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1 Introduction

In 2026 the market research firm WARC published a report on advertising spending
in the UK gambling sector called The ad spend disconnect: Quantifying the growth of
unregulated ad spend in the gambling sector (WARC, 2026). The report “finds that
growth in UK gambling advertising is increasingly driven by unregulated operators,
whose substantial investment in online channels continues to outpace the wider
market... while total sector investment is forecast to reach £1.9bn by October 2026,
this headline growth obscures a marked shift in market composition — away from
regulated advertisers and towards a predominantly online, and often overseas, ‘black

market’ ”.

The Betting and Gaming Council — the trade body representing the licensed
gambling sector in the UK — commented that “if current trends continue, Britain will
soon reach a point where most gambling advertising no longer comes from within the
regulated system. That is not a safer market. It is one where consumers are exposed
to operators with no safeguards, no accountability, and no protections” (Betting and
Gaming Council, 2026).

The Campaign for Fairer Gambling has commissioned Landman Economics to
analyse and critique WARC’s The ad spend disconnect report. Section 2 examines
several methodological issues with the report, while Section 3 discusses the
implications of the main arguments in the report regarding regulation of licensed
versus unlicensed gambling companies, and the role unlicensed companies play in
sports sponsorship. Section 4 offers conclusions.



2 Methodological issues

A crucial argument of The ad spend disconnect is that the growth in gambling
advertising spending since the early 2020s has been dominated by firms that are not
regulated in the UK. In fact, p6 of the report shows that real-terms gambling
advertising expenditure by unregulated firms rose from £188.6 million in 2019/20 to
£420.5 million in 2023/24, while expenditure by regulated firms fell from £974.9m to
£924.9m over the same period. WARC forecasts that the share of overall gambling
advertising expenditure by unregulated firms will from 16% of total spending in
2019/20 to almost 48% by 2026/27.

While these trends are striking, it is not at all clear how expenditure on gambling
advertising by unregulated firms is measured in the report. To measure gambling
expenditure by regulated firms, WARC uses a combination of data from Nielsen Ad
Intel and the relevant industry bodies for each advertising channel (Outsmart for “out
of home” advertising such as billboards, Radiocentre for radio, Thinkbox for
television, and the Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) for online advertising).
However, advertising spending by unregulated operators is intrinsically harder to
measure than regulated operators, given that unregulated operators do not report
any information to a regulator. Therefore, accurate estimation of the size of the
gambling advertising spend by unregulated operators relies on other empirical
techniques (such as “web-scraping” — the automated extraction of data from
gambling websites); these are mentioned in the report, but not explained at all.

Readers are left to take it on trust that WARC have done a reasonable job of
estimating the extent of advertising expenditure by gambling firms who attract online
gambling customers but who are not regulated by the Gambling Commission. In
particular, the question of how much expenditure by unregulated gambling firms
actually targets UK customers, rather than those in other jurisdictions, is completely
unclear from this methodology.

The charts on pages 5 through 12 of the WARC report all contain data points from
2019/20 to 2026/27 (inclusive) but the data for 2024/25, 2025/26 and 2026/27 are
marked “(f)” for forecasts. No explanation of the forecasting methodology is given in
the report. The forecast growth for gambling expenditure does not appear to be
based on simple linear extrapolation of trend growth rates, because (for example)
expenditure by unregulated firms is forecast to grow by around 28% from 2024/25 to
2025/26, but only 8% between 2025/26 and 2026/27. There is no information in the
report on what might account for the slowdown in trend growth of expenditure by



unregulated firms over this two-year forecast period. Meanwhile, expenditure by
regulated firms is forecast to fall by around 12% between 2024/25 and 2025/26 but
only 5% between 2025/26 and 2026/27. Again, no explanation is given for the
change in growth rate.

The WARC report presents statistics on growth in advertising expenditure by the
gambling industry in nominal terms — i.e. not corrected for inflation — as well as in
real terms. While both sets of trends are discussed in the report, the discussion of
nominal trends seems rather pointless as they do not control for changes in the
overall price level. Given that there was substantial price inflation in the UK between
2021 and 2024 in particular, the nominal trends tell readers very little about actual
changes in economic activity in the gambling advertising industry over this period. It
would have been better to focus on the real-terms trends in more detail.

