
When the Polar Vortex descended upon the United States in 
January 2014, it hit retail sales hard. This arctic blast – with its 
heavy snow and ice storms, devastatingly low temperatures, and 
business, school, and road closings – kept consumers at home 
from the Midwest to New England and even into the Deep South. 
Perhaps nowhere were lost sales felt more acutely than in the 
lottery industry. As consumers’ daily commuting habits were 
impacted by mid-week storms, so were their regular shopping 
patterns and trips to retail stores.

In order to try to quantify the impact that the Polar Vortex had 
on U.S. Lottery sales, we reviewed data for the large multi-state 
games across the country on a draw-by-draw basis. A state was 
considered weather-impacted if one or more major metropolitan 
areas had states of emergency and widespread road, business, 
school, and government closures. Admittedly, many variables 
affect sales on a daily basis, and it is impossible to account for all 
of them. The below analysis is provided as directional evidence to 
foster conversation on how we can come together as an industry 
to discuss ways to proactively manage the variables that we can 
control, recognizing that things such as weather and jackpots,  
we cannot.

We compared sales for two similar Mega Millions jackpot series 
in a sample of 25 jurisdictions across the first 18 draws. The first 
series ran from October 1 to December 17, 2013, and is inclusive 
of the Mega Millions enhancement that took place on October 
19. The second series ran from January 7 through March 7, 2014, 
and as of this writing, is still rolling. Fifteen jurisdictions that 
were impacted by severe weather saw an average sales increase 
of 3.2% across the first 18 draws of the series. Conversely, in a 

sample of 10 jurisdictions not negatively impacted by severe 
winter weather, Mega Millions sales were up 12.8% over the  
same period.

In a similar comparison for Powerball, FYTD sales were running 
16.4% behind in year to date sales prior to the most recent $425 
million jackpot run of December 28, 2013–February 19, 2014. 
While this run did pull sales back up to 9% behind last year, it 
required four additional draws to hit the $400 million mark when 
compared to the series that ended on September 18. The shift 
in the Polar Vortex that began on January 2 and continued with 
a second cold wave hitting January 27 possibly affected draws 
3 through 10 and resulted in a smaller jackpot in the game. As 
of the end of February, total sales for the first eight months of 
the fiscal year are down an average of 9% across all jurisdictions, 
excluding California, which joined in May of 2013.

“Everybody talks about the 
weather, but no one does 

anything about it”
The U.S. Federal Reserve confirms the weather-related drag on 
U.S. economy in early 2014 in its “Beige Book,” a key economic 
indicator, 1 and Federal Reserve Chair Janet Yellen also cited the 
unusually harsh winter weather as a source of weakness in the U.S. 
economy. The extent of the damage was put into perspective by 
a spokesperson for Planalytics, a Pennsylvania-based business 
weather intelligence company: “The bone-chilling cold, snow 
and ice that gripped much of the country – affecting about 200 
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million people – brought about the biggest economic disruption 
delivered by the weather since Superstorm Sandy in 2012.… 
There’s a lot of economic activity that didn’t happen.” 2

Some of those lost sales will be made up: consumers in the 
market for an automobile, for instance, will probably still be in 
the market a week or two after a snowstorm. This is decidedly 
not the case for lottery products, however; once a drawing has 
passed, it has passed forever, and the opportunity for sales for 
that particular drawing has vanished forever as well. This has 
an impact on the ability of the affected lottery jurisdictions to 
achieve their budgets for the fiscal year.

As the Planalytics spokesperson indicates, the Polar Vortex is 
just one in a long line of weather-related events to disrupt retail 
sales. With more severe weather likely in this era of climate 
change, the impact on consumer behavior – and on revenue and 
profit – can become even more substantial. This is why proactive 
management of a lottery game portfolio is important to the long 
term sustainability and growth of the category. It also gives us 
pause to review current game performance and determine where 
we may need to refocus or recalibrate our collective efforts.  
While it’s true that we can’t change the weather, there are many 
things lotteries can do to soften its blow. Some approaches to 
consider include:

 › CONTINUING ENHANCEMENTS TO DRAW BASED GAMES. 
Most recently, we have seen the impact that the Mega Millions 
game change has had on overall performance. While most 
lotteries experienced declines in Mega Millions sales during FY 

’13, the October 2013 game change has resulted in a renewed 
level of excitement and corresponding draw sales for the game. 
Based on the information cited above, it may now be time 
for the industry to turn its attention to Powerball. The Mega 
Millions change which has resulted in more winners and bigger 
jackpots, all still for “just a buck,” has impacted the consumer 
value perception on Powerball. Post-October 19, 2013, when 
the Mega Millions change went into effect, Powerball sales 
for comparable draw series are down an average of 12% over 
the first seven draws. When you review the one series that has 

extended to 14 draws post-October 2013, average sales per 
draw are down 31% across the country. This deserves some 
attention, as we all know that it takes time to plan and execute 
a major game modification for one of the multi-state products. 
Continuing to evolve Powerball and enhance the value 
proposition of the game and the $2 price point is important 
to the long-term health, to the brand, and most importantly to 
sustaining the Powerball profit contribution to the bottom line 
for every lottery’s respective good causes.

 › PORTFOLIO DIVERSIFICATION. Lotteries should continue to 
explore opportunities to add new games to their portfolio, 
such as a National Premium game at a $5 price point. Evolving 
the draw based game category is particularly important due to 
its profit contribution and to maintain balance in prize payouts 
and overall profitability across all game categories. New draw 
games that appeal to light/lapsed/non-players are particularly 
important in order to extend the relevance and reach of the 
lottery to a wider audience. Games that offer new or different 
value propositions with the prize structure (for example,  

“...For Life” games, All or Nothing) or unique or different draw 
times and/or mechanics can offer something new to potential 
players. For example, offering a game that is drawn four or five 
times per day to give consumers more variety in drawing times 
and/or offering a mobile app reveal or extended play element 
can capture new and unique audience segments.

 › CHANNEL DIVERSIFICATION. Lotteries need to embrace a 
multichannel strategy to reach consumers where they are – on 
desktop computers, tablets, and smartphones. A truism even 
on sunny days, as consumers are now accustomed to buying 
virtually anything they desire at a click, a “bricks and clicks” 
business model is even more crucial when harsh weather keeps 
consumers indoors. Where legislative regulations prohibit 
online sales, lotteries still need to have a significant online and 
social media presence to keep lottery relevant and top of mind.

 › APPEAL TO NEW/YOUNGER PLAYERS. In addition to 
diversifying their game portfolios and distribution channels, 
lotteries should reach out to Generation Y and millennial 
consumers with innovative promotions and marketing and 
social media campaigns that will generate a buzz and grab 
new players’ attention. For instance, second chance programs 
with unique consumer experiences provide an excellent 
opportunity to generate excitement and drive purchase.

Together as an industry, we need to work together to identify 
areas of opportunity, to constantly look to evolve our game 
portfolios, and to attract new players to the lottery. While this 
may not be easy, it is extremely important to maintaining the 
health of our business. Proactively seeking out strategies that are 
within our control will ensure that that all lotteries have options 
that will assist in meeting their respective budget and revenue 
commitments for the good causes and the people in each 
jurisdiction who benefit from the lottery’s success.

1. “Beige Book” – Summary of Commentary on Current Economic Conditions by Federal Reserve District. March 2014.

2. The Guardian (U.S.), January 9, 2014 (http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jan/09/polar-vortex-cost-us-economy-5bn).

50 daily record low temperatures set on January 6th, from Colorado to 
Alabama to New York, according to the National Weather Service
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