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The Health and Social Care Alliance Scotland (the ALLIANCE) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the UK Government Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) consultation on proposals for a maximum stake limit for online slots games[endnoteRef:1].  [1:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/a-maximum-stake-limit-for-online-slots-games-in-great-britain] 


The ALLIANCE Scotland Reducing Gambling Harm programme[endnoteRef:2] works to raise awareness of, and advocate for, a public health approach to tacking gambling harm in Scotland. To support this, it hosts the Scottish Gambling Harm Lived Experience Forum. The Scottish Gambling Harms Lived Experience Forum’s vision is to put the voice of people affected by gambling at the heart of action to reduce those harms.  [2:  https://www.alliance-scotland.org.uk/lived-experience/networks/scotland-reducing-gambling-harm/] 


This response is informed by consultation with the Scottish Lived Experience Forum and partners working to reduce gambling harm in Scotland.

The ALLIANCE advocates taking a public health approach to reducing gambling harm, which means recognising the social determinants of health which are not equally accessible to all people across society, together with appreciating and working to overcome, prevent or minimise the impacts that gambling can have on a person’s health, relationships, and finances, as well as wider impacts on the individual, family, community, and society. A public health approach to reducing gambling harm consists of a coordinated approach including universal, selective, and targeted actions, focusing on prevention, harm reduction and empowering communities[endnoteRef:3].   [3:  www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/issue/vol6no1/PIIS2468-2667(20)X0013-2] 




Q1) For the purposes of introducing a maximum stake limit, the government intends to align with the definition of online slots used by the Gambling Commission. We therefore intend for the limit to apply to:

“Remote casino games of a reel-based type (including games that have non-traditional reels or which combine elements of other games within a slot game mechanic).”

Q1a) Does this description of online slots adequately describe the products intended for inclusion in the maximum stake limit’s scope? 

No.

Q1b) Please explain your answer. 

The ALLIANCE does not have the technical knowledge required to be confident that the proposed definition of online slots “catches the intended game types and does not create loopholes or incentivise the development of products which are functionally similar but might be argued to be technically exempt”[endnoteRef:4].   [4:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/a-maximum-stake-limit-for-online-slots-games-in-great-britain/consultation-on-proposals-for-a-maximum-stake-limit-for-online-slots-games] 


However, the ALLIANCE strongly opposes the foundational position proposed in this consultation that DCMS “do not intend to introduce a maximum stake limit for online games other than online slots.”[endnoteRef:5] It is our view that maximum stake limits legislation should encompass a much broader category of online gambling products to both minimise current harm being experienced, and future proof the legislation as online gambling products continue to develop and their usage increases. [5:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/a-maximum-stake-limit-for-online-slots-games-in-great-britain/consultation-on-proposals-for-a-maximum-stake-limit-for-online-slots-games] 


As well as this, any definition adopted should be reviewed at regular intervals to future proof its relevance to a continually developing sector. 


Q2) The government is developing a description of a maximum stake. This description will be adapted in legislation to introduce a maximum stake limit. The proposed description of a maximum stake is:
‘Maximum stake per spin’ means the maximum amount a player can pay or risk per spin or game cycle.

Q2a) Is this description of stake suitable for the purpose of the introduction of a maximum stake limit for online slots games? 

No

Q2b) Please explain your answer. 

It is the ALLIANCE’s view that a ‘maximum stake’ should not be described such that its application is limited to spin or game cycles. Its application should be applicable across a range of game design elements, such as length of play, in order to minimise potential harm. 

We also note the work being undertaken by Gambling Commissions to consult on other structural characteristics of gambling products, and we strongly call for the findings and recommendations from these consultations to be considered in harmony, so as to develop one cohesive package of player protections.

It is also the ALLIANCE’s position that any adopted definition should be reviewed at regular intervals to future proof their relevance to a continually developing sector.


Q3) For the purposes of introducing a maximum stake limit per spin or game cycle, the government intends to align with the definition of game cycle used by the Gambling Commission’s Remote Technical Standards. Game cycle is defined as:

A game cycle starts when a player depresses the ‘start button’ or takes equivalent action to initiate the game and ends when all money or money’s worth staked or won during the game has been either lost or delivered to, or made available for collection by the player and the start button or equivalent becomes available to initiate the next game.

Q3a) Is this description of game cycle suitable for the purpose of the introduction of a maximum stake limit for online slots games? (Mandatory response)

No.

Q3b) Please explain your answer. (Optional response)

This definition of game cycle does not make explicit reference to any player protections, such as a cooling off period after the game has been played or won. The ALLIANCE advocates for a description of a game cycle which builds in these measures as fundamental and crucial elements of game design. 

It is also the ALLIANCE’s position that any adopted definition should be reviewed at regular intervals to future proof their relevance to a continually developing sector.

Q4) The government is aiming to introduce a maximum stake limit that strikes an appropriate balance between preventing harm and preserving consumer freedoms.

