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The customer-brand relationship in the gambling industry: 
positive play predicts attitudinal and behavioral loyalty
Samantha J. Hollingshead , Christopher G. Davis and Michael J. A. Wohl

Department of Psychology, Carleton University, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

ABSTRACT
This research draws on the model of positive play (i.e. responsible 
gambling) to investigate whether positive play beliefs (e.g. accurate 
understanding about the odds of success on games of chance) and 
behavior (e.g. setting a limit on gambling expenditures) are asso
ciated with attitudinal loyalty and behavioral loyalty. Results from 
Study 1 indicated that among American casino loyalty program 
members (N = 188), positive play was predictive of attitudinal 
loyalty when controlling for disordered gambling symptomatology. 
In Study 2, using survey and player-account data from 383 mem
bers of a Canadian casino loyalty program, we found that positive 
play was negatively associated with behavioral loyalty, but that this 
association was eliminated after accounting for disordered gam
bling symptomatology. These results suggest that fostering posi
tive play may help increase positive perceptions of a casino and its 
loyalty program without undermining the amount of money 
a player spends at that casino.
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Akin to other industries, casinos offer loyalty programs to strengthen the customer- 
brand relationship. Players who enroll in a loyalty program are granted rewards for 
purchases made at a casino (typically wagering on the outcome of a game of chance) with 
the aim of increasing their attitudinal (i.e. more trusting and satisfied with the casino and 
its brand) and behavioral loyalty (i.e. higher frequency of revisit and repurchase behavior; 
Baloglu, 2002; Wohl, 2018). Research from the business management perspective typi
cally examines whether customer (player) loyalty increases revenue via customer reten
tion and motivation to gamble (Lucas & Bowen, 2002; Min et al., 2016; Prentice & King, 
2011). Unlike other industries, however, the central product offered by casinos – gam
bling games such a slot machines – is addictive in nature (Blaszczynski & Nower, 2002). 
Additionally, the most common reward provided to customers in a casino loyalty 
program is extended time on device, which is a known predictor of gambling problems 
(Dixon et al., 2014; Harrigan et al., 2011; Johansson et al., 2009). Consequently, there are 
concerns that in the gambling context, casino loyalty programs contribute to gambling 
addiction, and that efforts by casinos to improve gambling literacy and to promote 
responsible gambling (to minimize harm) are antithetical to the goals of a loyalty 
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program (P. Delfabbro & King, 2021; Williams et al., 2012; Wohl, 2018). However, 
a paucity of empirical research has been directed at this issue (Torrance et al., 2021), in 
part, because access to loyalty program members and their player account data has been 
limited.

In the current research, we surveyed loyalty program members (Study 1 and 2) and 
leveraged access to player account data (Study 2) to directly assess whether loyalty is 
a function of players’ endorsement of beliefs and engagement in behaviors that help them 
to gamble in a safe and responsible manner (i.e. positive play; Wood & Griffiths, 2015; 
Wood et al., 2017). Players who gamble responsibly by, for instance, setting and adhering 
to limits on the amount of money they spend gambling tend not to experience gambling- 
related harms and are more likely to report enjoying their gambling experiences (i.e. 
positive players; Tabri et al., 2020; Wood & Griffiths, 2015; Wood et al., 2017). Thus, 
positive players who join a casino-based loyalty program should find themselves 
rewarded for their spend but not feel the negative consequences of excessive spending. 
The net effect should be greater satisfaction, trust in and identification with the casino 
(i.e. attitudinal loyalty). However, because positive players tend to use strategies that help 
them to control their gambling expenditure, positive play beliefs and behaviors may be 
associated with lower player spend (i.e. less behavior loyalty).

Positive play as a predictor of attitudinal and behavioral loyalty

Customer loyalty is typically understood as consisting of two related dimensions: attitu
dinal and behavioral loyalty (Dick & Basu, 1994). Attitudinal loyalty refers to the extent 
to which the customer trusts the company and is satisfied with their products and/or 
services (Baloglu, 2002; Gomez et al., 2006; Tanford & Baloglu, 2013). Additionally, 
attitudinal loyalty applies to the emotional connection or sense of identification with the 
brand (Kang et al., 2015). In contrast, behavioral loyalty is reflected in the actual 
behaviors of the customer that are demonstrative of loyalty. This form of loyalty refers 
to how often a customer revisits and repurchases company goods, as well as the extent to 
which they purchase company goods over similar competition (i.e. share of wallet) and 
endorse the brand by word of mouth (i.e. recommending the company and its products 
to potential customers; Baloglu, 2002; Baloglu et al., 2017; Dick & Basu, 1994). One of the 
central means companies use to create and maintain both attitudinal and behavioral 
loyalty is by offering customers the opportunity to join a loyalty program, where they can 
receive rewards in exchange for their patronage (Uncles et al., 2003).