The charts in The Ad Spend Disconnect are very cluttered, with extensive use of
numerical figure overlays in addition to the main graphics. For example, the figures
on pages 5 to 8 of the report show year-on-year percentage growth in estimated
gambling expenditure by licensed and unlicensed operators in addition to the
graphical trends. This is a messy presentation of the data; it would have been better
to place the percentage growth figures in a separate table, in an appendix if
necessary.

In addition to this, the numerical information is presented in a confusing way; for
example, it is not explained to the reader that the percentage numbers in the charts
on pages 5 to 8 show year-on-year growth in each segment of the market.

The WARC report uses the whole United Kingdom (Great Britain plus Northern
Ireland) as the geographical basis for analysis. This ignores the legal structure of
gambling regulation in the UK, where the Gambling Commission is responsible for
regulation in Great Britain (England, Scotland and Wales) but Northern Ireland is
regulated separately. It would have been better to focus the report on Great Britain
rather than the UK.



3 Implications of the arguments in the report

The main argument of The Ad Spend Disconnect is that because advertising
spending by unregulated gambling companies is growing much faster than
advertising spending by regulated gambling companies, this is proof that the
regulated gambling sector is over-regulated. | would argue that in fact, the opposite
is true; the unregulated gambling sector is under-regulated. There needs to be
more robust regulation of gambling operators who are currently unregulated but
operating in the UK in terms of providing services to online gamblers based in the
UK. The Gambling Commission needs to take robust action against unlicensed
gambling operators, and other market participants based in the UK who promote
unlicensed operators (e.g. gambling affiliates).

Current regulations allow gambling companies who are not regulated in Great Britain
to sponsor sports teams. Although Premier League football teams have agreed to
withdraw gambling advertising from the front of player shirts starting with the 2026/27
season, sleeve sponsorship can still carry gambling advertising, including that of
unlicensed firms. WARC notes on p17 of their report that “total sponsorship spend
within the gaming sector has grown steadily in recent years, rising from £158m in
2019/20 to a forecast value above £260m by 2026/27... spend among unregulated
firms has accelerated sharply, more than tripling over the timeframe. Indeed,
unregulated firms are set to account for all growth in sponsorship spend this year
and next and will account for more than half of spend by October 2027.” As with the
growth of advertising spending by unlicensed gambling firms, this is another case
where more stringent regulation is needed. It would be relatively simple for the UK
Government to ban sponsorship of sports teams by unlicensed betting firms, and this
has been discussed in the media recently (BBC Sports News, 2026).



4 Conclusion

WARC'’s report The Ad Spend Disconnect claims that advertising spending by
gambling companies that are not licensed by the Gambling Commission
(unregulated companies) is growing rapidly, while spending by gambling companies
that are licensed by the Gambling Commission (regulated companies) is flat or
shrinking. While the report has received coverage in the UK press (e.g. Racing Post,
2026), this review and critique of the WARC report argues that there are significant
problems with it.

From a methodological perspective the WARC research is flawed. Most importantly,
WARC’s methodology for estimating advertising expenditure by gambling firms who
are not licensed by the Gambling Commission (the unregulated sector) is very
unclear. The methodology for forecasting growth in advertising expenditure for
2024/25 through 2026/27 is also not explained in the report. This means that readers
have no obvious way of evaluating how accurate the WARC forecasts for growth in
advertising spending by unregulated firms (in particular) actually are. The report also
presents the data and results in a manner that is often confusing, and fails to
distinguish between the gambling regulatory regime for Great Britain and Northern
Ireland, which is separately regulated.

In terms of the policy implications, the WARC report appears to take the view that
over-regulation of firms licensed by the Gambling Commission is the key factor
driving the growth in unregulated gambling advertising expenditure. However, it
seems more plausible that under-regulation of the unlicensed gambling sector is the
real problem. If the Gambling Commission used its powers to act against unlicensed
gambling companies and affiliates who promote these companies more effectively, it
is likely that their share of advertising expenditure would fall substantially. In the
specific case of sponsorship of football teams and other sports in Great Britain there
is a clear case for new legislation banning advertising by gambling companies not
licensed by the Gambling Commission.
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