) Keep it fun, stay in control (United Kingdom, National Lottery) 

Among them, messages 1 and 2 are messages oriented towards information about the risks, 

while messages 3 to 7 are messages oriented towards the promotion of responsible gambling. 

Prevention campaigns informing about the risks (message 1 and 2) are based on the idea that 

the more individuals are informed about the risks associated with the at-risk activity, the more 

they are willing to stop their hazardous behavior. This effect has been showed in tobacco 
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consumption (Hammond, Fong, Mc Neill, Borland, & Cummings, 2006; Rothman & 

Kiviniemi, 1999; Song et al., 2009). A study on gambling support these results, showing that 

individuals effectively report a higher knowledge of the risk after exposure to these messages 

(Steenbergh et al., 2004). These results suggest that the strategy consisting in informing about 

the risks in effective for problem gambling prevention messages.  

Prevention campaigns promoting responsible gambling (messages 3 to 7) are based on the 

idea that individuals can voluntarily adopt a safe behavior when they are reminded of their 

responsibility (Parke, Harris, Parkes, Rigbye, & Blaszczynski, 2015). It is most important in 

gambling, where problem gamblers face a loss of control concerning money and time spent 

(Bergen, Newby-Clark, & Brown, 2012). Numerous studies thus stressed the relevance of 

tools that remind gamblers to set limits of time and money (e.g. Auer, Malischnig, & 

Griffiths, 2014; Kim, Wohl, Stewart, Sztainert, & Gainsbury, 2014; Monaghan & 

Blaszczynski, 2010; Steenbergh et al., 2004; Wood & Wohl, 2015). These tools can be, for 

example, a clock within sight of the gambler, a pause or messages alerting to the time or 

money spent (Blaszczynski, Gainsbury, & Karlov, 2014). These messages are called 

“Responsible gambling prevention messages”: they specifically remind the time and money 

spent, directly implement the principles of responsible gambling, or encourage self-awareness 

(Auer & Griffiths, 2015; Monaghan & Blaszczynski, 2010). An example of self-appraisal 

messages is “Do you know how long you have been playing?”. This type of message is 

particularly relevant in helping individuals to limit their gambling behaviors (Monaghan & 

Blaszczynski, 2010). However, the messages broadcasted by European gambling operators 

(messages 3 to 7) are different. Instead of reminding gamblers to set limits, they are 

specifically oriented toward promoting the concept of responsible gambling (we will call 

them “Prevention messages promoting responsible gambling”). Little is known about the 

comprehension of these messages. Interestingly, one study alerts to the potential negative 
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effect of this type of messages (Papineau, Boisvert, Chebat, & Suissa, 2012). In their 

experiment, the authors evaluated the prevention message Mise sur Toi (Bet on Yourself), 

which was at the time of the study the slogan of the Quebec National Prevention Campaign 

against problem gambling (Papineau et al., 2012). They have shown that this prevention 

message was comprehended either as preventive (“gamble less”) or as an incentive to gamble 

(“gamble more”). What the message conveyed – its semantic content - was subject to two 

interpretations and thus responsible for its bad communicative value. The rationale behind 

these two possible interpretations is that individuals would be subject to the illusion of control 

(Langer, 1975). In this perspective, individuals would interpret the message as an incentive to 

control the game. It is possible that this effect is not limited to the message Bet on yourself, 

but also applies to all the messages that promote responsible gambling. It is thus of main 

importance to test if the preventive intentions of actual preventions messages are correctly 

broadcast.  

To sum it up, at least three types of messages can be used to prevent problem gambling: 

correcting erroneous beliefs, informing on the risks and promoting responsible gambling. 

There is much evidence in favor of the relevance of prevention messages correcting erroneous 

beliefs and informing on the risks. However, there is evidence that the preventive intentions 

of messages promoting responsible gambling might not be comprehended. 

