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AFFILIATE FOCUS BY GAMBLING INSIDER

Examining current SEO techniques to 
help affiliates win the Google search war

Trafficology, [trah-fik-ol-uh-jee], verb , 1. The study of traffic, 2. Objective, the capacity to maximise revenue
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the digit

TRAFFIC REPORT
Trafficology has partnered with data experts Casino 
City Press to provide insight into website and traffic 
trends across the gaming industry. The below is a 
breakdown of the top 20 affiliate programmes by 
market for June 2020, including: overall across all 
devices (desktop and mobile), sports betting across 
devices, casino (mobile) and casino (desktop)



Rankings are estimated using statistical data and should not be considered absolute ranking values. More than 
50 complementary top lists are available on the iGamingDirectory.com website operated by Casino City Press
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finding the seo edge

Speaking at iGB Live, digital marketer Neil Patel reveals the best SEO 
techniques to help affiliates come out on top in the Google search war

Searching for success 

In the competitive world of affiliate marketing, the need and goal 
to rank higher than your competitors has never been greater.

Operators and affiliates continue to battle to come out on top in 
keyword searches, attempting to stand out in a crowded marketplace.

That battle hasn’t stopped amid the backdrop of the 
coronavirus pandemic. Back in May at AffiliateCon Virtually Live, 
Gennadiy Vorobyov, Netpeak Bulgaria CEO, spoke about SEO 
search pattern trends during the pandemic. His research found 
searches had decreased, but impressions and clicks increased, as 
major live sport was suspended between mid-March and mid-May. 
However, that just increased the competition to stand out for 
other niche offerings, such as esports and virtual sports with an 
added importance on online casino.

But with all the technology available to affiliates these days, 
it’s crucial to take advantage of a number of platforms, as well as 
coming out on top in Google searches. And unsurprisingly, there 
are a number of ways to do this to stay one step ahead of your 
rivals, especially during the apparent Google bungee jumping 
game, where affiliates seem to rank inconsistently. 

Being consistent is key and Neil Patel is a man whose day job is 
to focus on winning the SEO war. The co-founder of digital market 
agency Neil Patel Digital has previously worked with brands  
such as Microsoft, Amazon, IBM and Airbnb, and has experience 
ranking at the top for online casino and poker searches.

During his how to win the ‘Google Wars’ talk at iGB Live in July, 
Patel’s initial advice is simple: “To be successful, it’s all the little 
things that add up. If you do the little things that give you a 1, 2 
or 3% edge on your competition, that’s the key to success.

“With Google algorithms, updates happen so frequently. What 
most people don’t know is a few years ago Google stated that 
more than 3,200 algorithm updates happen per year, which is a 
crazy amount. 

“What we found is you can’t always control if you’re going to 
do well or poorly during an update. We saw that Google makes 
its updates because they want to put users first. 

“If users enjoy using Google, they’ll keep going back, so Google 
makes money. If Google puts sites at the top that people hate, then 
they’re not going to use Google as much, and it makes less money.”

So what are some of the techniques that can help affiliates to 
rank higher more consistently? For one, focusing on updating 
rather than writing new content is a technique that Patel believes 
will give affiliates the edge over its competitors. 

“Everyone is writing so much content on a daily basis, which 
means Google now has its prime pickings of which content to 
rank number one, two and three,” Patel says.

“Updating your traffic is important. On my site, I only write one 
new blog post per week. But I have three people updating at least 
one blog post a day, roughly 90 a month. My team is updating 



loads of content a month, and even if they’re not new posts, your 
Google traffic over time can continue to rise by doing this.”

When it comes to updating the content, Patel believes it’s crucial 
to look at who else is ranking for that keyword you’re aiming for, 
then going through the top 10 pages.

He adds: “I really ask myself, how is my content compared to theirs 
and what are they doing that I’m not?”

Updating those elements and also the timestamp to bring it back 
to prominence is next on the agenda, but Patel is adamant that 
it’s not always about the word count. Sometimes reducing the word 
count to make the content more relevant, to get people their answer 
quicker, is more important.

Further explaining his content strategy, Patel says: “If you 
have 80 to 100 blog posts, this strategy works really well, as 
opposed to 10 or 20. I would still spend 70 or 80% of your time 
writing new content, but the moment you hit 500 blog posts, 
you probably want to split your time 50-50 with updating and 
writing new posts.

“If one casino has some news and I know I can get a quick bit 
of traffic but no one’s going to end up converting it for affiliate 
revenue, I wouldn’t really care to write about it.