The gambling industry has traditionally focused on loyalty through a business and 
management lens (i.e. who joins loyalty programs and what drives profits; Baloglu, 2002; 
Barsky & Tzolov, 2010; Liu, 2007). Limited research has focused on loyalty programs 
from a public health or social responsibility perspective. Yet, in accordance with the Reno 
Model (Blaszczynski et al., 2004) – a model that adopts a social responsibility lens to 
gambling – most casino operators have accepted that they have a social responsibility for 
the well-being of their customers and an ethical responsibility to help minimize the 
harms that stem from gambling. With the Reno Model as their guide, responsible 
gambling programs have been developed that help educate players about the risks 
associated with gambling and provide players with tools to keep their wagering within 
an affordable limit (Blaszczynski et al., 2011; M. J. A. Wohl et al., 2013). The net effect is 
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that casino business marketing often weighs customer retention via loyalty programs 
against harm minimization efforts (e.g. promoting limit setting and adherence; Wohl, 
2018). However, these two objectives may not be at odds. Indeed, responsible players 
tend to have a better gambling experience, which should cultivate loyalty.

Wood et al. (2017) recently proposed a model of positive play to help casino operators 
better understand the beliefs and behaviors that help players to keep their gambling from 
becoming problematic. They argued that positive play can be organized into two positive 
beliefs (i.e. gambling literacy and personal responsibility) and two positive behaviors (i.e. 
honesty & control and pre-commitment). Gambling literacy reflects the extent to which 
players hold an accurate understanding about their (low) odds of winning. Personal 
responsibility refers to the extent to which players accept that they hold the ultimate 
responsibility for the money and time they spend gambling. Honesty & control reflects 
the extent to which players are open and truthful with others about the amount of money 
and time they spend gambling and are in control of their gambling behavior. Lastly, pre- 
commitment is the extent to which players consider and adhere to self-imposed money 
and time limits.

Positive players tend to report enjoying their gambling experience (Wood & Griffiths, 
2015). This is of significance because customers who view the products that they 
purchase as providing hedonic value (i.e. positive experience) are more trusting and 
satisfied with the company that offers the product and are more likely to identify with the 
company relative to customers who do not perceive hedonic value (Babin et al., 1994; 
Bhattacharya et al., 1995). Importantly, trust, satisfaction and identification are critical 
components of attitudinal loyalty (Back & Parks, 2003; Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Gomez 
et al., 2006; Kuikka & Laukkanen, 2012). In this light, endorsement of positive play beliefs 
and behaviors should be positively associated with attitudinal loyalty. Such an association 
would help explain why some players are attitudinally loyal despite the odds of winning 
money not being in their favor.

However, the same positive play factors that facilitate attitudinal loyalty may under
mine behavioral loyalty, which is typically defined by customers’ actual purchase beha
viors (i.e. money spent gambling; Baloglu, 2002; Liu, 2007; Prentice, 2013). Being in 
control of one’s gambling and pre-committing to a spending limit are, by definition, 
behaviors that restrict gambling-related spend so as not to lose an excessive amount of 
money (see, Wood & Griffiths, 2008). Thus, whilst positive players should demonstrate 
more attitudinal loyalty compared to those who do not engage in positive play, they may 
demonstrate less behavioral loyalty.

Overview of the current research

In two studies, we assessed the relation between positive play and attitudinal loyalty 
(Study 1) as well as behavioral loyalty (Study 2). Importantly, we posited that the effect 
of positive play on attitudinal loyalty may differ from the effect it would have on 
behavioral loyalty. Those who understand how gambling games work (i.e. high in 
gambling literacy), take personal responsibility for their gambling, are honest and in 
control of their gambling, and pre-commit when gambling (i.e. set and adhere to 
a limit on the amount of money and time one spends gambling) tend not to spend 
a lot of money gambling (Tabri et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2017). As such, players who 
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are higher in positive play may not demonstrate as much behavioral loyalty as players 
who are lower in positive play. However, positive beliefs and behaviors should translate 
to more positive gambling experiences (Wood & Griffiths, 2015), and thus greater 
attitudinal loyalty (as evidenced by heightened satisfaction and identification with their 
loyalty program).

In addition to hypothesizing that positive play, in general, will be positively associated 
with attitudinal loyalty but negatively associated with behavioral loyalty, we hypothesized 
that there may be some variance in the effects of the individual positive play components 
on player loyalty. Because brand loyalty is based on a perceived relationship between the 
brand and the customer (Kumar & Reinartz, 2018), personal responsibility and honesty 
& control, which reflect the player’s intrinsic thoughts about their own gambling habits 
may have little relation with how the player perceives and interacts with the casino (i.e. 
attitudinal and behavioral loyalty). Conversely, pre-commitment and gambling literacy 
reflect positive play components that involve direct engagement with the casino (i.e. 
outwardly focused aspects of positive play). Specifically, gambling literacy reflects an 
understanding that the odds of success at games played at a casino are not in the player’s 
favor, and pre-commitment involves the player actively deciding how much money they 
are willing to lose gambling on casino games. When adhering to a pre-set money limit, 
players may have a more satisfactory experience (i.e. higher attitudinal loyalty) and spend 
less money gambling (i.e. lower behavioral loyalty) than when they do not set a limit on 
their gambling-related spend or they exceed their pre-set limit. We were, however, 
agnostic about the effect of gambling literacy. On the one hand, those high in gambling 
literacy should understand that gambling should be viewed as entertainment, which 
could increase attitudinal loyalty and decrease behavioral loyalty. However, those with 
greater gambling literacy also understand that gambling is a losing game (i.e. in the long 
run there are very few winners; Turner, 2011) which may undermine attitudinal loyalty. 
Moreover, those low in gambling literacy who have a lower understanding of the low 
odds of gambling games may spend more money gambling, and thus have higher levels of 
behavioral loyalty.

