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Notes from the Editor
International Gambling Studies is a publication of the Australian Institute
for Gambling Research (AIGR), an independent research centre at the
University of Western Sydney, Australia. It has been established to fulfil a
need amongst academics, policy makers and professionals in business
and the community for a forum to promote multidisciplinary analysis and
dialogue on contemporary gambling.

The journal aims to enhance knowledge transfer amongst researchers,
managers and professionals from those disciplines integral to the
understanding of gambling in a dynamic and global environment. By
drawing on a wide scope of perspectives and viewpoints, the journal
invokes the development of a discourse which can be broadly balanced
and interconnected across disciplines. It also encourages comparative
studies that analyse the way gambling is evolving and impacting on
different countries and communities.

Integrating themes such as globalisation, ethics, social justice, innovation,
political economy and cultural change will be relevant to the journal.
Possible themes for future editions are the role of technology, social and
economic impact analysis, ethnicity and indigenous gambling, social
history, comparative public policy, community studies, phenomenology
and definitions and measures of problem gambling.

The journal aims to have a strong international flavour and seeks to
address matters of importance in Europe, the Americas, Canada, Africa,
the Asian-Pacific region as well as Australia.  The journal will adopt a
transnational and comparative approach to issues posed by the global
expansion and commercialisation of gambling in the 21st century.

We encourage articles that offer a new theoretical argument, provide new
policy insights or use an innovative methodological approach or mode of
analysis. For example, we plan to develop a forum section that
encourages scholarly dialogue on conceptual development and
methodological innovation. The dramatic changes that have occurred with
gambling in recent years have challenged the established paradigms and
research methods, and researchers are giving theoretical and analytical
expression to this challenge. The forum section of the journal will publish
reader’s responses to individual articles, review essays, symposia, short
opinion pieces and conference information.

This inaugural issue of International Gambling Studies features a blend of
articles from Canada, New Zealand, Britain, the United States and
Australia. All are written in a practical style that is accessible to
professionals and managers. At the same time, the articles are edited for
academic integrity. We welcome feedback from readers of the journal,
particularly any areas and themes they would like featured in the journal
in future.
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Toward an Ethnography of Lotto

Peter Howland1

Victoria University

Abstract
Lotto - a state-sanctioned lottery in New Zealand - is a pervasive
socio-cultural phenomenon. Every week more than one-third of the
adult population purchase lottery tickets and in doing so replicate the
promotion of Lotto as a form of benign gambling which is fun and
entertaining to play. Within a model of constructive gambling Lotto
may be cast as a site of normative or ideal gambling within the New
Zealand context. Moreover, Lotto promotions and participation
reaffirms the nationalistic ideals of the New Zealand ‘good life’,
while simultaneously articulating some of the key narratives of
transnational economics.

Introduction
On returning to New Zealand in 1989 after four years in Europe, I found a people
seemingly obsessed with a weekly, national lottery called Lotto.2 Individuals
were engaged in endless discussions about ‘what they would do if they won
Lotto’, while hundreds of thousands sat glued to their television sets on Saturday
nights to watch the highly ritualised, televised live-draw.

Today Lotto is an even more pervasive social and cultural phenomenon. In the
lottery’s first year of operation (1987) it generated a total annual income of $143
million (NZLC 1998). By Lotto’s tenth anniversary this amount had ballooned to
$394 million - an increase of 275% (NZLC 1997a). At the same time the New
Zealand Lotteries Commission (NZLC) proudly announced that of the ‘Top 200’
New Zealand companies ‘the Commission is easily the country’s most profitable
operator in the retail sector’, being ranked ninth for after-tax profits and thirtieth
for total turnover (1997a, p.25). Expenditure (i.e. sales minus payback in prizes)
on Lotto and other NZLC products have plateaued since the mid 1990s and at
$228m in 1999 have been surpassed by both casinos ($294m) and gaming
machines ($360m).3 However, in terms of participation, Lotto easily remains the
most popular gambling activity4 with at least 35% of New Zealand adults aged
                                                                
1 Research for this article was conducted toward Honours and MA theses in Anthropology. I
acknowledge the support of Victoria University of Wellington Scholarships and research grant. I
also acknowledge the assistance of NZLC representatives and especially of my theses supervisor,
Dr James Urry.
2 Lotto is a weekly on-line lottery, with a 6/40-parimutuel format. Individuals can purchase self-
selected or computer-generated tickets. More than 50% of tickets are purchased on Saturday, with
25% bought between 5-7pm, after which the draw closes (NZLC 1998). The lottery is drawn on
Saturday night at 8pm in a live television broadcast.
3 Unless otherwise stated, New Zealand currency has been used throughout.
4 The next popular gambling activities are Telebingo at 6.2% and Instant Kiwi at 5.9% weekly.
Casinos and gaming machines attract less than 3% combined. 85.9% reported playing Lotto at
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over 15 years participating every week, spending an average of $6.86 each
(Abbott and Volberg 2000; Internal Affairs 1996).

Few are immune from Lotto’s influence. Aside from the televised-live Lotto
draw, the media is saturated with advertisements for Lotto and other NZLC
gambling products. More than half a million individuals from a total New
Zealand population of approximately 3.8 million regularly watch the draw
(NZLC 1998), while 81% of regular gamblers could recall a Lotto television
advertisement (Abbott, Williams and Volberg 2000). Moreover, a plethora of
community organisations receive funding derived from Lotto profits and
distributed by the New Zealand Lottery Grants Board (NZLGB).5 In addition,
unlike TABs,6 horserace courses and casinos, which essentially
compartmentalise gambling in time and space (Phillips 1987), Lotto outlets are
found in supermarkets, shopping malls and bookshops throughout the country. 7

This placement represents a conscious marketing strategy designed to
‘normalise’ Lotto participation as an every-day consumer activity, which is
significantly distanced from the vice and corruption often associated with other
types of gambling (Howland forthcoming).