“I’m looking for more of the longtail phrases. Everyone wants to 
rank for those head terms but they don’t necessarily make the most 
money. Searching for something like credit cards could have endless 
possibilities, which means the conversion rate is much lower.”

While slow and steady wins the race with Google, it’s a 
different story with YouTube. The video-sharing platform is the 
second-most popular search engine, and as Patel mentions, the 
first 24 hours of publishing a video is key to gaining traction.

Patel says: “If you publish a video within the first 24 hours  
and it does well, YouTube is highly likely to rank you really high  

with almost any terms on that day or within a week. The key  
with YouTube is to share it on social media and blast and 
promote your videos within the first 24 hours; and by doing  
that, you’re much more likely to get the results.”

While updating and promoting content is vital, it’s arguably not 
quite as important as the need to make that content available for 
multiple audiences to view. With billions of blog posts already 
on the internet, having the ability to translate content to other 
languages and specific regions is how Patel has grown his traffic 
over the years. A survey from his company looking at what helped 
over 200 large corporations grow the most found translation was 
the biggest difference.

Patel explains: “What Google lacks is content for all the other 
languages other than English.  Do you really need more content?  
No, but when you translate to other languages and regions, you 
don’t have as much competition and you can actually get quite  
a bit of traffic really fast. 

“The biggest traffic gains in recent years have come from 
translations. If you go with the route of translating your  
content, transcribing it to the local regions, it opens up a  
ton of opportunities. You might not make the same in affiliate 
commissions from some of these other regions, but because 
there’s no competition, you’ll rank higher and you’ll gobble  
up the majority of the traffic.”

Another way to adapt to Google updating its algorithms is, of 
course, page speed. In a world where we want everything now, 
it can’t be understated how detrimental having a slower page 
speed than your competitors can be, especially with mobile 
search the preferred method. As Patel points out: “Every second 
delayed in load time costs Amazon around $1.6bn. That’s a lot of 
money and shows what people think about slow-loading sites.

“People want really fast-loading sites and using a CDN 
[content delivery network] to host your whole site from it,  
not just static pages or images, will help with speed. I have my 
whole site as much as possible loading from CloudPlayer; it’s 
allowed me to have an amazing score on Google PageSpeed and  
it’s really helped me increase my traffic.”

On the ranking war, Patel concludes that having an amazing 
user experience is key. That means fast site speed, fewer pop 
ups, and more things that put the user first and provide value  
for them, such as free tools, which can make users more loyal  
to your brand.

With technology forever evolving, Patel believes the future  
of SEO lies with the omni-channel approach. Google isn’t the 
only place people search; there’s also YouTube and the next  
big search method: voice search.

Patel explains: “At least in the US, more than 50% of the searches 
this year are voice searches. That’s a big number because everyone 
is searching from their phone when they’re on the go, with people 
finding it easier to search for things like the weather. 

“That means search is everywhere and voice search platforms 
are pulling from organic Google results. If you can rank your site 
higher, you’ll start pulling there.”

The way consumers search for the latest trends and key words 
in the gambling industry will also adapt to mainstream changes. 
Affiliates need to be aware of the evolving landscape and that 
there are multiple search methods to consider when it comes  
to winning the ranking war.

“The biggest traffic gains in 
recent years have come from 

translations. If you go with the 
route of translating your content, 
transcribing it to the local regions,  
it opens up a ton of opportunities. 

You might not make the same in 
affiliate commissions from some  

of these other regions, but because 
there’s no competition, you’ll rank 

higher and you’ll gobble up the 
majority of the traffic”



user experience

Eddie Jordan, creative director at ActiveWin, explains  
best practice when it comes to user experience

Are UX experienced?

We know affiliate marketing is continuously evolving. In                
line with new marketing developments, webmasters  
must ensure their sportsbook and casino websites are  
also up to scratch with UX best practice principles.

Imagine the frustration of readers who see a relevant  
result on a SERP, only to end up on a website that 
 is difficult to navigate.

The result, generally, is that people will bounce  
if it isn’t easy to find what they’re looking for  
right away.

This hurts a site in two ways: readers are disappointed  
and will probably not visit again, and Google  
views high bounce rates as an indicator of lack  
of relevance to the search query (and future  
rankings will suffer).

In fact, UX is so important to Google it has  
pre-announced that a site’s UX experience will be a 
significant ranking consideration beginning in 2021.