In Study 1, we used data from members of one of the largest casino rewards 
programs in the United States to test the hypothesis that there would be a significant 
and positive association between positive play and attitudinal loyalty (operationalized 
as trust, satisfaction and identification with the loyalty program). We also explored the 
association between attitudinal loyalty and each of the four positive play subscales. We 
conducted each of these analyses with and without disordered gambling symptomatol
ogy in the model to assess the extent to which disordered gambling symptomatology 
accounts for the examined associations. We did so because previous research (see, 
Hollingshead et al., 2021; Prentice & Wong, 2015) has found that loyalty covaries with 
disordered gambling symptomatology and loyalty card use increases alongside disor
dered gambling symptomatology (P. Delfabbro & King, 2021). For instance, 
Hollingshead et al. (2021) found that players with no or few symptoms of disordered 
gambling reported greater attitudinal and behavioral loyalty when in the higher com
pared to lower tiers of a loyalty program. However, because no previous research has 
assessed the relation between positive play and loyalty, we were agnostic to whether 
disordered gambling symptomatology would influence the hypothesized positive play- 
loyalty link.
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In Study 2, we were uniquely positioned to assess the association between positive play 
and behavioral loyalty because we were not only able to survey players enrolled in 
a Canadian casino loyalty program, we were also given access to their player-account 
data (if the player granted us consent to do so). We tested the hypothesis that positive 
play (as well as its components) is negatively associated with behavioral loyalty. Once 
again, we conducted the analyses both with and without disordered gambling sympto
matology in the model.

Materials and data used in Study 1, as well as materials and survey data used in Study 2 
are publicly available via the Open Science Framework (OSF): https://osf.io/e9gu5/? 
view_only=842c7fc0ff4b4abebe0eddc3647afcd0. The player account data used in Study 
2 are proprietary and thus cannot be posted.

Study 1

The purpose of Study 1 was to test the predictive utility of positive play beliefs and 
behaviors on members’ attitudinal loyalty.

Participants and procedure

An a priori power analysis determined that a sample size of 165 participants would 
be required to detect a small-to-moderate effect size with 80% power (Soper, 2021). 
To account for poor data quality from some participants, we recruited approxi
mately double the number of individuals required, resulting in a total of 369 
participants completing the survey. A recruitment notice was posted on Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk inviting casino loyalty program members to participate in a study 
on their ‘Perceptions of Casino Loyalty Programs.’ Individuals were only eligible to 
participate if they: 1) were a current resident of the United States, 2) were not 
currently seeking, nor had ever previously sought treatment for their gambling 
behaviors, 3) had spent over $100 gambling at a land-based casino in the previous 
12-months and 4) were a member of a particular loyalty program, which was made 
explicit to participants. We selected the loyalty program in question because it was 
identified by Statista (2020) as being one of the most popular in North America, and 
to ensure consistency in the sample.

Participants first granted consent to their participation and completed a brief 
eligibility screener. Consenting participants then completed a survey battery and 
were then fully debriefed and compensated with US$0.80 for their participation. 
This study received ethical clearance from the authors’ institutional research review 
board.

A total of 181 participants provided names of casinos that were not affiliated with the 
particular rewards program or were not actually casinos (e.g. ‘MasterCard’). As a result, 
these participants were deemed to have poor data quality, and were removed from the 
analyses. The final sample thus consisted of 188 participants (116 (61.7%) males, 72 
(38.3%) females), with the average age being approximately 37 years old (M = 37.21, 
SD = 10.62).
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Materials

Disordered gambling symptomatology
Level of disordered gambling symptomatology was measured using the Problem 
Gambling Severity Index (PGSI; Ferris & Wynne, 2001). The scale consists of nine 
items (α = .95) and is designed to be a general measure of level of disordered gambling 
symptoms. Example items include ‘How often have you felt you might have a problem 
with gambling?’ and ‘How often has your gambling caused you any health problems, 
including stress or anxiety?’ Response options ranged from 0 (never) to 3 (almost always). 
A sum score was calculated to represent the level of disordered gambling symptoms, with 
larger scores representing a higher number and frequency of disordered gambling 
symptoms.

Positive play beliefs and behaviors
The Positive Play Scale (Wood et al., 2017) was used to measure positive play beliefs and 
behaviors. The gambling literacy subscale included three items (α = .73) (e.g. ‘Gambling 
is not a good way to make money’ and ‘My chances of winning get better after I have lost’ 
(reverse-coded)). The personal responsibility subscale included four items (α = .87) (e.g. 
‘I should be able to walk away from gambling at any time’ and ‘It’s my responsibility to 
spend only money that I can afford to lose’). These belief subscales were anchored at 1 
(strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree). The third subscale was comprised of three items 
(α = .83) that measured the extent to which the participant was in control of and honest 
about their gambling (e.g. ‘In the last month I felt in control of my gambling behavior’ 
and ‘In the last month I was honest with my family and/or friends about the amount of 
money I spent gambling’). The final subscale consisted of four items (α = .87) designed to 
measure the player’s pre-commitment. Example items included: ‘I considered the 
amount of time I was willing to spend before I gambled’ and ‘I only gambled with 
money that I could afford to lose.’ Response options for the behavior subscales were 
anchored at 1 (never) and 7 (always). Mean scores were calculated for each subscale, with 
higher scores representing higher endorsement of positive play beliefs and behaviors. The 
positive play scale has been found to be a valid and reliable measure of responsible 
gambling beliefs and behaviors (Tabri et al., 2020).

