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New Mega Millions lottery offers.
the same old unlikely dream

SHELDON H. JACOBSON

he first drawing of the re-
Tvamped Mega Millions was

held on April 8, promising
Dbigger jackpots and secondary
prizes. The multistate lottery,
which includes Missouri and
[llinois, also raised the price of
aticket from $2 to $5. Through
May 30, there had been one
jackpot winner (on April 18). If
this jackpot winner rate con-
tinues, there will be around
six jackpots won in its first full
year of operation, in line with
jackpot winners over the past 10
years,

Americans spent around $100
billion on lotteries in 2023 —
or an average $321 per capita
among states that participate.
Massachusetts is the nation’s
leader at $867 per person. Both
Mlinois and Missouri came in
just under the national average,
at $285 and $272 per person,
respectively. All such spend-
ing may have prompted Mega
Millions to refresh their lottery,
with so much money available
for the taking.

To promote the new Mega
Millions and put its best foot
forward, they issued a news
release on May 8 touting these
higher payouts, with a direct
comparison to the old game.

This news release allows one
to take a deep dive into the new
Mega Millions lottery, see if
what the lottery is stating is in-
deed correct, and extract addi-
tional insights that perhaps the
lottery would prefer to not have
openly shared.

The news release states that
in the first month of the new
Mega Millions (nine drawings
from April 8 to May 6), a total of
around $51.4 million non-jack-
pot prizes were won by the lot-
tery players.

By looking at the number of
Mega ball winners over these
nine drawings, and using the
odds of winning this prize,
one can reverse engineer the
average number of tickets sold
and the total revenue earned
by the lottery during this time
period. This comes out to be
around $220 million of revenue
collected, or around 44 million
tickets sold.

With the stated non-jackpot
payout, this means that each $5
ticket sold paid out around $1.17
on average, which is in line with
what one would expect.

A similar analysis with the
non-jackpot payouts for the
“old"” Mega Millions assumes
that the same number of tickets
would be sold (which may not be
the case), each at $2. This comes
out to be around $88 million of
revenue, with a total payout of
around $12.6 million, or around
$0.28 per ticket, which is a bit
higher than what would expect
($0.25 per ticket). This is be-
cause the game changed, with
one fewer gold Mega Balls in the
new game,

What the Mega Millions
lottery is stating is true. The
headline (“New Mega Millions®
game delivers 300% increase
in non-jackpot prizes in first
month since launch”) is how-
ever misleading, comparing ap-
ples and oranges.

1f the lottery wanted to pres-
ent the data more informatively,
they would report what they
take in, not what they give out.
For the new Mega Millions, they
kept around $170 million, with
each $5 ticket returning $1.17 to
the player and $3.83 to the lot -
tery. For the old Mega Millions,
they would have kept around
$75 million, with each $2 ticket
returned $0.25 to the player and

$1.75 to the lottery.

Not all this money is profit
since the cost of operating the
lottery must be covered, as
well as the jackpot payouts. For
example, a person in South Eu-
clid, Ohio won the $112 million
jackpot in the April 18 drawing.
Both news releases tout how
state lottery revenue support
K-12 public education. This de-
ceptively conveys that buying a
lottery ticket is much like mak-
ing a charitable contribution to
aworthy canse. It is not.

People do not buy lottery
tickets to earn a positive return
on their purchase, They are
hoping to win the jackpot and
fulfill a dream. This dream may
be to enjoy some luxuries that
their income does not afford
them, or digging themselves out
of a financial hole that they have
found themselves in. Though
such a dream rarely comes to
pass, the hope is that they will
be the lucky person for whom
it will.

Though the lottery headline
says it delivered a 3009 in-
crease in non-jackpot prizes, it
also delivered a 120% increase
in funds taken from players after
deducting non-jackpot prizes.
Both statements are technically
accurate, but wildly misleading.

The takeaway from the May
8 Mega Millions news release is
that anyone who buys a lottery
ticket is voluntarily paying a fee
to buy a dream. If this money
spent is worth the dream, enjoy
the experience.

With purely rational thought,
however, no one would ever buy
alottery ticket.
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