Here are our tips on the basics of User Experience  
(UX), how to monitor it and how to make changes.

WHAT IS UX?
UX refers not only to how your website is designed 
but how easy it is to navigate. Without a positive  
user experience, your ranking will suffer no matter  
how beautiful the site is. 

The primary requirement for outstanding UX is to  
meet the exact needs of visitors without any barriers. 

Therefore, it’s best to avoid the temptation to  
pummel readers with loads of information you want             
them to see but does not match their query. 

The broader perspective of UX comprises design,  
layout, brand, site maps, interaction and interface.

There are measurable factors which can be improved  
through UX.

TRAFFIC LOYALTY
If a user has a problematic online experience, it’s highly  
unlikely they will return. Not only have you missed out  
on a conversion, but they may also be more inclined to  
go to a competitor with a better website.

The design is not merely about looking good for  
site visitors, but the more profound effects of UX  
prove that it needs to stand out among the competition  
to maintain a solid standing in the market.

Equally, having all the bells and whistles is one  
thing, but succeeding in the entire customer experience  
is the ultimate goal.

While customer experience and user experience are  
different threads of the broader customer satisfaction  
bubble, the UX is more on the technical and                 
psychological side.
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Knowing how people react with different styles,  
layouts and formats can help to improve the UX value.

RETURN ON INVESTMENT AND CONVERSION RATES
Proven ROI gains from UX include overall revenue and  
conversion boost, fewer requirements for customer 
support and reduced development waste, which  
creates a more efficient process.

The impact of any UX activity is quantifiable. You can  
look at conversion rates, page bounce rates, how long  
users spend on specific pages as well as the pages that  
convert. It’s golden data that every affiliate should  
look at. 

With great user experience comes great 
efficiencies. Streamlining digital processes and simplifying  
system navigation can make life easier for the workforce,  
enabling them to execute more tasks efficiently.

PAGE LOAD TIMES
Long load times can cause drop-off before a player converts,  
often causing them to page-bounce within three seconds,  
so the process needs to run quickly and smoothly.
    Reviewing site maps and the navigation of the site,                 
as well as the value of all pages, may help define where  
the issues stem from.
    Often, non-compressed images cause the biggest  
issues with load time, so be sure you are using the right 
specifications for creative. Once this is identified, it  
can be revised.

COGNITIVE BIAS
Cognitive bias in behavioural science is proven to  
influence purchase behaviour and decision making.  
These include category heuristics (short product  

descriptions), power of now (the longer you have to wait,  
the less likely you’ll click), social proof (testimonials),  
scarcity bias (showing stock availability), authority bias  
(client, compliance or payment logos) and the power of  
free (free gift with a purchase).
    When placed on decision-making pages such as  
home, product or key landing pages, these components                     
are proven to help remove doubt and encourage clicks.  
Almost like the cherry on top, sprinkle your site with these 
components and you have a good chance of increasing 
customer conversions and in turn improving your ROI.

UX QUICK WINS
If you can already see the potential for UX, take an  
unbiased look at your website and judge it based  
on these points:

IMPORTANT INFORMATION ABOVE THE FOLD
Make a conscious effort to put the most crucial information  
as high up the page as possible. If you cannot, make sure  
the navigation options are clearly visible there instead.

SIMPLE NAVIGATION
Conversion should be no more than three clicks away on a  
website and is a massive thing for designers and developers  
to consider. Navigation menus must be clear, concise and  
answer queries within a few clicks.

RESPONSIVE DESIGN
Responsive design means the content on the website  
can manoeuvre itself, so all information is visible on  
the device and is easy to use. Whatever the screen size,  
the site can respond and  show a user-friendly interface.

eddie jordan

“While customer experience and 
user experience are different 

threads of the broader 
customer satisfaction bubble, 
the UX is more on the technical 

and psychological side. 
Knowing how people react with 

different styles, layouts and 
formats can help to improve  

the UX value”
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Alternative verticals such as esports and virtual sports have 
taken precedence with affiliates recently, and they’ve been 
able to reap the rewards.

Better Collective, for example, has seen opportunity during the 
coronavirus pandemic, with online gaming seeing  a significant 
increase during the springtime lockdown. Of course, the halting of  
live sport had an effect on its core business: pre-pandemic, revenue  
was up 40% year-on-year for Q1, to €20.9m ($24.5m). But April 
revenue, missing the key component of major sporting action, 
dropped 17% from 2019 to €4.6m.

