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Scratching the surface of 
a neglected threat: huge 
growth of Instant 
Lottery in Portugal
Scratchcards have the potential to 
encourage excessive gambling because 
they are associated with reward 
experiences and have rapid event 
frequency and short payout intervals.1 

Also, scratchcards require no expertise 
in playing, are not expensive, and are 
highly accessible.1

The Instant Lottery has been 
available in Portugal since 1995, and 
was renamed Scratch Card in 2010. The 
game consists of a cardboard ticket and 
the goal is to find a different number 
of matching symbols to win the prize. 
In Portugal, sales of scratchcards have 
been steadily increasing since 2010 
(figure).2 In 2018, sales figures reached 
€1594 million for scratchcards, which 
is approximately €160 spent per 
person in Portugal.2 Importantly, this 
figure is much higher than neighboring 
countries, for instance, in Spain, the 
amount spent in scratchcards in 2018 
was €627·1 million (approximately 
€14 per person).3

Although the addictive aspects 
of scratchcards are described in the 
scientific literature, no epidemiological 
studies have been done in Portugal to 
date. However, a perception exists 
of an increasing number of patients 
seeking medical treatment for 
gambling problems associated with 
this lottery in Portugal.4

Unregulated gambling produces 
several negative effects in society. 
The economics of the gambling 
industry (including the taxes collected 
by governments) might result in a 
lack of effective policies to regulate 
specific types of games. Since sales 
in scratchcards are increasing in the 
country and case reports of gambling 
problems associated with scratchcards 
are being described, further studies 
that address this relationship are 
needed to plan strategies to tackle 
this problem—namely, the effective 

regulation of sales of scratchcards. 
Addressing this scratch-card epidemic 
in Portugal is urgent and necessary. 
Additionally, such regulation might 
serve as a learning experience 
in mental health following the 
resounding success of drug policies 
implemented in the country since 
2001.
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Figure: Evolution of revenue sales from scratchcards from 2010 to 2018
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