Comprehension of the preventive intention of a prevention message depends on the level 

(from very low to very high) of its communicative value (ARJEL, 2013; Laughery & 

Wogalter, 2014; Rogers, Lamson, & Rousseau, 2000). The communicative value of a message 

is the extent to which the message can improve comprehension, the ease of its retrieval, and 

its perceived relevance to the context (Chomsky, 1965; Fodor & Garrett, 1967; Gallardo, 

2005; Grice, 1975; Johnson-Laird, 1977, 1983; Le Floch, 2008; Sperber & Wilson, 1986). 

The communicative value of a message is evaluated according to three criteria of 
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communication: (1) the grammatical value of the message, (2) its respect of Grice’s maxims, 

(3) and its relevance to the context.  

First, the grammatical value of a message is the extent to which the sentence is produced and 

interpreted with regard to the rules of relevant grammar (Chomsky, 1965). Regularities of 

grammar help the hearer delineate the meaning of the message. For example, a message that 

uses the present tense describes something that happens, or might happen, right now in 

relation to the actual situation. Hearers comprehend what is said in the message because of the 

use of the present tense. Thus, the more a message is grammatically correct, the more its 

meaning will be recalled and reconstructed (Fodor, 1983; Fodor & Garrett, 1967; Ratcliff, 

1987). Non-grammaticality, although not exclusively responsible, leads to the production of a 

multitude of interpretations of the message and misunderstandings (Chomsky, 1965). Second, 

a conversation takes place with specific interlocutors and the comprehension of the intended 

meaning of each interlocutor depends on mutual cooperation. Grice’s maxims (also called 

conversational maxims) are rules guiding conversation between the speaker and the hearer. 

The speaker follows these rules in order to improve the hearer’s comprehension, and these 

rules guide the hearer to interpret the message. Therefore, the interlocutors work together to 

optimize the correct transmission of the intended meaning of the message (Wänke, 2007). 

There are four Grice’s maxims: the maxims of quantity, quality, relation and manner (Grice, 

1975). The maxim of quantity states that the message has to be informative but not more than 

necessary (e.g. a child will not explain who his/her father is to his/her mother, but he/she will 

have to explain it to a new friend). The maxim of quality calls for the message to be truthful 

and reliable (e.g. the hearer expects the speaker to talk only about what he/she knows to be 

true and for which he/she has proof). The maxim of relation requires the message to give 

relevant information (e.g. a speaker talking about the blue sky in a work meeting does not 

help the group to solve the work task). Finally, the maxim of manner requires the speaker to 
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be clear and avoid obscurity and ambiguity (e.g. the use of brief and simple sentences is better 

than obscure and long sentences) (Grice, 1975). Third, the context of the communication has 

an important role in communication as it gives cues indicating which interpretation to choose 

among all the possible interpretations of the message. In a discourse, relevance to the context 

decreases the cognitive demands on the interlocutors by directing the interpretation to give to 

the message (Sperber & Wilson, 1986).  

In sum, the more a message is grammatically correct, informative, truthful, clear and relevant, 

the more it will facilitate comprehension and the correct transmission of the intended 

meaning. All these criteria share an intimate link to increase the comprehension of the 

intended meaning of the message. Conversational pragmatics have already been used to 

enhance the communicative value of interventions (e.g. in ordinary communications, 

Bazzanella & Damiano, 1999; in persuasive marketing, Cheung, 2010; in medicine support, 

Gallardo, 2005; and in safety-critical talks, Andrén et al., 2010). However, to our knowledge, 

no study evaluated the communicative value of prevention messages. Prevention messages 

with a high communicative value might increase their chances of being comprehended, and 

thus to be perceived as preventive. 

The present study aimed to evaluate the communicative and preventive values of actual 

European prevention messages. A corpus of 14 prevention messages was tested. Seven were 

European problem gambling prevention messages currently used at the time of the data 

collection and seven were newly created messages. We thus tested three types of messages: 

messages promoting responsible gambling (five actual messages), messages informing about 

the risks (two actual messages) and messages correcting erroneous beliefs (seven messages 

created for the experiment). We hypothesized that prevention messages correcting erroneous 

beliefs and prevention messages informing on the risks would better communicate preventive 

intentions than messages promoting responsible gambling.  
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2. Method 

2.1. Sample 

Participants were recruited on the social network Facebook ®. The experimenter broadcasted 

advertisements for this study mainly to groups of students of French universities. Participants 

were asked to answer a brief questionnaire for a study evaluating gambling prevention 

messages. The experimenter also explained that their participation was free and anonymous. 