Nevertheless, the acquisition of esports-focused CS:GO website  
HLTV.org in February, for a fee worth up to €34.5m, has allowed  
Better Collective to grow its business and benefit from a rise 
in esports traffic, amid a boom for the vertical. 

Now that live sport is back, the pent-up demand for sports 
betting is expected to be music to the ears of the affiliate sector. 
But with much still up in the air regarding the current worldwide 
situation, Trafficology caught up with CEO Jesper Søgaard.  

The coronavirus pandemic caused all major sport to be suspended  
in mid-March. It also forced affiliates to adapt their business priorities  

to offset losses. Tim Poole spoke with Better Collective CEO  
Jesper Søgaard to discuss the impact of COVID-19, expectations  

and plans for the rest of 2020

a change in priorities

An uncertain future

During the pandemic, there’s been talk about operators, 
suppliers and how land-based has been affected. But in  
terms of the affiliate sector, what are the effects the 
pandemic has had? and what’s the current situation as 
lockdown restrictions are eased in different markets?
Like we’ve seen with operators, there have been two things 
that have happened. Sports of course, reached a complete 
halt in mid-March, which affected sports betting, and Better 
Collective being a big sports betting affiliate, that obviously 
had an impact on us. 

On the other side, online casino has been growing due to the 
shutdown of land-based casinos, so people have been going 
online. As a special case, we’ve also seen a lot of activity in 
esports and we did an acquisition just prior to the outbreak of 
HLTV.org, which is the leading community site for the popular 
game CS:GO. So for us there have been some pros and cons. 
We were, of course, very happy to see football returning with 
the German Bundesliga in May, and now we’re really back 
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in Europe with sports, and soon in the US. It was definitely a 
frightening time at the beginning. We looked at our cost base to 
really make sure we were lean and ready to come out stronger 
on the back of all this. 

A couple of key trends you touched upon there. In terms  
of esports, virtual sports and even table tennis betting, 
which a lot of operators said was popular during  
lockdown, are those verticals still growing as quickly  
as they were a few months ago?
I think there’s a pretty big difference when you compare virtual 
sports with esports. Virtuals really boomed, which makes sense 
when you didn’t have the real sport to bet on. But with esports, 
it’s really its own vertical and there was a lot of conversion to 
it that seems like it’s now sticking. Esports has reached a new 
plateau in terms of the number of bets placed, which we of 
course are quite excited about.

You talked about the return of football as well, which is 
back but different with no crowds and a lot of games in a 
short amount of time. Have there been any trends you’ve 
seen as a result?
From the betting perspective, the home team advantage isn’t 
as strong as it normally is. What was interesting to me was the 
anticipation for football to come back, and in particular that 
the Bundesliga was the first league that started and we really 
saw an interest across the world for that league. I don’t think 
there was ever as much interest in the Bundesliga as just prior      
to the restart of that league.

In August we’ve got the UEFA Champions League in a different 
format with all the games played in a short space of time. 
What are Better Collective’s expectations for that?
We’re preparing for a quite intense period, almost you could 
say a bit similar to the European Championships or the World 
Cup. I think we may see there will be a slightly smaller interest if 
you look at the average of games, because they will be quite 

“I think there’s a pretty big 
difference when you compare 
virtual sports with esports. 

Virtuals really boomed, which 
makes sense when you didn’t 

have the real sport to bet on. 
but with esports, it’s really 

its own vertical and there was 
a lot of conversion to it that 
seems like it’s now sticking”

Jesper Søgaard 

condensed, like you say. But overall, we do see it as an important  
time for these games and especially for engaging our users, who 
will surely be looking for places to place bets. 

Before the pandemic there was an expectation that Euro 
2020 would be the biggest betting event ever. But with 
its suspension until next year, that didn’t pan out. Could 
something like this version of the Champions League  
compare to the numbers we might have seen?
To be honest I don’t think so. I think we’ll have to wait until 
summer 2021 for experiencing that big championship effect 
that we always have with the major tournaments.

that's certainly something to look forward to next summer, 
but for the rest of 2020, what are Better Collective’s plans 
and main things you are focusing on?
We still have a healthy pipeline and always have ongoing work 
here. We are relaunching VegasInsider.com, with a new version 
of the site ready for the NFL in September, which is something 
that I’m very much looking forward to. We’ll continuously work 
with HLTV since it was acquired only in February, so there’s still 
quite some work to do but it’s still developing well, so we’re 
happy about that. Those are probably the two biggest projects 
that we are looking forward to in the fall.

