
If you’ve ever browsed online slot games, you might have noticed something curious: two games can both
advertise a 96% RTP yet play very differently. One might feel like you’re almost always winning small amounts,
while the other pays out rarely but hits big jackpots. How is that possible?

This post dives into the mechanics behind slots, explaining the nuances of RTP, house edge, hit frequency,
volatility, and payout distribution — helping you understand why slots with identical RTPs can produce wildly
different experiences.

Understanding RTP: What is It, Really?
RTP stands for Return to Player. It’s the theoretical percentage of total wagers a slot machine will pay back to
players over the long run. For example, if a slot has an RTP of 96%, this means that over 100 spins, players might
expect to win back roughly 96 units on average.

It’s important to realize RTP is a long-term average based on millions of spins, not a guarantee over short play
sessions.

RTP vs House Edge

RTP is often discussed alongside the house edge. The house edge is simply 100% minus RTP:

Term Value Meaning RTP (Return to Player) 96% Slot pays back 96 units per 100 wagered spins, in theory House
Edge 4% The casino’s expected win percentage

So when comparing slots, two with the same RTP have the same theoretical long-term payout percentage. But this
only describes the “average” return — it doesn’t tell you about the distribution of wins and losses.

Hit Frequency vs RTP: Why Both Matter
Two very important concepts slot players need to understand are hit frequency and payout distribution.

Hit Frequency Explained

Hit frequency, also called hit rate, is how often (out of 100 spins) the slot produces any win — big or small. For
example:

A slot with a 30% hit frequency pays out roughly 30 times in every 100 spins.

A slot with a 15% hit frequency pays out roughly 15 times in every 100 spins.

Hit frequency is different from RTP. A slot with a high hit frequency might pay frequent small wins, but those
might not add up to a high RTP.

Payout Distribution and Variance

Payout distribution refers to the size and pattern of feet2inches wins. Two slots with the same RTP can have
dramatically different payout distributions:

Frequent small wins + less frequent big wins

Very rare massive jackpots + lots of spins with no wins

This leads us to one of the most important concepts that influence how a slot “feels”: volatility.
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Volatility and Variance: The Feel of Slot Games
Volatility (also called variance) describes the risk level and spread of a slot’s payouts:

Low volatility slots pay small wins frequently but with rare big payouts

Medium volatility slots have a balance of win sizes and average hit frequency

High volatility slots pay out large wins rarely, with many spins without any wins

If you think about it in terms of 100 spins:

Volatility Win Frequency Typical Win Size Example Outcome After 100 Spins Low High (e.g., 40-50 wins) Small (e.g.,
1-2x stake) Frequent small wins, steady play Medium Moderate (e.g., 20-30 wins) Mixed (small to medium)
Balance of wins, some excitement High Low (e.g., 5-15 wins) Very large wins possible Long dry spells, occasional
big hits

Because RTP is an average payout percentage, a high volatility slot might feel frustrating for many spins, then
suddenly reward you with a big payout that pushes overall RTP close to the expected value. A low volatility slot,
however, keeps feeding smaller wins to keep the player engaged and feeling successful — even though the
maximum payout might be lower.

Probability Basics: Why Outcomes Vary
Slots outcome is dictated by random number generators (RNGs) under stringent regulation. Each spin is
independent, so the probability that a certain symbol combination appears is defined but random.

The probability of hitting a winning combination depends on the slot’s design:

Number of symbols and reels

Weighting of certain symbols

Possible paylines and multipliers

In practice, the probability distributions for small and big wins are programmed to achieve the target RTP and
chosen volatility level. For example, to maintain the same RTP, one game might have a 25% chance to win small
amounts, while another has only a 10% chance but compensates with occasional large 100x+ wins.



Bankroll Note: Expect Variance to Impact Your Session

When playing slots, consider your budget and session length. With high volatility slots, your bankroll must be
sufficient to endure longer losing streaks, aiming for big payouts. Low volatility slots consume smaller chunks of
your bankroll more regularly but with smaller rewards.

Summary: Why Two Slots With the Same RTP Play So Differently
1. RTP is a long-term average: It tells you how much a slot pays out over millions of spins but doesn’t

describe win sizes or frequency.

2. Hit frequency can vary widely: One slot can pay small wins very often while another pays rare, large wins.

3. Volatility shapes slot feel: Low volatility means frequent small wins, high volatility means rare big wins.

4. Payout distribution influences experience: Size and timing of wins impact player satisfaction and session
flow.

5. Probability design governs outcomes: Every slot’s RNG is carefully tuned to balance RTP and volatility as
intended by the developer.

Final Thoughts: Choose Slots Based on Your Play Style
Understanding the difference between RTP, volatility, and hit frequency helps you make smarter choices. If you
want steady, frequent wins and longer playtime, opt for low volatility slots with a high hit frequency. If you seek
bigger jackpots and can handle dry spells, a high volatility slot with the same RTP might suit you better.

Never rely on the myth of a slot being “due” for a win or chasing “hot numbers” — each spin is independent and
random. Instead, manage your bankroll wisely and choose games whose payout distribution and volatility align
with your preferences.
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