The study was broadcasted using Qualtrics online survey software ®. Initially, 847 

individuals participated in the study from 27 December 2013 to 20 March 2014. We excluded 

59.98% of the participants from the analysis because of incomplete data (n = 508). This 

dropout rate is consistent with the literature, which states that online questionnaires are highly 

subject to abandon (O’Neil, Penrod, & Bornstein, 2003). Finally, the questionnaires of 339 

participants were used in our analysis. The population ranged in age from 18 to 70 years old, 

and 70.2% were between 18 and 25 years. The majority of the participants were women 

(72.6%). Fifty one percent of the respondents reported having already gambled in their life.  

 

2.2. Instruments 

2.2.1. Corpus of prevention messages  

The corpus is composed of 14 messages allocated to 3 types of messages: promoting 

responsible gambling, informing about the risks or correcting erroneous beliefs (Table 1). We 

first searched for the prevention messages broadcasted by the national lotteries in Europe. We 

selected the messages that were the most accessible to the gamblers: on the front page of the 

gambling operator’s website or in their brochures (physical supports)1. As no messages 

                                                           
1 At this stage of the study, we aimed to collect messages. Therefore, we did not aim to systematically reference 

prevention messages in Europe. Existing messages used here cannot therefore be considered as an inventory of 

practices in Europe. 
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correcting erroneous beliefs were found in the list of messages collected, we created them. 

These messages are similar to those of Cloutier and colleagues’ study (2004).  

Table 1. Corpus of prevention messages  

English translation Semantic content 
Country of origin 

(Source) 
Original language French translation 

Actual European prevention messages 

Remain the master 

of the game 

Responsible 

gambling 

France 

(FDJ) 

Restez maître du jeu Restez maître du jeu 

Gamble in a 

balanced way 

Responsible 

gambling 

Belgium 

(Loterie Nationale) 

Jouez de manière 

équilibrée  

Jouez de manière 

équilibrée 

So that gambling 

remains a game 

Responsible 

gambling 

Switzerland 

(Loterie Romande) 

Pour que le jeu 

reste  un jeu  

Pour que le jeu reste un 

jeu 

Gamble responsibly Responsible 

gambling 

Spain 

(Loterίas y Apuestas 

del Estado) 

Juego Seguro Jouez responsable 

Keep it fun, stay in 

control 

Responsible 

gambling 

United Kingdom 

(National Lottery) 

Keep it fun, stay in 

control 

Jouer avec modération 

est acceptable 

Do not gamble as far 

as dependency 

Information about 

the risks 

Germany 

(Lotto 6 aus 49) 

Spiel nicht bis zur 

sucht  

Ne jouez pas jusqu’à la 

dépendance 

Gambling can cause 

a dependency 

Information about 

the risks 

Italy 

(Lottomatica) 

Il gioco può causare 

dipendenza patologica 

Jouer peut causer une 

dépendance 

Created prevention messages 

Don’t forget that this 

is only due to chance 

Erroneous beliefs - - N'oubliez pas que c'est 

uniquement du hasard 

Remember that it is 

a game of chance 

Erroneous beliefs - - Souvenez-vous que 

c'est un jeu de hasard 

Don’t forget that you 

have no control over 

chance  

Erroneous beliefs - - N'oubliez-pas que le 

hasard ne se 

maîtrise  pas 

There is no strategy 

to fight against 

chance 

Erroneous beliefs - - Aucune stratégie ne 

permet de lutter contre 

le hasard 

You don’t control 

anything in a game 

of chance 

Erroneous beliefs - - Vous ne maîtrisez  rien 

dans le jeu de hasard 

This game only 

depends on chance 

Erroneous beliefs - - Ce jeu est 

soumis  uniquement au 

hasard 

Chance is the only 

decisive factor of 

this game 

Erroneous beliefs - - Le hasard est le seul 

facteur déterminant de 

ce jeu 
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2.2.2. Questionnaire on the communicative and preventive value of the messages 

The questionnaire consisted of two parts: in part A, the participants had to evaluate the 

communicative value of one message (inter-group plan). In part B, the participants had to 

rank the 14 messages from the most to the least preventive (intra-subject plan). 