Overall, in terms of the affiliate sector, do you think it can 
still keep going strong at this time, or are there any hurdles 
to watch out for as things come out of lockdown?
Obviously we need to see similar behaviour from the punters 
when all of this is settled. To me, it seems like that will happen 
but still there’s more uncertainty in this new world, also with 
the risk of a second wave of COVID-19 that could impact sport. 
Uncertainty has gone up which means there is more risk than in 
normal times.
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What is the current attitude towards gambling advertising 
in Germany and how does the situation compare to markets 
like the UK, Spain and Italy, where advertising is receiving 
varying levels of scrutiny?
In Germany, there is a totally unclear situation. At the moment, 
there is an enforcement of the state treaty of gambling 2012, 
and the Prime Ministers of the federate states confirmed a 
new interstate treaty will come into force in the middle of 
next year. Now we are in between the two. That means you 
have to divide into several segments of gambling when you 
think of advertising. For sports betting, you have the situation 
where all providers that have submitted an application for a 
German license, based on the current interstate treaty, can 
advertise without any serious restrictions. There will not be 
any obstacles against such advertising activities. As far as 
providers with an EU license are concerned, in my opinion  

Dr Andreas Blaue, executive board member of the German Association 
for Telecommunications and Media (DVTM), speaks to Tim Poole about 
the body’s new TV advertising agreement in Schleswig-Holstein, as well 

as Germany’s proposed affiliate marketing ban

german advertising

   Germany: A scientific analysis

the research should not be different. Following the decision  
of the administrative court of Darmstadt from 1 April 2020,  
the licensing procedure in Germany for sports betting 
providers is suspended. It means based on EU law, all 
providers with an EU license can advertise their sports  
betting offers at the moment.

A little bit more difficult is the situation concerning  
casino. There we have providers with a Schleswig-Holstein 
license. These licenses were renewed in June 2019 based 
on a new law that expressly allows nationwide advertising 
of licensee gambling offers, especially on nationwide 
TV. That was also a big success for our association of 
telecommunication and media. We reached an agreement  
in Schleswig-Holstein with the Ministry of Interior  
that nationwide TV advertising for these licensees is  
not a problem.



But when you think about social online casino and poker 
providers without any license in Schleswig-Holstein, then  
you have a clear situation that advertising is not allowed  
and these providers have to be aware serious obstacles  
will come when they are present on German media  
platforms. So that means it’s a very widespread situation  
at the moment, with an unclear basis. The new interstate  
treaty will create a new basis for this, so that means the  
rules of this new treaty comprises of some advertising  
rules for TV and also some digital platforms. But at  
the moment we have this uncertainty concerning  
legal situations.

The DVTM has spoken of falsehoods being spread by  
rival interest groups. How difficult is it to combat  
such an anti-gambling narrative?
It’s not easy to go against these claims. But our way is  
that we try to create a scientific analysis of the situation 
concerning TV advertisements nationwide. That means  
we collect and monitor all minutes of TV commercials  
to create an objective basis for the discussion. We’ve  
come to the result that the claim that the volume of 
advertisements on nationwide TV starting rising at the 
beginning of the coronavirus crisis wasn’t true. Between  
August 2019 and May 2020, the volume of TV commercial  
minutes decreased nearly 40%. There was no increase  
at the start of the coronavirus crisis. That’s the scope  
and result of our analysis – it’s our task to communicate  
these clear numbers and to create and show an objective  
basis for the discussion.

That’s not so easy because this discussion is, in the end,  
political. There are stakeholders, such as providers for  
offline spin machine shops, which is a very big industry  
in Germany, and also some politicians who don’t want  
to go this way of a new gambling treaty. These parts  
of the political spectrum and these offline providers  
are not interested in a real discussion. Our task is  
to communicate the fact that we should only  
discuss real numbers on a scientific basis.

Gambling critics are often quick to dismiss the need  
for hard data. How can you overcome that resistance?
The claim to say “we have too much advertising” is only a 
claim. We are not only able, we are willing to discuss it but 
on a number basis, not based on emotions. Using our model, 
we collected the minutes on all free TV channels in Germany 
concerning advertising slots. From this mass, nearly 20%  
is the whole volume of minutes for gambling. From this 
20%, 3.4% we reserved for online casino advertisement 
for Schleswig-Holstein. That means only 3.4% of 20% of 
all minutes are reserved for Schleswig-Holstein casinos 
advertising on nationwide TV.