To measure the participant’s level of overall positive play beliefs and behaviors, 
a composite score was created. To do so, all subscale scores were z-scored to standardize 
the measures.

Attitudinal loyalty
Fourteen items were used to measure attitudinal loyalty toward the rewards program. 
Twelve of the items were experimenter created and were designed to measure different 
facets of attitudinal loyalty including identification (e.g. ‘I am invested in the [name of 
loyalty program]’), satisfaction (e.g. ‘I value being a member of [name of loyalty pro
gram]’), and trust (e.g. ‘I trust that I will get my money’s worth out of being a [name of 
loyalty program] member’). As well, two items from Cameron’s (2004) ingroup affect 
subscale of social identity were adapted to the current context and used to measure 
affective loyalty (e.g. ‘I’m glad to be a [name of loyalty program] member’). Response 
options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A factor analysis using 
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maximum likelihood determined that all 14 loaded on a single factor (factor loadings 
>.60; α = .96). Thus, a mean score was calculated with higher scores indicating higher 
levels of attitudinal loyalty.

Results

Means, standard deviations and between-variable correlations are reported in Table 1. 
An assessment of data normality is provided in Supplementary Materials on OSF.

Overall positive play

Positive play did not significantly predict attitudinal loyalty (b = .10, p = .332). Adding 
players’ score on the measure of disordered gambling symptomatology to the equation 
revealed that both positive play, b = .43, p = .001, 95% CI = [.19, .67], and disordered 
gambling symptomatology, b = .06, p < .001, 95% CI = [.04, .09], were positively related to 
attitudinal loyalty.

Individual subscales of positive play
Three of the four positive play subscales were correlated with attitudinal loyalty: gam
bling literacy (r = −.29, p < .001), honesty & control (r = .21, p = .004), and pre- 
commitment (r = .21, p = .004). Personal responsibility was not related to attitudinal 
loyalty (r = .10, p = .19). Multiple regression analysis revealed that the four subscales of 
attitudinal loyalty accounted for 18% of the variance in attitudinal loyalty toward the 
casino loyalty program, p < .001. Only gambling literacy uniquely predicted attitudinal 
loyalty, b = −.34, p < .001, 95% CI = [−.45, −.22]. Personal responsibility, b = .17, p = .12, 
95% CI = [−.04, .39], pre-commitment, b = .15, 95% CI = [−.08, .38], and honesty & 
control, b = .07, p = .51, 95% CI = [−.15, .29], did not uniquely predict attitudinal loyalty.

When disordered gambling symptomatology was entered at the next step in the 
regression model, the pattern of results did not change substantially. The five-predictor 
model accounted for 20% of the variance in attitudinal loyalty, p < .001. Gambling 

Table 1. Means, standard deviations and between variable correlations for study 1.

Variable
Scale 

Range 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.

1. Disordered Gambling 
Symptomatology

1–27 7.22 
(6.90)

2. Gambling Literacy 1–7 −.62** 4.98 
(1.48)

3. Personal Responsibility 1–7 −.42** .50** 6.07 
(1.06)

4. Honesty and Control 1–7 −.43** .26** .59** 5.52 
(1.37)

5. Pre-Commitment 1–7 −.43** .30** .57** .80** 5.62 
(1.30)

6. Overall Positive Play – −.60** .65** .84** .84** .84** 0.0 
(1.0)

7. Attitudinal Loyalty 1–7 .21* −.29** .10 .21* .21* .07 5.05 
(1.11)

*p < .01, **p < .001 
Means (and standard deviations) are provided on the diagonal.
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literacy was once again the only factor of positive play to uniquely predict attitudinal 
loyalty, b = −.25, p = .002, 95% CI = [−.40, −.09]. Disordered gambling symptomatol
ogy also uniquely predicted attitudinal loyalty, b = .03, p = .02, 95% CI = [.01, .06]. 
Personal responsibility, b = .16, p = .17, 95% CI = [−.07, .39], honesty & control, 
b = .11, p = .31, 95% CI = [−.11, .34], and pre-commitment, b = .17, p = .16, 95% 
CI = [−.07, .41], did not significantly predict attitudinal loyalty toward the rewards 
program.

Discussion

The results provided partial support for our initial hypothesis. Positive play as 
a composite score was not in and of itself associated with attitudinal loyalty. Only 
when disordered gambling symptomatology was entered into the model did the associa
tion between positive play and attitudinal loyalty emerge as significant. These results 
suggest that problem gambling severity may be a suppressor variable.