Indeed, Lotto’s social significance was highlighted during the opening of Te
Papa - the new national museum - in February 1998. The celebrations featured
the elite of New Zealand’s political, ethnic, sporting and other cultural heroes.
Sir Peter Blake, the much-vaunted winner of yachting’s America’s Cup in 1995
officially opened the museum, while Lotto took its place amongst the ‘nation’s
finest’ in the form of a televised-live Superdraw held in the museum’s foyer as
part of the opening celebrations. Lotto money had significantly funded both Te
Papa and Blake’s campaign.

Lotto - constructive gambling or a transmuted masturbatory tendency?
Most forms of gambling have received bad press from being part of an ‘unholy
trinity’ together with excessive alcohol consumption and sexual license; of
encouraging irrationality; subversion of the work ethic; the breakdown of family
relations; military failure; inappropriate levelling of social classes; and even as a
pathological substitute for masturbation (Brenner and Brenner 1990; Clapson
1992; Colfelter and Cook 1989; Davies 1992; Dunkley 1985; Freud 1974;
McKibben 1979; Weinstein and Deitch 1974).  While much of the research on
gambling in New Zealand consists of attitudinal surveys (e.g. Internal Affairs
1992, 1996), it also often incorporates a significant focus on problem and
pathological gambling (e.g. Abbott and Volberg 1991, 1992, 2000).

However, my research has been based on an anthropological model of
‘constructive gambling’ derived from Mary Douglas’s exemplar of ‘constructive
alcohol drinking’ (1987, pp.3-15). The model does not assume that any gambling
necessarily involves ‘irrational thinking’ or socio-psychological pathology.

                                                                                                                                                                               
some time, 37.1% had gambled at casinos and 37.1% on gaming machines outside of casinos
(Abbott and Volberg 2000).
3 To 1997 the NZLC had paid $1b  to the NZLGB (NZLC 1997b).
6 The Totalisator Agency Board (TAB) operates off-course betting.
7 In 1987 there were 320 retail outlets, while in 1997 there were 602 outlets, with a total of 878
on-line terminals, averaging per annum sales of $1,052,057 each (NZLC 1997a).
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Instead, the constructive model attempts to ethnographically situate any analysis
of gambling within its specific social, historical and cultural contexts. The model
assumes that notions of good or bad gambling will be specific to, and thus
variable between, different cultures and at different moments in history.
Moreover, gambling values and practices within a specific culture may also vary
according to various influences (i.e. age, gender, class, individual proclivities
etc). I began with a content analysis of the Lotto television advertisements
(Howland 1994) and then explored people’s participation beliefs and practices
using a variety of anthropological methodologies including informal interviewing
(with discussions on Lotto being almost impossible to avoid at social gatherings);
participant-observation around Lotto outlets and in people’s homes; attempts to
contextualise Lotto within a general social, historical and cultural milieu; and a
modest survey of Lotto players.8 I also drew on my own experiences of gambling
on Lotto, which began in 1989 and pre-dated my initiation into anthropology. I
primarily attempted to integrate the information from these different sources in
an effort to construct an understanding of the widely shared ethos and practices
of Lotto players - especially those who had regularly participated in the lottery
without winning a significant monetary prize (i.e. a first or second division). I
was particularly interested in what motivated individuals to continue to play
Lotto when it appeared that they were attracted by the ‘million dollar’ first prize,
yet had only ever experienced ‘Lotto loss’.

The methods and analysis will not appear ‘scientifically robust’ to many
presently conducting research on gambling. For example, the ‘sample size’ of my
survey is extremely small and accordingly any analysis derived from it can only
be regarded as suggestive - although all analysis is only ever partial and
fragmented (Geertz 1993; Marcus and Fisher 1986). However, as an
anthropologist my initial interest is to decipher the collective ‘culture’ of New
Zealand Lotto. My intent was to take the first tentative steps toward a more
holistic and ethnographically grounded exploration of Lotto in New Zealand. My
research, therefore, partly reflects earlier sociological studies of gambling that
sought to situate gambling in the everyday lives of individuals (Bloch 1951;
Devereux 1968; Herman 1967).  However, as most anthropology is interpretive
and my analysis attempts to integrate an eclectic array of information, the
analysis I offer can reasonably be regarded as a subjective understanding
(Jackson 1989) of the predominant beliefs and practices of the Lotto players I
encountered. Nevertheless, the values, beliefs, articulations and silences of these
Lotto players displayed a marked degree of consistency, which I believe is
indicative of a collective ‘Lotto culture’ in New Zealand. Clearly more research
is required to develop this further and to investigate other, divergent Lotto beliefs
and practices based on differences in age, gender, ethnicity, class and so on.

Although interpretative anthropological research clearly has limitations, it does
have the capacity to explore beyond the response to a survey question, to
contemplate silences, to make tangential connections and to speculate on
inarticulate constructions of value. For example, many attitudinal surveys of

                                                                
8 The survey consisted of 48 individuals who regularly participated in Lotto (22 once a month; 26
weekly); ranging from 16 to 72 years of age; 26 male, 22 female; with annual incomes from less
than $5000 to over $75,000; 41 urban residents of Wellington, 7 from the ‘retirement
community’ of Waikanae.
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gambling participation have concluded that approximately 80% of individuals
play Lotto to win money (Abbott and Volberg 2000; Internal Affairs 1996).
However, these surveys have failed to investigate exactly what money people
desire? The first-division prize? This cannot be assumed as many of the elderly
people I spoke to regarded a million dollars as an ‘obscene amount of money’ for
an individual to win and expressed satisfaction when the prize was shared. Nor
have previous New Zealand surveys considered why individuals desire Lotto
money. Does it have specific cultural values that significantly differ from other
monies? Though beyond this essay, it appears that Lotto winnings are often
considered to be ‘free money’ and thus comparatively unencumbered by the type
of social obligations that may accompany other monies such as an inheritance
(Zelizer 1989). Indeed, as an anthropologist I am rather wary of the data
collected from attitudinal surveys as the questions tend to be prescriptive and
overlook subtle ethnographic nuances that other methodologies are more able to
discern.

My survey was constructed only after exploring the ethnography of New Zealand
Lotto through the other methods described above and primarily as an attempt to
develop a survey that was more robustly attuned to the ethnography of New
Zealand’s Lotto players. However, I am still not confident my survey achieves
this and its results should be treated with circumspection. Hence my analysis is
more often based on general information gleaned from other ethnographic
sources and the survey is primarily referred to when its results appear robustly
supportive.