Q4a) What maximum stake limit for online slot games would you support, if any? 

£2 

Q4b) Please explain your answer, providing evidence where possible. 

The number of people experiencing gambling harm whilst using online slot products is disproportionately high. They were the most commonly used product by people using the National Gambling Treatment Service in 2021/22[endnoteRef:6].   [6:  https://www.begambleaware.org/sites/default/files/2022-11/202216_GA_Annual%20stats_report_English_v4.pdf#page=47] 


Online slots are understood to be high risk products in relation to gambling harm[endnoteRef:7], and, as stake limits increase, so does the proportion of people using them being harmed. The ALLIANCE, therefore, supports the lowest possible maximum stake limit. [7:  https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/strategy/national-strategic-assessment-2020/the-gambling-product-what-are-the-issues-higher-risk-products] 


Stake limits, however, must not be considered and implemented in isolation, but as part of a holistic suite of wider player protections which reinforce and complement one another. Otherwise, the potential stake limits have to reduce gambling harm risks being undermined by other harmful elements of game design. 

As such, the ALLIANCE notes and welcomes the recognition in the Consultation’s Impact Assessment that stake limits are not “a standalone solution to tackling gambling harm, there are external factors that will have an impact on the success of a slots stake limit”[endnoteRef:8].  [8:  https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1173441/Online_Slots_Stake_Limit_Impact_Assessment.pdf] 


Some of the other areas which must be considered in parallel with stake limits are: deposit limits; limits on total losses; limiting length of play/ sessions; accessibility of online products; speed of play; affordability checks; and disrupting play/cooling off periods.

Continued monitoring to evaluate the impact and inform the improvement of stake limits is also critical.  Therefore, the ALLIANCE welcomes the Consultation’s remarks that “no matter what option is chosen, there will be future opportunities to review and if necessary adjust the limits”[endnoteRef:9]. Clear timescales and plans for this review process should be established, published for transparency, and committed to. [9:  https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/a-maximum-stake-limit-for-online-slots-games-in-great-britain/consultation-on-proposals-for-a-maximum-stake-limit-for-online-slots-games] 


Effective evaluation and monitoring should ensure stake limits and game designs are evidence led and targeted to protect individuals being most harmed by gambling. Robust high-quality data and evidence collection is needed to facilitate this, supported by routine and transparent data sharing from the gambling industry and financial institutions. Adequate resourcing (both human and monetary), independent from the gambling industry, must be allocated to facilitate this. 

Furthermore, it is the ALLIANCE’s position that any evaluation and monitoring plan should be co-produced with people with lived experience of gambling harm. For outcomes and indicators to truly capture the impact of stake limits on reducing gambling harm, they should be shaped by those who have experience of them. Evaluation should also seek to capture the impact of stake limits on preventing gambling harm. 

Q5) The government is seeking a balanced approach to the protection of young adults. We recognise the evidence of risks which can accompany potentially vulnerable young adults gambling on high risk online slots at high stakes, but also that as adults we must treat those aged 18-24 fairly and proportionately.

Q5a) What maximum stake, if any, do you support for young adults aged 18-24? 

£2 

Q5b) Please explain your answer and reference any relevant supporting evidence if appropriate. 

As stated in the answer to Q4b, the ALLIANCE advocates for the lowest possible stake limit, due to the high risk nature of the online slots[endnoteRef:10] and the disproportionately high number of people experiencing harm whilst using them.   [10:  https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/strategy/national-strategic-assessment-2020/the-gambling-product-what-are-the-issues-higher-risk-products] 


This is even more apparent for young people, who have the highest rate of ‘problem gambling’ of any age group[endnoteRef:11].  [11:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gambling-related-harms-evidence-review] 


Again, as described in Q4b, stake limits are only one element of addressing gambling harm for this age group and wider player protections and game design must be considered in line with them. Stake limits, player protections and safer product development must work collectively to minimise and prevent gambling harm. 

Some of the other areas which must be considered in parallel with stake limits are: deposit limits; limits on total losses; limiting length of play/ sessions; accessibility of online products; speed of play; affordability checks; disrupting play/ cooling off periods.

The monitoring and evaluation of these measures is critical to identify whether stake limits are working and to inform their continued improvement. In addition, there must be continual review periods built in to ensure that the measures continue to be effective as the online products change and evolve. This should be led by children and young people themselves, to ensure that developments are informed, recognised and meaningful to the community they are aimed at protecting. The ALLIANCE’s research, delivered in partnership with Fast Forward and Young Scot, found a strong appetite (84%) from children and young people for this, and to have a voice in shaping wider law and policy around gambling and gambling-like game features[endnoteRef:12]. [12:  https://www.fastforward.org.uk/new-report-young-peoples-views-on-gambling-and-gaming/
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Adequate resourcing, independent from the gambling industry, must be allocated to facilitate this monitoring and evaluation process and any development work needed to involve young people in it. 