Suppressor effects often appear when there is a moderate, negative correlation 
between predictors (Watson et al., 2013), such as was the case between the composite 
score of positive play and disordered gambling symptomatology. By including disordered 
gambling in the model, the predictive utility of positive play as a composite score 
increased. The suppression effect of disordered gambling was likely observed because 
people living with a gambling disorder tend to be more loyal than recreational players (P. 
Delfabbro & King, 2021; Haycock et al., 2012). Only after accounting for the association 
between disordered gambling and loyalty does the relation between positive play and 
loyalty emerge. The results suggest that positive play and disordered gambling are 
distinguishable components – each has a positive association with attitudinal loyalty. 
Moreover, although players high in positive play have higher levels of satisfaction, trust in 
and identification with the loyalty program (i.e. attitudinal loyalty), the same is true for 
people living with a gambling disorder.

A more nuanced understanding may be drawn from the positive play subscales. Both 
positive play behaviors (i.e. honesty & control, and pre-commitment) were positively 
correlated with attitudinal loyalty toward the rewards program. Individuals who reported 
being more honest about their gambling and who frequently set limits on either the time 
or money they spend on gambling appeared to have more favorable attitudes toward the 
program. The association between positive play behaviors and attitudinal loyalty may be 
due to the player only spending what they intend, and therefore feeling that they benefit 
from belonging to the program through earning points on money spent, without 
experiencing any drawbacks (i.e. harms). Indeed, players who engage in positive play 
behaviors (e.g. set a limit on their gambling expenditures) are less likely to experience 
gambling-related harms (Delfabbro et al., 2020; Hing et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2017), 
which results in a more enjoyable experience (Wood & Griffiths, 2015) and, perhaps 
consequently, greater attitudinal loyalty.

Unexpectedly, gambling literacy was negatively associated with attitudinal loyalty. It 
may be that more knowledgeable players recognize that the ‘decks are stacked’ (so to 
speak) in favor of the casino. It may be difficult for players to have positive perceptions 
of a casino and its loyalty program when they recognize that, in the long run, there are 
very few winners (see, Turner, 2011). Supporting this idea, Delfabbro et al. (2020) 
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found that players who were higher in gambling literacy reported lower levels of 
perceived benefits of gambling, such as finding gambling enjoyable and exciting. 
Players who are not enjoying their gambling experience are unlikely to be satisfied 
customers.

One limitation of Study 1 is that both positive play and attitudinal loyalty were 
assessed by self-report in the same questionnaire battery using the same response scales, 
which some may argue could inflate correlations due to common method variance. We 
addressed this issue in Study 2 by assessing positive play via self-report and behavioral 
loyalty via actual player data.

Study 2

For Study 2, a Canadian casino operator granted us permission to both survey players 
who enrolled in their loyalty program and their player-account data (if the player 
granted us consent to do so). We used this unique opportunity to test the hypothesis 
that players who hold positive beliefs and behaviors should visit the casino less 
frequently and spend less money gambling relative to players lower in positive play. 
Moreover, these associations should hold even when disordered gambling symptoma
tology (an established predictor of behavioral loyalty; Williams & Wood, 2007) is 
considered.

We also assessed whether the individual subscales of positive play predict behavioral 
loyalty. For example, positive play factors that involve intrinsic reflection on one’s own 
gambling (i.e. personal responsibility and honesty & control) may be weak predictors of 
behavioral loyalty. The extent to which a player takes ownership of their own gambling 
habits and is honest with themselves about the time and money they spend gambling 
likely has little influence on how many times they choose to visit the casino and gamble. 
Conversely, gambling literacy may be negatively associated with behavioral loyalty. If 
a player understands that the relative odds of winning in gambling games are low and is 
gambling for mainly enjoyment purposes, they may be more likely to place conservative 
bets and smaller wagers, resulting in lower levels of behavioral loyalty.

Lastly, we examined whether behavioral loyalty is a function of the type of limit 
a player sets on their play. Although most players report that they typically set a hard 
(i.e. strict) limit on the amount of money they are willing to spend on gambling, others 
set a soft (i.e. flexible) limit (Wohl & Davis, 2020). From a responsible gambling 
perspective, setting a hard limit is more likely to minimize gambling-related harms 
because, in part, players who do so are less likely to gamble excessively (see, Wohl 
et al., 2010). In this light, we hypothesized that the relative frequency with which one 
sets hard limits would be negatively associated with money spent gambling (i.e. beha
vioral loyalty). Moreover, by adhering to a strict money limit, players will lose less money 
gambling (by way of only spending what they can afford to lose) and may therefore be 
less likely to feel the need to revisit the casino at a later date to win back their lost money 
(i.e. chase their losses). Conversely, we hypothesized that soft limit setting would be 
positively associated with visits to the casino and money spent gambling (i.e. behavioral 
loyalty) because most players gamble beyond their flexible limits (see, Rodda et al. (2019). 
We also posited that these associations would be present even when disordered gambling 
symptomatology is considered.
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Participants and procedure

Players were recruited either through an online listserv (N = 71) or were 
approached when entering the local slots and racetrack casino (N = 312). 
Interested individuals were asked whether they would like to participate in a study 
about a new limit setting tool being introduced at the casino in the next three 
months. Participants were eligible if they were members of the casino-affiliated 
loyalty program and granted the research team permission to access their player 
data recorded through their loyalty program player account.