In part A, the participants evaluated only one message that was randomly assigned. Fourteen 

versions of the questionnaire were constructed, each one presenting a different message. An 

inter-group plan permitted a non-biased evaluation of the communicative value of the 

message, independently of the other messages we had to test for this study. Thus the 

participants rated one message based on criteria of conversational pragmatics (Fodor, 1983; 

Fodor & Garrett, 1967; Grice, 1975; Ratcliff, 1987; Sperber & Wilson, 1986). This 

questionnaire consisted of 10 items that were rated on a Likert scale going from 0% (not at 

all) to 100% (completely). Among the 10 items, one concerned grammaticality (“this 

statement is grammatically correct”), one concerned relevance (“this statement is relevant in 

the context of a message warning about the risks associated with gambling”) and the 

remaining eight dealt with Grice’s maxims (quantity: “There is enough information in this 

statement to prevent the risk of problem gambling”, “There is unnecessary information in this 

statement” (reversed item); quality: “This statement is credible to prevent the risk of problem 

gambling”; manner: “this statement is ambiguous” (reversed item), “In a context of 

gambling, this statement is clear and comprehensible to me”; relation: “I would not be 

surprised to hear this statement, whatever the situation”, “I think that this statement is 

consistent”, “I think that this statement is often heard”). Each of the 14 problem gambling 

prevention messages was evaluated by 20 to 38 participants. Cronbach’s alpha was α = .718. 

The dependent variable of communicative value was obtained from the mean score on all the 

criteria of conversational pragmatics. 
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Part B consisted of one item. The participants had to rank all 14 messages from the most 

preventive (rank 1) to the least (rank 14). Each message was thus evaluated in relation to the 

13 other messages. The intra-subject plan used for this part of the questionnaire evaluated the 

preventive value of the messages in relation to the other ones. 

 

2.2.3. Attention filter 

An item was added to part A of the questionnaire to ensure that participants carefully read the 

instructions. To that end, they were asked the following question “In order to verify that you 

are effectively reading the questions, please move the cursor to 50% (on a scale from 0 to 

100%)”. All the participants included in the present sample fulfilled this condition. 

 

2.2.4. Socio-demographic questionnaire 

Socio-demographic information was collected (frequency of gambling, age, gender, 

profession). 

 

2.3. Procedure 

The present study was conducted when there was no Ethics Committee in the University of 

Toulouse to examine non-interventional studies. To insure the respect of ethical principles, we 

referred to the code of conducts edicted by the French Psychological Society 

(http://www.sfpsy.org/). Participants were informed that the scope of the study was gambling 

prevention messages. They were informed that the study consisted of some questions and that 

participation was voluntary. No incentive was given for the study. Participants could stop 

their participation anytime. The study was anonymous as we did not collect any information 

that could identify them. All participants were informed of the confidentiality and the 

anonymity of their responses, and agreed to give their free and informed consent. The 
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participants that gave their written informed consent to participate were directed to the 

questionnaire and the others were dismissed. After giving socio-demographic information, the 

participants were randomly assigned to one of the 14 conditions in part A of the 

questionnaire. Finally, they had to complete part B of the questionnaire by ranking all the 14 

messages from the most to the least preventive. All the measures were completed online. This 

procedure was in accordance with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or 

comparable ethical standards. 

 

3. Results 

3.1. Analysis 

The independent variable was the type of message (messages correcting erroneous beliefs, 

informing on the risks and promoting responsible gambling). We first examined its effect on 

the evaluation of the communicative value (part A of the questionnaire) with ANOVAs. 