That doesn’t mean the whole volume will broadcast  
every month, but a maximum border on minutes per  
month, which can be advertised from all licensees. But  
in the end, it’s a very small percentage. This, in our eyes,  
is the basis for discussion. It could be that it’s too much  
or too little, but without any basis to discuss, it’s very  

difficult because it’s only political statements. That’s  
not an approach for us to come to a solution in  
the industry.

How smooth was the negotiation process for the new  
self-regulated advertising limit in Schleswig-Holstein?
It was a very fair process, with the respect of all parties.  
It lasted some months, it’s true, but at the end we came  
closer and closer to a solution based on facts. It was fair  
and a transparent negotiation process. We are satisfied  
about that.

Are you confident this will remain in place for some  
time to come, without any further regulatory intervention?
There will be some serious changes in the future. The  
current Schleswig-Holstein situation will end with the  
start of the new interstate treaty, and then comes a  
consistent nationwide system. When this starts, from  
the middle of 2021 onward, we will get new advertising 
regulations, comprising of some new restrictions. For  
example, there will be an advertising ban for online  
casino and online poker for TV between 6am and  
9pm – that’s new.

Another example, which in my view is much more of 
a problem, is that affiliate marketing will be completely 
forbidden. There will be no place for affiliate marketing 
campaigns with providers at the end. That’s a very serious 
change. There are some smaller ones that will be part  
of the common licenses. But the advertising ban and  
restrictions on affiliate marketing are our biggest  
issues for the future.

Affiliates, of course, form a whole industry. What was  
the thinking behind a total ban in these proposals?
I’m not a defender of these state policies, to be clear. In  
Germany, it’s not a comparable approach to, perhaps, the  
UK. This gambling branch is much younger and there’s  
no historical situation for the users in the market. So it’s  
a new phenomenon of the last 10-12 years. I remember  
in 2002, the first one, Bwin, started to offer sports  
betting in Germany; that was the starting point. That  
was 18 years ago. With little steps, we created a market 
and came to a regulated market starting next year.  
The responsible politicians are not experienced in  
this field of regulation.

On the one hand, they try to lead users to licensed 
operators. But on the other, they fear that when users  
are not so much triggered by advertising and rather  
affiliate marketing approaches, where this system of affiliate 
marketing will achieve the most turnover and the most 
registrations, then the market will develop in a way that  
will be more dangerous for the user. I think that’s the  
biggest picture behind this. But it’s not in the knowledge  
of the politicians to understand how this market works. 
Starting next year, I’m not convinced we can develop a  
very good working gambling market that is comprised  
of all interests of the stakeholders on the politicians’  
side, as well as on the side of the providers.



Industry status

H2 Gambling Capital senior analyst Ed Birkin revealed at  
iGB Live the impact the coronavirus pandemic has had on  

the betting industry, and what trends we can expect  
to see in the future

Reassessing future direction

The return of major sport allowed the sports betting  
industry to breathe a collective sigh of relief. The  
German Bundesliga was the first major league to resume  
on 16 May, with the Premier League following suit a  
month later, on 17 June. Most of the major worldwide  
sporting leagues are now back underway after a two-month  
absence, with action in the US returning in July. 

Live sport and sports betting returning is a welcome  
boost to operators and affiliates, but it represents  
just the start of the long road to recovery, with the  

industry still expected to be heavily impacted by the 
coronavirus pandemic.

Figures from gambling data specialists H2 Gambling  
Capital reinforce the huge reduction of revenue expected. 
Speaking at iGB Live in July, senior analyst Ed Birkin gave  
insight into the COVID-19 impact on sports betting. 

The betting sector, which the data firm defines as  
including horse and dog racing, and sports betting  
among other verticals, generated gross revenue (GGR)  
of $71bn in 2019, according to its figures. Sports betting, 



excluding horse and dog racing, accounted for 55%  
of the entire betting sector, and the annual figure  
represented 16% of the total gambling market,  
which includes lotteries.

Taking into consideration the reliance the betting  
sector has on sports betting, the suspension of live  
sports having a profound impact on industry revenue  
hardly comes as a shock.

To demonstrate the impact of the pandemic, H2  
Gambling Capital now forecasts betting GGR for 2020  
to be $60bn, a 21% downgrade from the $75bn predicted  
at the start of the year. That new 2020 figure is also a  
15% year-on-year fall. 