Upon granting consent, participants completed measures assessing their level of 
disordered gambling symptomatology, and positive play beliefs and behaviors. 
Additional measures were also completed but were not analyzed in the current secondary 
data analysis. Participants were also asked to provide their loyalty program player 
account ID number to grant access to information on their number of visits to the casino 
and amount of money wagered. After the participants were debriefed, they were given 
a $10 Amazon gift card as remuneration for their participation in the study which took 
approximately 20 minutes to complete. The study received ethical clearance from the 
authors’ institutional research review board.

The final sample consisted of 383 loyalty program members (164 = males, 
217 = females) with a mean age of 56.70 (SD = 9.88). The average level of disordered 
gambling symptomatology across the sample was 3.14 (SD = 4.58) representing a mod
erate level of gambling severity.

Materials

Disordered gambling symptomatology
Disordered gambling symptomatology was measured using the same nine-item scale 
(α = .92) used in Study 1.

Positive play beliefs and behaviors
As in Study 1, the Positive Play Scale (Wood et al., 2017) was used to measure 
gambling literacy (α = .60), personal responsibility (α = .89), and honesty & control 
(α = .86). However, at the request of the casino, pre-commitment was measured 
using two separate items that assessed the player’s tendency to set and adhere to 
money limits. The first item reflected the participants’ use of soft money limits (i.e. 
‘When I play, I set a suggested (or “soft”) money budget. I give myself some 
flexibility with my money budget, should I want to keep playing.’). The second 
item assessed the player’s use of hard money limits (i.e. ‘When I play, I set a strict 
(or “hard”) money budget. I tell myself I must stop playing as soon as my money 
budget is reached.’) Response options included 1 (never), 2 (Rarely or about 10% of 
the time), 3 (Occasionally or about 30% of the time), 4 (Sometimes or about 50% of 
the time), 5 (Frequently or about 70% of the time), 6 (Usually or about 90% of the 
time) or 7 (every time). Higher scores represented a higher frequency of setting soft 
or hard money limits on their gambling expenditure. As in Study 1, we also 
calculated an overall positive play composite score.
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Behavioral loyalty
The number of visits to the casino and the amount of money wagered on gambling games 
(in CDN$ 100s) in the three months prior to the launch of the responsible gambling tool 
(as tracked through their player account) were used to represent the extent to which the 
individual was behaviorally loyal to the casino. To avoid the influence of outliers, extreme 
scores above the 95th percentile were re-coded to be equal to the 95th percentile (see, 
Wohl et al., 2017 for similar methodology).

Missing data analysis

A missing values analysis determined that there was minimal missingness on any of the 
independent variables (i.e. <5%). However, there was 21.1% and 29.2% missingness on 
visits to the casino and amount of money wagered, respectively. Missing data were 
imputed using full information maximum likelihood estimation techniques. Details of 
these analyses are provided in Supplementary Materials on OSF.

Results

Means, standard deviations and between-variable correlations are reported in Table 2. 
Results from a sensitivity analysis indicated the sample size (N = 383) was sufficiently 
powered (i.e. 80%) to detect effect sizes larger than f 2 = .04.

Overall positive play: visits

The composite score of positive play was negatively correlated with visits to the casino 
(r = −.18, p = .001) and accounted for 3% of the variance in visits to the casino. When 
disordered gambling symptomatology was entered into the model as a predictor, p = .02, 
positive play no longer predicted visits to the casino, b = −1.22, p = .31, 95% CI = [−3.54, 
1.11]. Disordered gambling symptomatology was the only unique predictor of visits to 
the casino, b = .61, 95% CI = [0.24, 0.99].

Individual subscales of positive play: visits

There was a significant, negative correlation between positive play behaviors and visits to 
the casino over a three-month period. Higher levels of honesty & control (r = −.19, 
p = .001) and hard limit setting (r = −.23, p < .001) were associated with fewer visits to the 
casino. In contrast, neither positive play belief was significantly correlated with visits to 
the casino (i.e. gambling literacy: r = −.01, p = .87, personal responsibility: r = −.09, 
p = .12), nor was frequency of setting soft money limits (r = −.08, p = .18). Results from 
the multiple regression equation revealed that positive play beliefs and behaviors 
accounted for 7% of the variance in visits to the casino, p = .02. Setting hard money 
limits was the only unique predictor of visits to the casino, b = −1.08, p = .008, 95% 
CI = [−1.89, −0.28]. Gambling literacy, b = .53, p = .34, 95% CI = [−0.56, 1.63], personal 
responsibility, b = .05, p = .94, 95% CI = [−1.15, 1.25], honesty & control, b = −1.00, 
p = .07, 95% CI = [−2.07, 0.08], and soft limit setting did not uniquely predict visits to the 
casino, b = −.11, p = .73, 95% CI = [−0.73, 0.51].
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When disordered gambling symptomatology was entered as an additional predictor, 
the same pattern of results emerged. Frequency of setting hard limits was the only facet of 
positive play to uniquely predict visits to the casino, b = −.84, p = .04, 95% CI = [−1.64, 
−.04]. Gambling literacy, b = .75, p = .14, 95% CI = [−0.24, 1.75], personal responsibility, 
b = .07, p = .91, 95% CI = [−1.07, 1.21], honesty & control, b = −.41, p = .48, 95% 
CI = [−1.55, 0.73], and soft limit setting did not predict visits to the casino, b = −.01, 
p = .97, 95% CI = [−0.83, 0.61]. However, disordered gambling symptomatology also 
uniquely predicted visits to the casino, b = .55, p = .006, 95% CI = [0.16, 0.93].

