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1. Introduction 
 
This note explains the legal framework governing the conduct of raffles and other 
lotteries both pre- and post-April 2016 under the Gambling Act 2005. Anyone who 
promotes or facilitates a raffle which is one not permitted by the Act or does not comply 
with the Act commits a criminal offence and it is therefore vital to ensure that any raffle 
planned will comply with the Act. The terms “promotion” and “facilitate” are broadly 
defined in the Act. 
 
We have also included in the Lotteries subfolder a Description of Lawful Raffles. It 
describes examples of types of raffle which are commonly run by charities or other 
groups/organizations for the benefit of a charity or other good cause (i.e. not for private 
gain). All of those examples comply with the Act and they will therefore be lawful. The 
subfolder also includes a Checklist for Lawful Raffles to help you check whether a 
raffle being planned will be lawful. It contains the key practical questions that you need 
to consider for this purpose. 
 
2. The law on lotteries 

 
The Gambling Act 2005 regulates all forms of gambling. It specifies that a “lottery” is a 
form of gambling. A lottery is defined in the Act as an activity that has three essential 
elements: 

(i) Payment is required to participate; 
(ii) One or more prizes are awarded; 
(iii) The prizes are awarded by chance (i.e. not skill). 

 
Raffles, tombolas, and sweepstakes are all examples of lotteries but, for the purpose of 
this note, we have concentrated only on certain types of raffle since raffles are the most 
common form of lottery in which small or medium sized charities and other 
groups/organisations are likely to be involved.  
 
A prize competition (i.e. based on skill) or a free draw (i.e. where no payment is 
required) is not a “lottery”. Such alternatives to lotteries are governed by different rules, 
and this note does not deal with them. 
 
3. Change in the law, and background to the change 

 
The Legislative Reform (Exempt Lotteries) Order 2016 became law on 3 February 2016. 
As of 6 April 2016, it amended those provisions of the Gambling Act 2005 which govern 
lotteries. Previously, the law was unnecessarily restrictive, and the effect of the changes 
is to allow certain types of lotteries to be run now which previously were illegal.   
 
The Government’s “Explanatory Document” (November 2015) on the Legislative Reform 
(Exempt Lotteries) Order 2016 explained that it would be beneficial to charities if some 
of the previous restrictions were loosened:      
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“Lotteries are approximated to generate £150.0m of funding annually; 
for illustration, 1% growth would generate an additional £1.5m each 
year. The benefits of deregulation are likely to be disproportionately felt 
by small organisations that are more likely to rely on lotteries as a 
source of income.” 

 
The changes to the law on lotteries made by this Order had strong endorsement from 
both large and small charities. They considered that, before April 2016, due to the 
restrictive provisions, various groups and organizations supporting charities had been 
prevented from raising funds for those charities by means of lotteries, and that this gave 
rise to many missed opportunities for lottery fundraising for charities and other good 
causes.  
 
One major national charity gave an example of this in response to the Government’s 
consultation about proposed reform: “A number of our supporters have previously 
expressed an interest in running raffles at commercial events such as performances of 
shows at commercial theatres or charity nights at commercial venues such as 
restaurants or pubs where fundraising activities are held while the business continues to 
operate on a commercial basis.  Such raffles are not permitted under the current 
regulations.” Another respondent to the consultation explained that the law made it 
impossible in the past for private societies to fundraise for charities by running a lottery 
and that they should be free to do so. It gave the following example:  “…Members of 
…societies that exist for one purpose may wish to raise money for another purpose.  For 
example, if one of the members of a sports club is diagnosed with an illness the other 
members may wish to raise money [by means of raffles] for a charity relating to that 
illness, as an additional means of raising funds for their chosen cause.” 
 
4. What was the law until 5 April 2016 and how has this been changed? 

 
The Gambling Act provided that if a lottery met the relevant requirements set out in the 
Act, it was lawful to promote or facilitate (i.e. organise and run) that lottery.  
 