“The downgrades are partly due to the suspension of  
live sport but also due to physical betting locations,”  
Birkin explains. “The impacts on the land-based and  
online segments are very different.”

And that difference is shown by the fact interactive  
betting GGR is down 10% compared to H2 Gambling  
Capital forecasts at the start of the year, with land-based  
GGR reducing by 29% due to venue closures.

Speaking about the figures and the potential lasting  
impact of the pandemic, Birkin said: “While there’s little  
data out there about how much betting volumes have 
returned since the resumption of major football leagues,  
it’s clearly been very good news for the bookmakers. 

“However, a number of sports are yet to return, such  
as tennis, and there’s still a number of retail betting  
closures. Those that have reopened have done so with  
limited functionality.

“In terms of the lasting impact of the pandemic, when  
you look at the UK betting market over the last 50 years,  
you can see some correlation with GDP growth. 

“There have been a few peaks with gross win that aren’t  
coupled with GDP, which tends to be around new products  
or significant changes in technology – a shift to online,  
mobile and an acceleration to in-play. 

“One thing we’ve seen in times of GDP declines and  
shocks to the financial market is betting gross win has  
declined. There’s a significant drop in GDP this year and  
a significant rebound expected in 2021, but over the  
next couple of years, GDP is forecast to be lower than  
it was before the pandemic, which is likely to impact  
betting activity going forward.”

One of the biggest trends from the pandemic has been  
the acceleration to online gambling, something Birkin  
picked up on from H2 Gambling Capital’s forecasts.  
Since the pandemic, total betting activity forecasts  
are now 4% lower for 2021 and onwards, and around  
$3.5bn lower in GGR each year than predicted before  
the outbreak.

Birkin explained: “This is driven by high single-digit  
declines in retail sports betting activity, particularly  
offset by slightly higher forecasts in the online market.

“This means the proportion of activity moving online  
has accelerated and by 2024, we forecast the proportion 
of betting activity online to be 3% higher than we thought 
previously, so around 50% of the market by 2024.”

The shift to online is a key factor for operators to  
consider in the future when it comes to the retail side  
of their business, particularly in the UK. The maximum  
stake on fixed-odds betting terminals (FOBTs) was  
reduced to £2 ($2.62) in April 2019, forcing operators                 
to reassess their use for betting shops, with William Hill  
closing 700 after the reduction was made.

While Birkin believes there’s still a place for retail  
betting shops in the UK, the pandemic could be the  
perfect time for operators to re-evaluate priorities.

“One of the big questions the operators had to ask 
themselves after the FOBT limits, was were they going  
to keep some of their shops open, almost as a bit of  
a loss maker just to promote their brand, using it  
as a gateway for their online product?” he said.

“The acceleration to online will be a good time for  
operators to re-evaluate their portfolio. I’m sure we  
won’t see every betting shop reopening or staying  
open. For more to be going after the FOBT reduction  
is a nail in the coffin for that part of the industry but                        
I don’t think it’ll be the end for betting shops;  
there will always be a place for retail betting in  
the UK.”

The big talking point in the betting industry  
during lockdown, however, has been the rise  
of the esports and virtual betting verticals. Statistics  
from OddsMatrix showed in the two months from  
the suspension of live sport in mid-March, there  
was a 40-times growth in the esports betting market. 
While speaking at AffiliateCon Virtually Live in May,  
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period. Tightened restrictions in response to the  
pandemic in countries like Lithuania, France,  
Sweden, Belgium and Spain may continue to  
drive players to the unregulated sector.

“In some regions, the black market has without a  
doubt significantly benefited from the COVID-19  
crisis,” Birkin explains.

“Some of those cases it’ll be a small shift but  
some of them will be bigger. Any growth in the  
gaming industry will be amplified on the black  
market. Black market operators will be taking  
advantage of the situation and have probably  
got some significant market share games on  
the back of it.

“The big opportunity or threat to gaming right  
now is how they can legitimately address regulators’  
concerns, take advantage of the need for tax  
revenues and convince regulators that if they  
take too much of an aggressive stance, it’ll be  
to the detriment of the legal market, and to  
operators overall.”

So, even though the betting sector has been adaptable  
during the coronavirus pandemic, the H2 Gambling  
Capital data emphasises the importance of sports  
betting to the sector. The rise in esports and  
virtual sports won’t make up for the lack of  
revenue caused by the suspension of live sport;  
but the acceleration to online provides plenty of  
food for thought to operators on what the future  
might look like.
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Golden Race CEO Martin Wachter said that in terms of  
average players, virtual sports increased by 206% as a  
result of the pandemic.