Overall positive play: money wagered

There was a significant negative correlation between the composite score of positive play 
and amount of money wagered over a three-month period (r = −.15, p = .01), accounting 
for 2% of the variance in the amount of money wagered. However, when disordered 
gambling symptomatology was entered into the model as an additional predictor, 
positive play no longer uniquely predicted amount of money wagered, b = −1.13, 
p = .44, 95% CI = [−4.01, 1.74]. Disordered gambling symptomatology was the only 
unique predictor of the amount of money wagered, b = 0.67, p = .01, 95% 
CI = [0.14, 1.23].

Individual subscales of positive play: money wagered

Only the positive play behaviors were significantly correlated with the amount 
wagered over a three-month period. There was a negative relation between honesty 
& control (r = −.14, p = .02), hard limit setting (r = −.26, p < .001), and soft limit 
setting (r = −.12, p = .05) and amount wagered. Gambling literacy (r = .08, p = .20) and 
personal responsibility (r = −.02, p = .79) were not correlated with the amount 
wagered.

Results from the regression analysis with all positive play beliefs and behaviors entered 
into the model revealed that the set of predictors accounted for 10% of the variance in the 
amount wagered, p = .004. Gambling literacy, b = 1.64, p = .03, 95% CI = [0.14, 3.15], and 
frequency of setting hard limits, b = −1.87, p = .001, 95% CI = [−2.98, −0.76] uniquely 
predicted variance in the dependent variable. Personal responsibility, b = .75, p = .39, 95% 
CI = [−0.93, 2.43], honesty & control, b = −.87, p = .31, 95% CI [−2.53, 0.79], and soft 
limit setting, b = −.53, p = .29, 95% CI = [−1.28, 0.22], did not uniquely predict amount of 
money wagered.

When disordered gambling was entered into the model as an additional predictor, the 
model accounted for 13% of the variance in amount of money wagered, p = .002. 
Moreover, the pattern of results was the same as when disordered gambling was not 
included as a predictor. Both gambling literacy, b = 1.94, p = .02, 95% CI = [0.38, 3.51], 
and hard limit setting, b = −1.58, p = .004, 95% CI = [−2.65, −0.50] uniquely predicted 
amount wagered. As well, disordered gambling symptomatology uniquely predicted the 
amount wagered, b = 0.60, p = .02, 95% CI = [0.08, 1.11]. Once again personal respon
sibility, b = .77, p = .34, 95% CI = [−0.83, 2.37], honesty & control, b = −.29, p = .74, 95% 
CI [−2.01, 1.43], and soft limit setting, b = −.40, p = .29, 95% CI = [−1.38, 0.34], did not 
uniquely predict amount wagered.
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Discussion

Higher levels of responsible gambling beliefs and behaviors were associated with fewer 
visits to the casino and less money spent on gambling. However, when disordered 
gambling symptomatology is controlled statistically, positive play is unrelated to expen
diture. From a business perspective, these results suggest that casinos are unlikely to lose 
revenue by promoting positive play among their loyalty program members. Akin to 
Study 1, a more nuanced understanding of the association between positive play and 
loyalty can be garnered by examining the positive play subscales.

Personal responsibility as well as honesty & control did not uniquely predict variance 
in behavioral loyalty. However, as predicted, frequency of setting a hard limit (i.e. a strict 
self-imposed limit on the amount of money willing to be spent on gambling) was 
negatively associated with both visits to the casino and amount of money wagered. 
Moreover, this association remained present even after accounting for disordered gam
bling symptomatology. These results are supported by a growing body of evidence 
indicating that setting and adhering to a pre-set money limit reduces the desire to return 
to a casino to win back losses (Rodda et al., 2019) and a hard or mandatory limit helps 
players to spend less money gambling (i.e. lower behavioral loyalty; see, P. H. Delfabbro 
& King, 2020 for a review).

Contrary to expectations, gambling literacy had a significant positive association with 
behavioral loyalty. This may be analogous to the finding that people who are financially 
literate (i.e. understand personal money management and various financial skills) make 
larger and more frequent high-risk investments compared to those lower in financial 
literacy because they feel they understand the associated risks (Kawamura et al., 2021). It 
is also possible that erroneous gambling beliefs (e.g. the illusion of control over the 
objectively uncontrollable aspects of gambling games; see, Langer, 1975) override 
rational thoughts when engaged in gambling. Sévigny and Ladouceur (2003), for exam
ple, observed that although players would have a high level of understanding of chance- 
based games prior to beginning gambling, their rational thoughts would ‘switch off’ when 
engaging in play and irrational thoughts (e.g. a win is guaranteed after a string of losses) 
would take over. Moreover, after stopping gambling, their rational thoughts about their 
low odds of winning would turn back on. Although players may score high in gambling 
literacy when not engaged in gambling, their rational thoughts may ‘switch off’ when 
engaging in play, resulting in higher levels of expenditure (i.e. behavioral loyalty).