Second, we analysed its effect on the preventive value of the message (part B of the 

questionnaire) with Friedman’s non-parametric test. Third, we verified the association 

between the communicative value (part A) and the preventive value (part B). The 

communicative value was a continuous variable (100% being the best communicative value 

and 0% the worst) and preventive value was an ordinal variable (1 being the best preventive 

value and 14 the worst). Non-parametric tests (χ² and Spearman Rho) were conducted. All the 

analyses were considered as significant as their p-values were less than 5%. 

3.2. Communicative value 

The type of the messages influenced the communicative value (F(2, 339) = 6.89, MSe = 

730.76, p < .001, = .039, see Table 2). A post hoc test (Tukey) showed that messages 

promoting responsible gambling had the lowest communicative value (M = 47.49; SD = 

28.07), as compared to messages informing about the risks (M = 62.26, SD = 27.20) and 

messages correcting erroneous beliefs (M = 57.23, SD = 26.22) (both p < 0.5).  
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Table 2. Participants’ judgment about the ability of the messages to communicate their 

intentions (degree of communicative value) and their preventive value (mean rank from the 

first place to the fourteenth)  

Messages 

Communicative 

value  

M (SD) 

Perceived 

preventive value 

Mean rank 

Messages informing about the risks 62.26 (27.20) 1.61 

Gambling can cause a dependency (n = 20) 69.28 (19.59) 4.78 

Do not gamble as far as dependency (n = 26) 56.87 (31.14) 6.96 

Messages correction erroneous beliefs 57.23 (26.22) 2.11 

You don’t control anything in a game of chance (n = 26) 67.62 (26.04) 6.48 

There is no strategy to fight against chance (n = 22) 62.39 (20.22) 6.89 

This game only depends on chance (n = 21) 60.24 (29.28) 8.33 

Don’t forget that you have no control over chance (n = 20) 58.13 (24.35) 6.47 

Remember that it is a game of chance (n = 26) 56.35 (25.03) 7.89 

Chance is the only decisive factor of this game (n = 27) 50.63 (26.89) 8.37 

Don’t forget that this is only due to chance (n = 28) 47.84 (27.53) 7.68 

Messages promoting responsible gambling 47.49 (28.07) 2.28 

So that gambling remains a game (n = 20) 64.25 (24.20) 8.19 

Keep it fun, stay in control (n = 38) 46.79 (29.55) 9.57 

Remain the master of the game (n = 21) 43.88 (28.59) 7.03 

Gamble responsibly (n = 20) 43.50 (27.37) 7.13 

Gamble in a balanced way (n = 24) 41.15 (25.45) 9.24 

Note. For the communicative value scale, higher scores are indicative of a high communicative value. 

Conversely, for the preventive value ranks, a lower score indicates a high perceived preventive value. 

 

 

In order to explore the impact of the type of message on each criterion of conversational 

pragmatics, we conducted 10 analyses of variance (ANOVA) with the scores of each item of 

conversational pragmatics as the dependent variables. 

The analysis revealed a main effect of type of messages on Comprehension and clarity of the 

message (F(2, 339) = 5.354, MSe = 1156.21, p < .005, = .031) and on Ambiguity of the 

message (F(2, 339) = 6.47, MSe = 1405.23, p < .002, = .037). Messages promoting 

responsible gambling were judged to be less comprehensible and clear (M = 52.39, SD = 

35.73) than messages informing about the risks (M = 69.17, SD = 29.96; p < .013) and 
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messages correcting erroneous beliefs (M = 62.86, SD = 33.73; p < .026). Moreover, 

messages promoting responsible gambling were more ambiguous (M = 59.43, SD = 37.28) 

than messages informing about the risks (M = 42.74, SD = 36.00; p < .028) and messages 

correcting erroneous beliefs (M = 44.66, SD = 38.21; p < .003) (Table 2). All other 

comparisons between messages informing about the risks and messages correcting erroneous 

beliefs were not significant (all p-values > .05). 

3.3. Preventive value 

A Friedman test was conducted on the mean rank of the type of messages (χ²(2) = 84.83, p < 

.001). Messages informing about the risks were the most preventive (mean rank = 1.61), 

followed by messages correcting erroneous beliefs (mean rank = 2.11) and messages 

promoting responsible gambling (mean rank = 2.28). 