Contemplation of Lotto under the rubric of constructive gambling casts the
lottery as a benchmark for normative or ideal gambling within New Zealand
culture. Firstly, Lotto is accessible by the majority of the population - the
minimal entry fee is only $2NZ; there are no age restrictions; participation
requires little knowledge and skill; and Lotto outlets are found in most sizeable
towns. Moreover, Lotto is the most popular gambling activity in New Zealand in
terms of participation. In addition, psychological research has indicated that
Lotto, with low-entry costs and no significant capacity for the instantaneous
reinvestment of winnings, is unlikely to lead to addictive gambling (Abbott and
Volberg 1991, 1992, 2000). This perception is widely shared by Lotto
participants, who often regard Lotto as little more than low-cost fun or
entertainment. It is also a perception that is actively endorsed by the NZLC, who
promote Lotto as a form of benign gambling or gaming (Howland 1994,
forthcoming). According to the NZLC:

Gaming and gambling are at the opposite ends of a continuum. Gaming is
characterised by long odds, little or no element of skill, discontinuous play
with little ability to reinvest, large participation for large first prizes, low
entry costs, relatively low payouts, and is usually conducted on a national
or state-wide geographical scale. Gambling has lower odds, often
considerable levels of skill, continuous play with the ability for rapid or
immediate reinvestment, high payouts, relatively low participation in a
particular activity, and is usually conducted at specific sites... Pathological
gambling is most strongly associated with continuous play, short odds, the
opportunity of immediate or almost immediate reinvestment, the possibility



International Gambling Studies Vol 1, Sept 2001 12

that a degree of skill or experience may influence the outcome (NZLC
1997c, p.12).

The construction of Lotto as benign gambling enables the NZLC to pursue its
core business of providing ‘lotteries and entertainment… to reach profit and
revenue targets for the benefit of the community’ (NZLC 1997a, p.3) in a moral
space that effectively transcends the psychological pathologies and social
dysfunctions often associated with other forms of gambling.

Also, state-sanctioned lotteries in New Zealand have been remarkably free from
corruption and have always appealed to the widely held values of egalitarianism
and social philanthropy. Although the primary intent of the first gambling
legislation in New Zealand (1881 Gaming and Lotteries Act) was to restrict
gambling, provision was made for the disposal of certain goods (i.e. art works,
mineral and agricultural specimens) by lot. Organisations such as non-profit Art
Unions were licensed to run lotteries in support of aspiring artists or to purchase
art. These proved extremely popular and in 1929 the government established its
own Art Union Lottery, the profits of which were distributed to ‘worthy causes’
by the Minister of Internal Affairs. As the demand for lottery ‘charity’ increased
the government established the Golden Kiwi lotteries in 1962. However, in the
1980s support for the Golden Kiwi waned and following pressure from sporting
bodies for a more dynamic means of raising funds, the government formed the
NZLC, which introduced Lotto in 1987. By this time the concept of a state-run
lottery was an integral part of New Zealand’s culture and Lotto’s establishment
did not meet with any prolonged resistance (Grant 1994; Phillips 1987; Rose
1967; Syme 1992).

Lotto can therefore be cast as a site where ideal, or at least ‘non-problematic’,
gambling rationales, values and practices specific to New Zealand culture may be
enacted.  Lotto is variously perceived by participants and promoted by the NZLC
as a low-cost, fun activity that is disassociated from gambling problems.
Moreover, Lotto represents a substantive commitment to the collective ideals of
egalitarianism and social philanthropy. Nevertheless, for many individuals the
lure of a $1.3m first-division prize clearly represents a significant motivation to
participate in Lotto. However, given that the overwhelming majority of
participants experience constant loss, Lotto must provide other benefits,
signposts to which are evident in the lottery’s television advertisements.

Lotto advertisements - from benign gambling to the New Zealand Good Life
In July 1987 six brightly coloured, naturally propelled balls bounced down an
isolated country road and across New Zealand television sets. No explanatory
narrative was provided, although an unseen dog barked as an infant sun rose
above a distant, awakening city. This was the first television advertisement for
Lotto. Personified as a gift from nature to civilisation, Lotto was cast as innately
good with its imminent arrival as the triumphal dawn of a better, brighter New
Zealand.

In later advertisements the surreal balls bounced through a shopping mall and an
airport terminal whilst a white, middle-class female narrator revealed how ‘easy’
and ‘fun’ it was to ‘play Lotto’. These scenes were juxtaposed with images of the
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Lotto balls effecting spontaneous, high-energy transformations in the individuals
they passed; of live-Lotto draws; and of ‘happy families’ excitedly celebrating a
Lotto win. Lotto was simultaneously signified as fun and entertainment; a game
of luck; a quasi-conventional consumer activity; a natural and desirable
phenomenon; and as an activity which facilitated harmonious social relations.
Lotto was also promoted as a form of benign gambling via the endorsement of a
traditional critic of male gambling excesses, namely the middle-class, female
who represents the feminine protector of social virtue and benefit (Howland
forthcoming).

This was followed by a series of ‘1930s musical’ advertisements which featured
choruses of females with dollar bills pinned to their costumes, dancing on top of
large silver coins singing a variation of ‘We’re in the money’ from Busby
Berkeley’s 1930s film the Gold Diggers. The emphasis on winning money was
mitigated by other promotions that described how Lotto profits were distributed
to ‘worthy causes’ throughout New Zealand, thereby also casting Lotto
participation as an act of individual and collective philanthropy. However, in
1989 the NZLC introduced a new participation rationale for Lotto in a series of
advertisements that contained no overt references to winning. Instead a theme
tune emphasised that ‘happy days were here again’ simply because another Lotto
draw was due. The bounty that was previously the primary reserve of the Lotto
winner now fell to all Lotto players. The NZLC’s explanation was that the
candid, individualistic pursuit of ‘Lotto millions’ was antithetical to the New
Zealand egalitarian ethos, which denounces the conspicuous desire for
differential wealth (personal communication). However, after two years of
participation most players had amassed a ‘history of Lotto loss’ that disrupted the
‘easy-wealth’ claims of earlier promotions. Increases in Lotto sales had flattened
and clearly different participation rationales were needed to encourage
individuals to maintain or increase their participation; thus simply playing Lotto
became a reward unto itself (Howland forthcoming).9