General discussion

In the current work, we examined whether positive play (i.e. responsible gambling beliefs 
and behaviors) is a predictor of attitudinal (Study 1) and behavioral (Study 2) loyalty. 
Results from Study 1 provided support for our general hypothesis that positive play is 
positively associated with attitudinal loyalty. However, this relation was detected only 
when controlling for disordered gambling symptomatology. Put differently, positive play 
and disordered gambling are distinguishable factors that predict greater attitudinal loyalty. 
That players high in positive play are more attitudinally loyal is in line with the model of 
positive play (Wood & Griffiths, 2015; Wood et al., 2017), which links positive play with 
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a more enjoyable gambling experience. When players are enjoying themselves, they will 
have higher levels of satisfaction, trust in and identification with the loyalty program (i.e. 
attitudinal loyalty). Sadly, the same may be true for people living with a gambling disorder.

In Study 2 there was a significant negative association between overall positive play 
and behavioral loyalty. However, this effect disappeared when controlling for disordered 
gambling symptomatology. As such, casinos need not fret about whether promoting 
positive play will undermine revenue. From a business perspective, promoting positive 
play may have a net benefit given positive play is positively associated with attitudinal 
loyalty but is unassociated with behavioral loyalty.

Implications

Identifying antecedents of loyalty is important for understanding a company’s customer- 
base (Kim et al., 2008; Kumar & Shah, 2004). In the field of gambling studies, assessments 
of attitudinal and behavioral loyalty have been hampered by limited access to players 
enrolled in a casino-based loyalty program and their player-account data. In the current 
research, we were uniquely positioned to assess the association between positive play and 
behavioral loyalty because we were not only able to survey players who enrolled in a casino 
loyalty program (Study 1 and 2), we were also given access to their player-account data 
(Study 2). The results suggest that fostering positive play among patrons may increase 
satisfaction with their gambling experience and foster trust in and identification with the 
casino brand (i.e. attitudinal loyalty) without undermining spend (i.e. behavioral loyalty).

It may benefit casinos to develop targeted programs, such as educational respon
sible gambling initiatives, that promote responsible play, which may in turn boost 
patrons’ level of attitudinal loyalty. For casino operators, promoting positive play 
may have strategic advantages. It is expensive for a casino to provide big spenders 
with premium personalized service and gifted compensation for their spending (e.g. 
free airfare and boarding). Rather, a sustainable customer who makes reliable and 
frequent smaller purchases is less expensive to maintain, and thus potentially more 
profitable (Reinartz & Kumar, 2002). Additionally, loyalty program members who are 
attitudinally loyal are more likely to recommend brands to their friends and family 
(i.e. other potential customers) relative to members who are not attitudinally loyal 
(Wong et al., 2015). Word-of-mouth and referred customers can be an important 
means of growing a customer base and generating profits (Kumar et al., 2007). 
Although positive players themselves may not spend large amounts of money gam
bling (because they will only gamble within an affordable limit), they may help drive 
profitability by helping to attract new customers. Additionally, positive players may 
be a more sustainable customer base than are players who do not hold positive play 
beliefs or engage in positive play behaviors. Players living with a gambling disorder, 
for example, may spend more money initially but may be forced into abstinence due 
to their disorder. As such, although players who are responsible and play within 
limits may spend less money initially, they may be more profitable over time. It 
would benefit researchers to conduct profit-loss modeling to assess the profitability of 
positive players over the long term, relative to more problematic players.
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Limitations

Some limitations of the current work should be noted. First, the research designs were 
cross-sectional so causality cannot be established. It is possible that positive play and its 
components may have a bi-directional relation with loyalty. For example, as players begin 
to gamble more frequently (i.e. with increasing levels of behavioral loyalty) they may 
begin to have a better understanding of the functionality of gambling games and their 
relative (low) odds of winning (i.e. higher gambling literacy). Their higher level of 
gambling literacy may in turn increase their level of comfort when gambling, predicting 
higher levels of behavioral loyalty. Longitudinal research is needed to understand how 
the directionality and relation between positive play and loyalty changes over time. 
Second, due to the nature of the research design, attitudinal and behavioral loyalty 
were not able to be examined in the same study and sample. It would behoove researchers 
to examine how positive play relates to and influences attitudinal and behavioral loyalty 
in one representative sample. Results from those analyses should be interpreted with 
caution and further research that is sufficiently powered is needed to buttress the results.

Conclusions

For casinos to establish an effective casino loyalty program, it is important to understand 
which customers are more likely to be attitudinally and behaviorally loyal. Traditionally, 
research on understanding customer loyalty has been approached through a marketing lens 
(i.e. creating customer profiles and identifying the most profitable patrons; Barsky & Tzolov, 
2010). We sought to use a responsible gambling approach to understand how positive play 
relates to player loyalty. Our results suggest that fostering positive play may help increase 
positive perceptions of a casino and its loyalty program (i.e. attitudinal loyalty) without 
undermining the amount of money a player spends at that casino (i.e. behavioral loyalty).
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