3.4. Link between the communicative and preventive values 

The communicative value was correlated with the preventive value of the message (rs = -.556, 

p < .05). Messages with the highest communicative values were the most preventive, and vice 

versa. A negative correlation was due to opposite codification of the communicative and 

preventive value: a high communicative value corresponded to a high value of the message 

while a high rank on the preventive value corresponded to a low value (the message with the 

lowest rank was codified as the fourteenth).  

The ranks given to the types of messages according to their communicative and preventive 

values did not differ significantly (χ²(1) = 0.117, ns). Messages informing about the risks had 

the highest communicative value (M = 62.26, SD = 27.20) and the highest preventive value 

(mean rank = 1.61). Messages promoting responsible gambling had the lowest communicative 

value (M = 47.49, SD = 28.07) and the lowest preventive value (Mean rank = 2.28). Messages 

correcting erroneous beliefs fell between them on both their communicative value (M = 57.23, 

SD = 26.22) and their preventive value (Mean rank = 2.11).  
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4. Discussion 

The purpose of the current study was to evaluate three types of prevention messages (i.e. 

messages correcting erroneous beliefs, messages informing about the risks and those 

promoting responsible gambling) by using the criteria of conversational pragmatics. 

Specifically, we sought to examine whether actual European messages were correctly 

understood as prevention messages. First, our results showed that both the preventive and 

communicative values of messages informing about the risks and messages correcting 

erroneous beliefs were better than for messages promoting responsible gambling. Messages 

promoting responsible gambling were found to be ambiguous.  

Importantly, this study demonstrated the link between communicative and preventive 

values. A message that communicates well is considered as more preventive than a message 

that communicates badly. This result is consistent with both the literature on prevention 

messages (Laughery & Wogalter, 2014; Rogers et al., 2000) and the recommendations of the 

French Regulatory Authority of Gambling (ARJEL, 2013). The results obtained highlight the 

need for further research on the communicative value of prevention messages. Indeed, the 

vast majority of studies on prevention messages have focused on their preventive value (Auer 

& Griffiths, 2015; Chaiken & Trope, 1999; May, Whelan, Meyers, & Steenbergh, 2005; Petty 

& Cacioppo, 1986; Rothman, Bartels, Wlaschin, & Salovey, 2006). The preventive value of a 

message is its ability to modify attitudes and/or behaviors. In the present study, we showed 

that considering the communicative value of the messages can give helpful insights in the 

evaluation of prevention messages. 

Our results support the fact that messages informing on the risks and messages correcting 

erroneous beliefs effectively communicate preventive intentions. These results are consistent 

with the literature, which shows that these messages are able to, respectively, increase the 

knowledge on the risks of gambling and correct erroneous beliefs (Steenbergh et al, 2004). 
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Thus, these two semantic contents appropriately broadcast preventive intentions. These results 

encourage further research on the use of these messages. 

Results also showed that individuals perceived messages promoting responsible gambling 

(e.g. Remain the master of the game in France and Keep it fun, stay in control in the United 

Kingdom) as less preventive than messages informing about the risks (e.g. Gambling can 

cause a dependency) and messages correcting erroneous beliefs (e.g. Remember that it is a 

game of chance). These results are consistent with the results of Papineau and colleagues 

(2012) who found that the Quebec National Prevention Campaign (Bet on yourself) was 

comprehended as an incentive to gamble, which was the complete opposite of the preventive 

intentions of this campaign. The present findings offer a structural explanation for this 

phenomenon by identifying the semantic content “responsible gambling” as problematic. The 

present study enriches the findings of Papineau and colleagues (2012) by using a much larger 

and representative corpus of prevention messages. This allowed us to identify the concept of 

responsible gambling as a risk factor for the ambiguity of prevention messages. The example 

of self-appraisal messages, which could be considered as part of a responsible gambling 

strategy, are in fact very different from messages promoting responsible gambling. The fact 

that self-appraisal messages are directly oriented towards reminding time or money spent 

might prove to be the key components of their effectiveness (Monaghan & Blaszczynski, 

2010). Indeed, our study has shown that messages that only remind the concept of responsible 

gambling in prevention messages are not appropriate to communicate preventive intentions. 