Nevertheless, by 1990 Lotto had secured a foothold in New Zealand culture with
35% of adults already indicating that they participated on a weekly basis
(Internal Affairs 1992). The NZLC boldly announced this in a series of
advertisements based on the theme: ‘Saturday is the name of the day, Lotto is the
name of the game’. The rationale that Lotto participation reaped its own reward
was now firmly entrenched and numerous characters, both ‘typical Kiwis’ and
New Zealand celebrities, were depicted participating in an array of outdoor
activities commonly associated with a ‘New Zealand Saturday’ (i.e. swimming,
playing golf, enjoying the company of family etc). All these activities were
premised on the purchase of a Lotto ticket and the advertisements ended with
scenes of people gathering together to watch the live Lotto draw. Winning Lotto
was not mentioned or depicted - indeed in one scene the former New Zealand
cricket captain, Jeremy Coney, happily ate his ‘losing’ ticket. The message was
clear: it’s not whether you win or lose, it’s playing the game that really counts!

This promotion continued until the late 1990s with the most notable modification
being a more collusive theme: ‘Saturday is the name of the day, Lotto is the
                                                                
9 Other strategies include new products. In 1989 the NZLC introduced Instant Kiwi - a ‘scratch
n’win’ game and in 1993 Lotto Strike which can only be purchased in conjunction with Lotto.
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name of our game’ (author’s emphasis). While in 2000, the NZLC introduced
another variation on this motif with advertisements based around the theme:
‘Count me in!’ These promotions also depicted a diverse group of New
Zealanders, who from ‘Bluff in the South, to Russell in the North’ enjoyed a
range of outdoor pursuits including pig-hunting and Samoan cricket before
excitedly gathering to watch the live-draw of Lotto. Although these latest
advertisements sometimes contain references to the amount of the first-division
prize, this has only occurred when ‘unclaimed’ monies are being returned to the
prize pool. Meanwhile, the notion that Lotto participation facilitates the
construction of an idealised egalitarian New Zealand community is maintained
by identifying and personifying the place that is ‘donating’ these unclaimed
monies toward the first-division prize pool (i.e. ‘Rangiora’s is back in!’).

What these advertisements confidently proclaimed was that simple Lotto
participation was the transcendent and enabling ritual (Goffman 1979) of the
New Zealand ‘good life’. This is a New Zealand where every-day is Saturday, an
iconic day of non-employment or leisure, enjoyed in perpetual sunshine, by a
beach and in the company of an array of dynamically creative individuals who,
although diverse in ethnicity, gender, age and class, nevertheless play together in
a state of endless egalitarian harmony (Ausubel 1965; Mitchell 1972). The
promotions advocate that the mere purchase of a Lucky Dip reaffirms an
individual’s ideological commitment to, and membership in, the New Zealand
‘good life club’. Or in the words of the NZLC, Lotto is “the symbol of the New
Zealand dream” (NZLC 1997a, p.16).

Lotto participation - silences, absences and a little bit of luck
While the efficacy of Lotto advertisements can be measured by the amount of
sales they generate, it also may be discerned by the degree to which individuals
replicate and/or reject their ideological messages. For example, in the absence of
any significant contradictory evidence it may be assumed that much of the
popularity of Lotto may be attributed to the attraction of winning an
extraordinary valuable prize for a comparatively small outlay (Walker 1992).
However, this rationale contests the major emphasis of many Lotto
advertisements, which significantly disavowed or muffled this ethos in favour of
the promotion of collective egalitarian ideals. From benign-gambling narratives
to the proclamation that simple Lotto participation is the transcendent, enabling
ritual of the New Zealand ‘good life’, the NZLC has constantly promoted Lotto
as fun leisure and entertainment activity. Correspondingly, most of the
individuals I encountered also regarded Lotto as a fun game, which when
combined with the low cost of entry, cast their wagering as a ‘bit of fun’ or little
more than a ‘a bit of a flutter’. However none replicated the NZLC’s distinctions
between gaming and gambling discussed above. Many individuals also spoke of
their excitement when playing Lotto, which they said increased as they awaited
the live-draw or checked results in the local paper. This ethnographic
construction of Lotto as ritualised adult play raises issues about the social ideals
and cultural myths potentially embedded within such a leisure activity (Kusyszyn
1984; MacCannell 1976; Smith and Abt 1994), some of which will be discussed
below.
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Like myths, advertisements perform a number of functions including the
construction of collective ontologies, moral attributes and idealised values. But
myths and advertisements also deflect attention away from difficulty and the
articulation of experiential ambiguities, negative values or contradictory
paradigms (Levi-Strauss 1986). Thus Lotto promotions are fundamentally mute
on the statistical odds of winning the first-division prize. Although information
about Lotto odds is available in academic papers (Hyde 1990/91; Wallis 1992),
occasional retrospective newspaper articles (e.g. The Dominion 1997) and by
directly requesting such information from the NZLC,10 this salient structural
feature is absent from primary promotions. With odds of approximately one in
3.8 million such promotions exaggerate the 'ease' with which Lotto can be won. 11

Most of the participants I encountered faithfully reproduced the silences or
fallacies of Lotto promotions, especially those concerned with the odds of
winning, the average size of prize payouts and role of luck in the structural
logistics of participation, a situation that is also common amongst players of the
UK National Lottery (Coups et al. 1999; Rogers 1998).