Despite the apparent boom from what were considered  
more niche markets, H2 Gambling Capital data shows  
the two verticals still represent a very small part of the  
overall betting market.

Birkin relays the figures: “In 2020, we forecast esports  
to grow by 25% year-on-year, which still only equates to  
1.3% of the overall sports betting market. But in terms  
of the online only market, this equates to 3%. 

“For virtuals, we estimate an increase to just under  
6% of total betting activity and total virtual betting  
activity to be flat year-on-year. The fact we don’t have  
any growth for virtual betting may surprise some people,  
but a very large part of the virtual sports betting market  
takes place in retail betting shops, and the closure of  
these premises for a long time has been a significant 
headwind compared to the strong growth of virtual  
betting activity online.

“Growth being seen by traditional bookmakers  
who had esports as a tiny product pre-lockdown is very  
different from the growth being seen by esports- specific 
sportsbooks, whose customers are esports enthusiasts.  
When you dig down, you see a very different story  
to what you may believe from the  
media hype.”

In closing, Birkin reiterated the fears of a rise in  
black market play, which has been a sizeable concern  
for the industry, particularly during the lockdown  
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PLAY HARD
Jelena Oceretova, affiliate team lead for  
PlayAttack, speaks with Trafficology about 
her need for speed and love for travelling

PlayAttack’s representative Helmet Guy looks like  
he knows how to handle himself at speed. If you  
were a race car driver, what would your nickname  
be and why?
That’s an amazing question. I really love driving and I  
actually do it pretty well #saynotostereotypes. I don’t  
own a car here in Malta, but I used to just love driving  
for hours. Honestly, it relaxes me so much – the speed,  
the music, the sense of relaxation and freedom.  
     That said, Helmet Guy immediately thought that I  
was the perfect fit for PlayAttack. Now that I think of  
it, I know why. Nickname? Maybe Panamera? I think  
it sounds cool. And I love this car model too!

Now Helmet Guy is taking you for a spin on the  
back of his new motorbike. Would you be gripping  
on for dear life, or would you be relaxed and  
enjoying the ride?
I would definitely simply enjoy the ride. Speed doesn’t scare  
me, and even if it did, Helmet Guy is trustworthy and I know  
he would never put someone at risk.

For most of us, summer holidays are out of the question  
this year, but we can all fantasise. Do you prefer lazing  
by the beach in a hot country or skiing down slopes in a  
cold country?
Ah, don’t remind me. I’m actually very bitter over this, because  
I simply adore travelling and I like flying away (even if it’s  
just a short trip) every two months or so. I’m normally very 
decisive, but you got me on this one. I would have to go  
with both options.

Sadly, flying is one of my fears so travelling can be tough. 
What would you say is your biggest fear and have you ever 
tried to face it?
My biggest fear is snakes. I even know a fancy Greek term  
for that called Ophidiophobia. Honestly, I cannot even imagine  
what I’d do if I stumbled across a snake. Probably faint.

If you had a playlist of three songs to listen to for  
the rest of your life, what would they be and why?
I have been a huge fan of vocal trance music since my 
childhood and can hardly imagine giving up on it at some  
point in my life. I’ve been to so many festivals and concerts 
already, and I always try to attend them when there’s  
an occasion. My top three songs would be Nilsen feat.  
Matluck – The last Goodbye (Matt Fax Remix); Jennifer Rene  
& Eco – Running; and Calvin Harris & Sam Smith – Promises.

You suddenly have the power to learn any musical  
instrument instantly, which instrument would you choose?
Does a DJ Set count as an instrument? I always wanted to  
learn how to mix music. To me it’s a magical process that 
requires mastery and I’m captivated by the way artists 
harmonically blend different sounds. 

Finally, tell us your funniest or favourite story  
from your time at PlayAttack.
This one’s difficult. I don’t even know how to capture this 
amazing vibe we have in the office without giving all the 
context. The thing is our team is a true gem. Every day is  
filled with giggles. Even when we’re seriously preparing  
our monthly reviews and presentations, there’s so much 
positivity and creative spark in the air. On the funny side of 
things, I’ve been with PlayAttack for long enough not to  
keep making the same mistake over and over again. But I  
keep trying to enter our building with my VISA card in the 
morning. Either I’m not a morning person or the funds are 
insufficient to buy the entire building, because I surprisingly 
never managed to get in.
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