There were, and still are post-April 2016, the following main categories of lawful lottery: 

 

 Licenced lotteries; 

 Exempt lotteries (i.e. those that do not need a licence). 
 

This note deals only with some of the “exempt” types of lottery, namely what are called 
by the Gambling Act: 
 

(i) pre-6 April 2016 “incidental non-commercial lotteries”, and now, post 6 April 
2016 “incidental lotteries”;  

(ii) “private society lotteries”;  
(iii) “work lotteries”; and  
(iv) “residents’ lotteries”.  
 

We have explained the above four types of lottery in this note. 
 
The above four types are likely to be of more practical interest to charities and those 
supporting them than the other exempt types of lottery.  
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Other types of exempt lottery, which are not also covered in this note, are known as 
“small society lotteries” and “customer lotteries”. However, in passing it is worth noting 
that those “small society lotteries” have to be registered with a Local Authority unlike 
those that we have dealt with in this note, and that “customer lotteries” can only be run 
by a business, at its own premises and for its own customers.  
 
The types of lottery at (i)-(iv) above are “exempt” from any legal requirement for a 
licence or registration but they do have to meet certain requirements to be lawful. In 
each case we will describe how they were permitted to operate pre-April 2016, and how 
they are permitted to operate from April onwards.  
 
4.1 Incidental lottery 
 
Pre-April 2016 – Incidental Non-Commercial 
 
This is a lottery held at a non-commercial event, such as a social event or school fete 
etc. The ticket sales and the draw must take place only during and at the main event (but 
not elsewhere or at any other time/s). The event may last more than a single day. The 
result must be announced at the event. Cost of prizes cannot total more than £500. All of 
the proceeds (less up to £100 for expenses actually incurred) must go to the purpose, 
not private gain, for which the lottery is held.  
 
April 2016 Onwards – Incidental 
 
This type of lottery is still required to be incidental to an event. It is important to note that 
before 6 April 2016, the event had to be non-commercial, but this has now been 
changed so that the event itself may now be either commercial or non-commercial (as 
may the organisation running it). The result need no longer be announced at the event. 
The proceeds of the lottery itself must from April 2016 still all go to the charity or good 
cause, and none may be retained for private gain by the organiser of it.  
 
These changes mean that a lottery, e.g. a raffle, can be held not just at, say, an event 
run by supporters of a charity or good cause (where the net proceeds of the raffle and all 
net proceeds from the event go to the charity or good cause) but instead also at some 
other type of event. For example, if a pub landlord promotes or facilitates a raffle for a 
charity during an evening at the pub, the raffle will be lawful if the net proceeds go to the 
charity concerned. Until the April 2016 change in the law, the raffle would have been 
deemed legally to be incidental to the normal trading by the pub during that evening, and 
the raffle would only have been lawful if all proceeds from that trading were also given to 
the charity. It is self-evident that this would have been an unattractive proposition (to say 
the least) for a pub landlord or for any other commercial concern. This restriction worked 
against the entirely proper wishes of both a charity and a pub landlord who would have 
liked the landlord to be able to facilitate the sale of as many raffle tickets as possible, 
and to encourage his customers to buy tickets. However, pre-April 2016, he could not 
lawfully do so unless he in effect also donated proceeds of his sales of all drinks, food 
and any other sales during the evening to the charity.   
 
See other examples of pre-April incidental non-commercial raffles, and post April 2016 
incidental raffles in the Description of Lawful Raffles and the checklist for such 
lotteries in the Checklist for Lawful Raffles.  
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4.2 Private society lottery 
 

Pre-April 2016 
 
This is a lottery run by any group or society set up for any purpose other than gambling. 
All of the proceeds of the lottery must go to the purposes of the society only. Only its 
members may sell any lottery tickets, and only members (or others on society premises) 
may buy tickets. There must not be any advertising of the lottery except at those 
premises but there may be ticket sales before the raffle is held or before the date of any 
event held by the society. All tickets must be the same price. Tickets had to show details 
of the promoter, the class of people who could buy tickets, and a statement explaining 
that tickets were not transferable.   
 