For example, of the 48 individuals I surveyed, only three correctly selected (from
five choices ranging from 1:1million to 1:5million) the odds of winning Lotto’s
first-division prize - with two admitting that their correct selection was
guesswork. The majority (37) selected the lowest odds of 1:1million as being
correct, with many expressing surprise that the odds would be ‘so high’. What
these odds mean is that if you spent $5 a week on Lotto for 60 years (total of
$15,600), taking care to select different number combinations every time, you
will only ever purchase 0.823% or 31,200 of all the possible 3.8million
combinations. In comparison the odds of being injured while flying with the
world’s safest airline, Canada Air, are only one in 1.3million (Evening Post
2000). The overwhelming majority of my subjects were also unaware what
implications the 55% payback in Lotto prizes had for their individual
investments. Most believed that winning the occasional small prize (i.e. fourth
and fifth-divisions) kept them even or slightly in credit, while many also believed
that the prize collected by most first-division winners was ‘one million dollars’.12

The NZLC significantly promotes this notion via stories about ‘Lotto
millionaires’ (e.g. Sunday Star Times 1997). These narratives significantly
muffle the fact that the first-division prize is most often shared (on average by
3.7 tickets) and that the average payout is $415,830 (NZLC 1997b, p.11).

Whilst the realistic comprehension of such astronomical odds remains outside the
everyday experiences of most individuals (Clotfelter 1992; Walker 1992), even
when informed of the correct odds the disruption to prevalent beliefs was either
minor or only temporary. When I told my respondents the correct winning odds

                                                                
 10 In late 1998 the NZLC released a booklet entitled ‘More About Lotteries’ which includes
details of odds of winning, average payouts and so on. This represents a new initiative, but one
that needs to be considered against the prevalence of advertising promotions which remain mute
on these issues.
11 The odds of winning the second division (approximately $8,000) are 6:3.8 million; the fifth
division (approximately $20) are 10,560:3.8 million. The odds of winning any prize are 1:200
(Wallis 1992).
12 From a choice of five amounts, five survey respondents correctly selected $400,000 as the
average first-division prize; thirty-nine selected $1m, three selected $800,000 and one selected
$600,000.
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and later asked: ‘If you played Lotto on a weekly basis for the rest of your life,
do you think you would win a first-division prize?’, the majority (42) answered
in the affirmative. Walker states that ‘the most accurate meaning that a person
can reasonably give to the lottery ticket they hold, is that they have no hope of
winning’ (Walker 1992, p.139). Although, with 55% of total sales being paid
back in prizes, perhaps the best an individual can reasonably expect is to lose 45c
of every Lotto dollar they invest. However, if you ask a Lotto player why they
participate, the most likely response you will receive is that ‘you have to be in to
win’. To many, the structural logistics of Lotto participation are simply
irrelevant. This is partly because, despite the astronomical odds and the potential
for sustained financial loss, this fundamental fact holds fast - you do indeed have
to be in to have any hope of winning. When this inviolate truth is considered
alongside two other strongly held beliefs, namely that on offer is a large
monetary prize and that eventually ‘someone has to win’, then the logistics of
winning can easily appear irrelevant (Clotfelter and Cook 1989; Walker 1992).

The NZLC also promotes luck as a significant factor in successful Lotto
participation despite the lottery being based on pure chance. One series of
advertisements even depicts Lotto balls ruminating about their varied success in
being selected in the weekly draw, while individuals can purchase computer-
generated ‘Lucky Dip’ tickets and ‘lucky Lotto shops’ are also promoted (e.g. a
chemist shop in Hastings which had sold 14 first-division tickets [NZLC
1997b]). This discourse advances the notion that the luck is a resource which can
be possessed (by numerals, people and/or places), but which is fundamentally
transitory or sporadic. Often people who experience good fortune (i.e. win a
school raffle) or who avoid misfortune (i.e. miraculously escape unharmed from
a car crash), comment that their ‘luck is in’ and seek to take further advantage of
this situation by ‘buying a Lotto ticket’. I once observed a middle-aged man
become increasingly excited as he checked his weekly Lotto ticket. After
calculating that he was ‘only one number away’ from winning the first-division,
he enthusiastically concluded that his ‘luck was in’ and promptly resolved to
repeat the same ‘buying procedure’ next week. This included having another
haircut, wearing the same socks and buying his ticket from the same store.
Despite his best efforts his next week's ticket failed to secure any prizes
whatsoever. Clearly for many Lotto players the lure of winning a ‘million
dollars’ combines with ‘in-to-win’ rationales; with a lack of concern about the
odds of winning; and with notions that an individual participant can monitor their
personal state of luck via ‘near misses’ (Griffiths 1990; Reid 1986); to ensure
that individuals continue to play Lotto despite enduring sustained financial loss.

The ideal player for the ideal game?
In many respects Lotto promotions appear to successfully engage, perhaps even
condition, the logistical understandings of many individuals. However, the
saliency of Lotto transcends its’ mere structural framework. Lotto is promoted as
being emblematic of the New Zealand ‘good life’. This perception is also often
tangentially expressed in ideas that many individuals share about whom should
play Lotto. Most of the individuals I encountered inscribed Lotto as the near
exclusive preserve of ‘ordinary Kiwis’ and represented their chance at securing a
‘better life’. When I asked my survey respondents how they would feel if a well-
known New Zealand multi-millionaire had won Lotto (a speculative narrative as
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far as I am aware), all responded passionately that this was ‘unfair’ as he already
possessed significant wealth. Many even suggested that such individuals should
be outlawed from playing Lotto. This response articulates a central tenet of New
Zealand egalitarianism in that all ‘ordinary Kiwis’ should be afforded an equal
opportunity (Sinclair 1986) to secure the ‘good life’ by attempting to prohibit
‘double-dipping’ in the different pools of wealth. Similarly, most of the players I
encountered also stressed that once an individual had won the ‘big prize’ they
should refrain from future participation in Lotto.

Interestingly the ‘worthiness’ of individuals who won multiple first-division
prizes was often further evaluated by what they did with their winnings. Without
solicitation, many people commented favourably on the celebrated case of an
individual who won shares of the first-division over two consecutive weeks
(Evening Post 1992). This individual was well known for his philanthropy and he
publicly donated the bulk of his winnings to local charities. Although a multiple
Lotto winner potentially disrupts the egalitarian ideals of equal opportunity
embedded within the ‘good life’ ethos, this is tempered by the philanthropic
redistribution of their winnings, which ensures an equality of outcomes. In this
instance the philanthropic, multiple Lotto winner remains framed as a ‘good
Kiwi’ who affirms a different, yet equally valuable, tenet of egalitarianism. This
ethos was also reflected in the rationales of many middle-aged and older females,
who likened their Lotto participation to the purchase of a ticket in a ‘school
raffle’ in that both activities significantly ‘support worthy causes’.