Q6) The options considered throughout this consultation are likely to have significant impacts on both gambling customers (including those being harmed by gambling) and businesses. Our impact estimates for each option under consideration are considered in full in the consultation stage impact assessment.

Q6a) Are there any additional impact considerations, including on the assumptions in the accompanying impact assessment or on the risk of unintended consequences? (Mandatory response)

Yes

Q6b) Please explain your answer and provide relevant evidence. We would particularly welcome input on transition costs and on the impacts for small and micro businesses. (Optional response)

The Consultation Impact Assessment provides a breakdown of impact across the protected characteristics, as identified by the Equality Act 2010. However, there are a number of other communities beyond this who are disproportionately impacted by gambling harm and who therefore should be considered.

Some of the other community groups who should be reviewed include:

· People affected by substance use.
· People affected by homelessness.
· People living in poverty.
· People affected mental ill-health. 
· People affected by suicide.
· Affected others.

Q7) The Department for Culture, Media and Sport will have due regard to the public sector equality duty, including considering the impact of these proposals on those who share protected characteristics, as provided by the Equality Act 2010. These are age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, and sexual orientation.

Please indicate if you believe any of the proposals in this Consultation are likely to impact persons who share such protected characteristics and, if so, please explain which group(s) of persons, what the impact on any such group might be and if you have any views. 

When considering the impact and unintended consequences on protected characteristics and other community groups, it is important to acknowledge the significant data gaps which currently exist. 

The hidden nature of gambling harm and historically limited independent funding options mean that there are considerable data gaps surrounding the topic. Many protected characteristic groups, such as women, minoritised ethnic communities, disabled people and LGBTQIA+ communities, have limited research into how they are impacted by gambling and gambling harm. 

To fully understand how these communities may be impacted requires the development of a robust evidence base. It is therefore the ALLIANCE’s position that further evidence is needed to inform the Consultation’s Impact Assessment and that investment and resourcing for this should be made a priority and must be independent of the gambling industry.

Q8) Are there any other factors or points you wish to highlight that have not been considered above? 

Evaluation and monitoring are critical to ensuring that stake limits effectively reduce gambling and to inform their continued development. To ensure this, review processes must be co-produced with people with lived experience, so that they are connected to and capture people’s real world experience of gambling harm.

It is also crucial that any evaluation framework is embedded within a public health approach to tackling gambling harm. Evaluation and monitoring must not only capture how stake limits reduce gambling harm, but also whether they can effectively prevent it, and how this is experienced at both individual and societal levels.

Furthermore, it is the ALLIANCE’s position that any activity to tackle gambling harm should be developed and delivered holistically. How stake limits are implemented should be considered in line with wider player protections and game design, to ensure they work collectively and cohesively to reduce harm.

For this purpose, it is crucial that further evidence and data is collected to identify the games, time, days and wider factors which present the highest risks to individuals and target further interventions to mitigate these.

Some of the other areas which must be considered in parallel with stake limits are: deposit limits; limits on total losses; limiting length of play/ sessions; accessibility of online products; speed of play; affordability checks; and disrupting play/ cooling off periods.







About the ALLIANCE

The Health and Social Care Alliance Scotland (the ALLIANCE) is the national third sector intermediary for health and social care, bringing together a diverse range of people and organisations who share our vision, which is a Scotland where everyone has a strong voice and enjoys their right to live well with dignity and respect.

We are a strategic partner of the Scottish Government and have close working relationships with many NHS Boards, academic institutions and key organisations spanning health, social care, housing and digital technology.  

Our purpose is to improve the wellbeing of people and communities across Scotland. We bring together the expertise of people with lived experience, the third sector, and organisations across health and social care to inform policy, practice and service delivery. Together our voice is stronger and we use it to make meaningful change at the local and national level.

The ALLIANCE has a strong and diverse membership of over 3,300 organisations and individuals. Our broad range of programmes and activities deliver support, research and policy development, digital innovation and knowledge sharing. We manage funding and spotlight innovative projects; working with our members and partners to ensure lived experience and third sector expertise is listened to and acted upon by informing national policy and campaigns, and putting people at the centre of designing support and services. 

We aim to:
 
· Ensure disabled people, people with long term conditions and unpaid carers voices, expertise and rights drive policy and sit at the heart of design, delivery and improvement of support and services.
· Support transformational change that works with individual and community assets, helping people to live well, supporting human rights, self management, co-production and independent living.
· Champion and support the third sector as a vital strategic and delivery partner, and foster cross-sector understanding and partnership.

Contact
Georgina Charlton, Programme Manager – Special Projects
E: georgina.charlton@alliance-scotland.org.uk

Lucy Mulvagh, Director of Policy, Research and Impact
E: lucy.mulvagh@alliance-scotland.org.uk 

T: 0141 404 0231
W: http://www.alliance-scotland.org.uk/
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