In this perspective, our results suggest that self-appraisal messages cannot be considered to be 

messages promoting responsible gambling. 

Our results indicate that messages promoting responsible gambling specifically violated 

Grice’s maxim of manner (i.e. they are ambiguous). More importantly, this supports the idea 

that multiple interpretations of these messages were available to the reader. The reader might 
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associate responsible gambling with: 1) the possibility to control his/her risky behaviors and 

limit them when necessary (Parke et al., 2015), and 2) the possibility to control the risky 

situation, which corresponds exactly to the illusion of control (Langer, 1975). Research has 

now to determine whether individuals rely or not on the illusion of control (Ejova et al., 2013; 

Langer, 1975) to interpret messages promoting responsible gambling. 

The fact that prevention messages promoting responsible gambling are ambiguous is 

alarming. By promoting responsible gambling, public policies and gambling operators aim to 

help gamblers to better control their behavior. However, in practice, it is possible that these 

messages do not fulfil their intended goal. Indeed, we showed that these messages are 

ambiguous and do not communicate what they are supposed to. The best-case scenario is that 

these messages have no negative impact, but under worst-case intake conditions, these 

messages could act as gambling promotion messages. We need more studies to determine the 

presence of illusion of control in these messages, and to evaluate its impact on the gambler’s 

risk taking and perseverance. These studies will make it possible to inform public policies and 

warn gambling operators. The present study opens a new field of research about prevention 

messages promoting responsible gambling.  

This study has some limitations. First, the corpus of prevention messages used in this 

study was relatively small, not representative of all types of prevention messages and only 

involved problem gambling prevention. Indeed, we chose to evaluate actual European 

messages in order to give direct, practical insights to public policies. Following studies should 

use a more standardized and pretested corpus of messages to ascertain the generalizability of 

the results. Second, the sample was not representative of all European countries as recruitment 

was undertaken only in France. As a result, participants could have been familiar with some 

actual messages (they were probably familiar with Remain the master of the game) but not 

with foreign and created messages. Participants participated voluntarily, without incentives, 
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which could entail self-selection bias. However, we randomly distributed the conditions. As 

such, the differences found between the conditions cannot be explained by this bias. Third, we 

did not evaluate whether a message is effective or not. It could be argued that messages 

evaluated as bad communications could still be effective in preventing problem gambling. For 

instance, the French message Remain the master of the game, known as a prevention message 

by the French population, could be considered conventionally as a prevention message. Thus, 

this message could still have a positive impact on the gambler’s behavior. Further evaluation 

of prevention messages should examine the ability to retrieve the message and its positive, 

negative or neutral consequences on behaviors. The results obtained encourage pursuing the 

evaluation of actual prevention messages used in more countries, other risky domains and 

with more representative samples. 

 

Conclusion 

Primary prevention campaigns aim to preserve and promote good health through 

proactive interventions such as information campaigns promoting individual’s responsible 

control of gambling (Meyer et al., 2009). However, the misunderstandings observed in the 

literature (Papineau et al., 2012) and our results confirm the necessity to increase the 

effectiveness of these messages to communicate preventive intentions. The preventive 

intentions of messages that inform on the risks of gambling and messages that correct 

erroneous beliefs are correctly grasped. However, we showed that actual prevention messages 

such as the French message Remain the master of the game, the Swiss message So that 

gambling remains a game, the Spanish message Gamble responsibly, the British message 

Keep it fun, stay in control and the Belgian message Gamble in a balanced way have little 

communicative and preventive value. Consequently, a more systematic evaluation of the 

comprehension of actual prevention messages is required. Our results underline two important 
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aspects that need to be studied in prevention messages: first, particular attention should be 

given to the comprehension of the messages and second, the concept of responsible gambling 

in prevention messages might be problematic. An approach that focuses on reminding time 

and money spent (i.e. self-appraisal messages: “Do you know how long you have been 

playing?”) is more promising for public policies than prevention campaigns that only remind 

the concept of responsible gambling. 
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