Lotto as the ‘ordinary person’s’ lottery is also advocated by the NZLC’s
promotion of ‘deserving winners’ in stories published in regional newspapers
(e.g. Marlborough Express 1995). Typically an individual, down on their luck
(i.e. overburdened by debt), decides to spend their last remaining $5 on a Lotto
ticket. Fortunately they win the first-division and all their financial problems are
instantaneously solved. This narrative articulates the ideology that ‘life’s a
lottery’ (Rouse 1995). But it also celebrates the lot of individuals such as the
welfare beneficiaries, who are significantly excluded from Lotto promotions
amidst fears of a moral backlash over advocating gambling amongst the poor.
Many Lotto players reproduced this ethos by stressing that individuals with little
discretionary income should refrain from ‘gambling on Lotto’ (note the semantic
shift - inappropriate individuals ‘gamble’, while others ‘play’ Lotto). Gambling
by such individuals is often correlated with other forms of ‘wasteful’ expenditure
(i.e. on cigarettes, alcohol etc) and is believed by many to be the cause of their
impoverished circumstances. However, ‘deserving winner’ stories sidestep such
notions by re-casting the unsuitable Lotto player as a hero, who although
suffering from a deficit of luck, nevertheless demonstrates their faith in ‘the
game’ and their desire for the ‘good life’ through continued Lotto participation.
This narrative promotes the idea that any ‘ordinary Kiwi’ could find themselves
down on their luck, the moral is not to lose faith in the game of life and
eventually you will be rewarded. However, such empathy is not accorded to
unsuitable individuals who lose on Lotto as their stories direct attention toward
the potential pitfall of the entire ‘good life’ ethos, namely that it is also crucially
predicated on construction of loss and losers.
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Many Lotto players were aware that Lotto operates under the auspices of the
state and is in effect a state-sanctioned lottery. The New Zealand Government is
a major stakeholder in Lotto. Besides collecting taxes from Lotto sales, the state
is permanently represented on the NZLC board by the Secretary of Internal
Affairs, while the Department of Internal Affairs provides the policy and
logistical framework for the New Zealand Lotteries Grant Board. However,
despite this knowledge of state involvement in Lotto, most individuals were
unaware or unable to articulate the ways in which Lotto is used as a vehicle to
promote utopian notions of New Zealand nationalism. Indeed, the parallels
between Lotto’s promotion as the enabling emblem of the Kiwi ‘good life’ and
the idealistic statements about New Zealand society so beloved of post-world
war politicians are quite pronounced. The latter also included a firm commitment
to equality of opportunity and outcome; dynamic individualism (i.e.
‘pioneership’); the social redistribution of wealth; inter-ethnic, gender and
generational harmony; and the desire for leisure to be enjoyed in a clean, green
environment (Sinclair 1986). Clearly the promotions advance the notion that
Lotto participation significantly assists in the reproduction of New Zealand as a
caring, dynamic and fun society.

The egalitarian ethos of the idealised ‘Kiwi good life’ was also partly reflected in
the ‘winning fantasies’ of many of my subjects. There are no fast cars or silver
bowls brimming with caviar in either Lotto advertisements or the ‘winning
fantasies’ of many players. In one recent series of advertisements, Lotto-winners
are depicted as simple, quirky New Zealanders who do nothing more than
purchase a ride-on lawnmower to cut a thin strip of grass alongside their modest
weatherboard house. Or in the case of an urban hipster couple, spurn urbane, café
society to jaunt around the countryside in an old car distributing their winnings to
worthy rural charities. These advertisements also attempt to associate Lotto, even
winning Lotto, with widely held egalitarian ideals that reject the conspicuous
consumption of wealth as immoral (Howland forthcoming).

In addition, most of my informants had fantasises about winning Lotto that
involved securing what they already possessed (i.e. by paying off the mortgage),
providing financial support to loved ones or acquiring what they could already
reasonably expect to aspire to (i.e. buying a new car, taking an overseas vacation
etc). In this respect the fantasies reflect that the conspicuous desire for, and
display of, differential material wealth is antithetical to egalitarian ideals of many
New Zealanders. This seemingly conservative ethos is also apparently replicated
by many actual winners of lotteries in the USA and Norway (Eckblad and von
der Lippe 1994; Kaplan 1987). However, many of the younger males I
encountered had Lotto fantasies that focussed on ‘wholesale life changes’
including quitting their employment, buying expensive cars and even ‘upgrading’
their present girlfriends. For many others, however, Lotto is framed as the
ordinary Kiwi’s chance to secure, but not necessarily transcend, their place in
‘Godzone’. The advertisements and fantasies articulate an ideal where all
individuals should remain firmly committed to the egalitarian and philanthropic
ideals of the New Zealand ‘good life’, irrespective of their success in Lotto - or
in the game of life in general.

Lotto and transnational economics
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Lotto promotions, in articulating a sense of collective society with shared values
and ideals, are not simply filling the mythical void left by the demise of ‘one-
nation’ politics since World War II and the rise of bi/multi-culturalism (Sinclair
1986). Lotto advertisements also attempt to socialise players toward the interests
of transnational economics. Although many of the players I encountered were
aware of the state’s involvement, many more I spoke to were unaware that Lotto
is largely derivative of the many ‘national’ or state-sanctioned lotteries around
the world. La Fleur’s 1999 World Lottery Almanac lists 195 ‘state-sanctioned’
lotteries which generate total sales of $US126,842.5m.13 Moreover, none of
Lotto players I questioned had any notion that Lotto and these other lotteries are
produced by a conglomeration of transnational companies (e.g. advertisers,
computer technology providers, telecommunications etc). For example, GTECH
provides lottery computer technology in New Zealand and in at least 27
American, four Australian, three Canadian states; 15 European, three Asian,
three Caribbean countries; Mexico and Israel (www.lafleurs.com 1999).
Transnational advertisements moguls, Satchi & Satchi, are the creative genius
behind lottery advertisements campaigns in America, Australia, Great Britain
and New Zealand. As Lotto represents the combined product of several
transnational corporations, it appears reasonable to assume that this seemingly
‘fun game’ may also articulate some of the key narratives of transnational
economics.