April 2016 onwards 
 
Until April 2016, these conditions meant that, for example, a private members club could 
not conduct a lottery in aid of a charity or other good cause, but it may do so now. If it 
chooses to do so, it may on the same occasion also raise funds for the club itself but is 
not required to do so. The lottery for the charity may stand alone, and need not be part 
of linked to any event of the club. Since they can now raise money by means of a lottery 
for any purpose other than private gain, clubs and societies of all descriptions (but not 
gambling clubs) can raise money for any charity and a variety of other good causes. 
There are no longer any requirements for tickets to contain details about non-
transferability, details of the promoter, and who can buy tickets. However, the same 
restrictions as before still apply as to who can buy tickets, and as to tickets not being 
transferable (even though these restrictions do not have to be shown on any ticket).  
 
See other examples of pre and post April 2016 private society raffles in the Description 
of Lawful Raffles and the checklist for such raffles in the Checklist for Lawful Raffles. 
             
4.3 Work lottery 
 
Pre-April 2016 
 
This is a lottery run by colleagues in which only they could buy tickets. They all have to 
work at one single place of work (i.e. one set of premises). The lottery cannot be 
advertised elsewhere.  It was not permitted to make a profit (i.e. all proceeds of ticket 
sales had to be used to fund prizes), and prizes could only go to colleagues, so it was 
unsuitable for fundraising for good causes. Tickets had to show details of the promoter, 
the class of people who could buy tickets, and a statement explaining that tickets were 
not transferable.   
 
April 2016 onwards 
 
The changes made now allow an alternative to a lottery which only benefits colleagues. 
Work colleagues now have several options: they may run a lottery where all ticket 
proceeds pay for prizes for work colleagues, or where all proceeds go to benefit any 
good cause, or where ticket proceeds are spent partly on prizes for colleagues with 
remaining profits going to a good cause.  There are no longer any requirements for 
tickets to contain details about non-transferability, details of the promoter, and those who 
can buy tickets. However, the same restrictions as before still apply as to who can buy 
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tickets, and as to tickets not being transferable (even though these restrictions do not 
have to be shown on any ticket).   
 
Please also see examples of pre and post April 2016 work raffles in the Description of 
Lawful Raffles and the checklist for such raffles in the Checklist for Lawful Raffles. 
        
4.4 Residents’ lottery. 
 
Pre-April 2016 
 
This type of lottery could only be run and played by people living at a particular address. 
It was subject to similar restrictions to those applying to work lotteries. Since such 
lotteries were not permitted to make a profit (i.e. all proceeds had to be spent on the 
prizes), they were also unsuitable for fundraising. 
 
April 2016 onwards 
 
The same changes have been made to this type of lottery as those made to work 
lotteries, allowing residents to run a lottery which benefits a good cause, or one which is 
partly for prizes for themselves and partly benefits a good cause, or, as before, one 
which is only for prizes for themselves. (Please see under “Work Lottery” for the 
restrictions which applied pre-April 2016 and those applying subsequently.)  
 
Please also see examples of pre and post April 2016 residents’ raffles in the 
Description of Lawful Raffles and the checklist for such raffles in the Checklist for 
Lawful Raffles.  
      
5. Conclusion 

 
If when planning any raffle, you refer both to the above outline and to the accompanying 
Description of Lawful Raffles and Checklist for Lawful Raffles, it should be easier for 
you to check that you are meeting the requirements of the Gambling Act 2005 (as now 
amended), where you are aiming to benefit any charity or other good cause by means of 
a raffle.   
 
For additional guidance on raffles and other lotteries and also on other means of 
fundraising, you might find helpful information on the websites of the Institute of 
Fundraising and the Charity Commission.               
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