Transnational economics combines centralised administration and marketing
with simultaneous production, distribution and consumption of products across
nation-state boundaries. The expansion of global markets, enhanced competition
and the emergence of new communication technologies such as the Internet, have
enabled transnational companies to more profitably utilise the mobility of capital
and labour. However, transnational companies’ movement of resources, people,
knowledge and capital across territorial boundaries potentially conflicts with
more geographically bound interests of the state (Rouse 1995). Of the world’s
top one hundred economies, 51 are now transnational corporations, while only 49
are nation-states and it is predicted that this balance will shift further in favour of
the transnationals in the future (Barnet and Cavanagh 1994).  Many transnational
companies have sought to overcome conflict by negotiating key alliances in
which their economic activities reinforce the political agendas of various nation-
states. This has included diminishing the power of unionised labour to create a
work force ‘responsive’ to market needs; wealth creation through increased
consumer activity; and the articulation of nationalist rhetoric and ideals
embedded within the promotions of transnational products (Rouse 1995; Kelsey
1997). In the promotion and practice of Lotto as the enabling ritual of the New
Zealand ‘good life’, we can perhaps glimpse how nation-states and transnational
corporations not only resolve their potential conflicts, but also collude to
reinforce the interests of each other.

Transnational corporations have also sought to counter growing disillusion with
the pursuit of the ‘American dream’, or more generally with the pursuit for

                                                                
13 Of the 195 lottery providers, the NZLC ranks 80th in total sales ($US377m in 1998). The
United Kingdom’s National Lottery ranks first with $US8,855.3m. In annual per capita total sales
the NZLC ranks 69th with $US92; the South Dakota Lottery ranks first with $US755. The United
Kingdom ranks 30th with per capita sales of $US150 (La Fleur and La Fleur 1999).
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individual financial advancement, which has been significantly maligned by
repeated cycles of economic boom and bust. Although the egotistical pursuit of
wealth has long been muted by New Zealand’s egalitarian ideals, the economic
excesses in the decade preceding the stockmarket crash in 1987 effectively
shattered this facade and created a moral space in which conspicuous public
consumption could flourish (Kelsey 1997). During this time beliefs about what
was required to achieve success also changed and many individuals began to
perceive that something more than the hard work, prudent investment and
pragmatic expenditure were needed to get ahead - and that something was luck.
Rouse states:

Stressing the unpredictability of the current environment, a multitude
of accounts have suggested that people are more likely to confront
sudden and dramatic changes...Correspondingly, they have given a
great deal of importance to the willingness to take risks and the need
for luck…(hence)…the growing prevalence of commercial discourses
that promote gambling as both metaphor and practice (Rouse 1995,
p.394)

Moreover, casting life as a lottery poignantly suggests that ‘the gap between
present hardship and future prosperity is more likely to be traversed in single
lucky leap than through steady, patient labor’ (Rouse 1995, p.395).

Transnational companies have also sought to counter increasing discontent by
recasting desire and promoting niche consumption as an ideal (Rouse 1995).
While the consumption of a Porsche and a Rolex still clearly mark high social
status, owning a Honda and a Swatch are increasingly celebrated as valued goals
in their own right. Essentially Lotto promotions encourage individuals to be
happy with their current lot in life but to keep striving for that elusive lucky
break. This discourse correspondingly places the burden of success or failure
squarely upon the individual while simultaneously diverting attention away from
social, economic and political structures that may determine a person’s lot - good
or bad. Although Lotto advertisements appear to advocate mute acceptance of the
risk and uncertainty that marks much of transnational capitalism, it is
questionable whether Lotto participants are aware of this. Certainly none of the
Lotto players I encountered articulated such an analysis, indeed many expressed
surprise that state-sanctioned lotteries were so widespread and that a significant
core of transnational companies were central to their production. Moreover, few
individuals expressed concern at this situation; instead many were more
interested in how they could access overseas lotteries. It should also be recalled
that Lotto promotions stress that all participants, irrespective of their success or
otherwise, are rewarded through the reaffirmation of ideal Kiwi nationalism and
through their continued membership in the New Zealand ‘good life’ club. In this
respect it may be that the localised social and cultural benefits of Lotto
participation transcend any consideration of the seemingly more abstract and
collusive hegemony of lotteries, nation-states and transnational economics.

Conclusion
Lotto is regarded as a fun and entertaining activity by many who participate
weekly. Concerns about the astronomical odds of winning; about the yawning
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chasm between the rhetoric and economic realities of the big prize; and about the
role of luck in a game of pure chance are of little consequence to the committed
Lotto player. Even when informed of gaps or omissions in their knowledge
constructs, such individuals rarely waver from Lotto’s yellow brick road. Lucky
numbers are chosen and notions of ideal self and society are reaffirmed week
after week.

Lotto promotions reproduce many of the collusive, hegemonic narratives of New
Zealand nationalism and transnational economics. Television advertisements and
individuals' winning fantasies resonate with the notion that Lotto is the
transcendent emblem of the New Zealand ‘good life’. They reaffirm the
nationalist ideals of a life of Saturdays, of egalitarian harmony, dynamic
individualism and social philanthropy - all enjoyed by a sun-drenched,
environmentally friendly beach in the company of friends and family.
Engagement with Lotto is also potentially mute acceptance of the productive and
consumption demands of transnational capitalism. Lotto attempts to socialise
players to embrace risk and uncertainty; to repudiate robust economic and
political knowledge; and to be content with their lot in life while simultaneously
waiting for that lucky break. The often unwavering commitment of individuals to
Lotto and the ‘good life’ ethos is typical of those under the sway of, or simply
unconcerned with, the deeply embedded economic and political hegemonies of
everyday existence.  In many respects Lotto participation is a metaphor for the
game of life and you have to be in to win! But if the discipline of Lotto teaches
its adherents anything, it is the patience and moderation required to sit by a beach
awaiting a cargo that rarely, if ever, arrives.
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Abstract
This paper examines the major factors in the psychology of lottery
gambling (including instant scratchcard lotteries and video lottery
terminals) and argues that success is due to a number of simple and
inter-related factors. Part of the popularity of lotteries is that they
offer a low cost chance of winning a very large jackpot prize, i.e.
without the huge jackpot very few people would play. However, there
are other important maintenance factors including: (i) successful
advertising and television coverage; (ii) a general ignorance of
probability theory; (iii) entrapment; (iv) manufacturing credibility;
and (v) use of heuristics (e.g. illusion of control, flexible attributions,
hindsight bias, availability bias, representativeness bias). The paper
also argues that some types of lottery game (i.e. instant scratchcards
and video lottery terminals) can stimulate excessive and problematic
play.

Introduction
Lotteries have traditionally been viewed as ‘soft’ forms of gambling which are
assumed to have few negative effects. However, that does not mean that this type
of gambling should be passed over uncritically without looking at lotteries from a
psychological perspective. This critical focus is particularly relevant in the UK
which has only (relatively) recently (November 1994) re-introduced a national
lottery after many years without one.

The global growth of gambling and changes within the social and cultural
climate has led to major changes in the political attitude to gambling worldwide.
Worldwide, lotteries are now well established and are probably perceived quite
positively by most people perhaps because of their link with good causes
(Griffiths 1997). It has been previously argued that a lottery's association with
good causes may soften people's attitudes towards gambling in general and may
erode the social stigma of other gambling activities, e.g. horse race betting,
casino gambling (Griffiths 1995a) although such an assertion needs to be tested
empirically. The situation appears to mirror the initiation of other socially
condoned but potentially addictive behaviours like drinking (alcohol) and
smoking (nicotine) (Griffiths 1994a; Griffiths and Sutherland 1998)
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With regards to the introduction of a lottery in the UK, the major concerns by
those monitoring the social impact of gambling (e.g. gambling charities,
academic researchers) have nothing to do with the lottery in itself, but more to do
with the ‘knock on effects’ of possible future legislation. The UK Government's
policy on gambling dates back to the 1968 Gaming Act. The Act stipulated that
gambling should not be stimulated. However, since 1994, the policy of
‘unstimulated demand’ has arguably been breached through the introduction of
the National Lottery. This has been highlighted by many commentators including
lawyers (Miers 1995), gaming consultants (Kent-Lemon 1995), the Gaming
Board (Galston 1995), psychologists (Griffiths 1994b) and the UK Home Office
(Johnston 1995).

As gambling laws become more relaxed and gambling becomes another product
that can be more readily advertised (i.e. ‘stimulated’), it has been speculated that
this will lead to a natural increase in uptake of gambling involvement (Griffiths
1997). If this premise is correct, this would lead to more people who experience
gambling problems (although this may not be directly proportional) because of
the proliferation of gaming establishments and relaxation of legislation.

Before going on to examine in detail the psychology of lottery gambling, it needs
to be pointed out that there are many different types of lottery games to gamble
on throughout the world. The most typical include:

• lotto type games: These are games where players usually have to choose a
selection of numbers out of a much bigger number pool. The most common
type of lotto game is probably ‘6/49’ where players have to pick six numbers
from forty-nine possibilities. Draws are usually made once or twice a week.
However, lotto type games have the potential to be played at various intervals
(yearly, weekly, daily) with some keno-type lottery draws occurring as little
as every five minutes;

• instant lottery games: These are games such as scratchcard tickets where
players rub off panels to instantly reveal winning or losing symbols; and

• video lottery terminal games: These are games played on individual machines
(which are similar to slot machines or ‘poker’ machines) and offer a variety
of gambling games.

From this brief description of different types of lottery it can be speculated that
different games might have different consequences for players (for instance, in
terms of potential problematic play). Some forms of gambling have a strong
association with problem gambling. These are usually high intensity activities
and/or those that offer repeated opportunities to gamble and chase losses (e.g.
slot machines, casino-type games etc.). This paper will therefore examine the
psychology of lotto type games before going on to discuss some of the
psychological implications for instant scratchcards and video lottery terminals
(VLTs), particularly concerning the issue of excessive and problematic play.

Factors in lottery participation
What makes lotteries so successful? In the UK, the National Lottery operator
(Camelot) has stated that their own ‘ingredients of success’ are popular products,
effective marketing, convenience of play, security of system and efficiency of
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operation (Camelot 1995). However, there are other important maintenance
factors including successful advertising and television coverage; a general
ignorance of probability theory; entrapment; manufacturing credibility; and use
of heuristics (e.g. illusion of control, flexible attributions, hindsight bias,
availability bias, representativeness bias). These are examined in more detail
below after a brief examination of why people participate in lotteries.

The chances of winning a typical ‘6/49’ lotto game are approximately one in
fourteen million. Why - given the huge odds against winning - do people persist
with their dream of winning the elusive jackpot? Part of the popularity of
lotteries in general is that it offers a low cost chance of winning a very large
jackpot prize. Without the huge jackpot, very few people would play (Shapira
and Venezia 1992). In fact, a large number of winning opportunities and a large
grand prize are generally accepted as being the optimum lottery prize format
(Shapira and Venezia 1992; Douglas 1995).

For instance, in an empirical study by Albers and Hubl (1997) of 891 lottery
players, it was predicted that variations in gambling participation were due to
structural differences in games. Only one motivational variable for gambling
participation was isolated, that being the maximum prize. This confirmed the
observations of others (e.g. Clotfelter and Cook 1989; Shapiro and Venezia
1992). Lottery players in this study were slightly more likely to be male and to be
less educated. Blue-collar workers were no more likely to be lottery players than
white collar workers and in fact civil servants had higher participation rates.
Being unemployed only increased participation among slot machine players.
Other factors such as age and home ownership showed no differences. Albers
and Hubl also reported that unemployment and lower formal education increased
gambling participation – a finding that has been confirmed in the US (Clotfelter
and Cook 1989). Gambling was also correlated with economic development,
especially disposable income of households.

Furthermore, attitudinal research by the Henley Centre (1997) in the UK has
revealed that lottery consumers are driven by profit not charity. In essence, the
UK National Lottery has encouraged a movement from stigma to acceptability.
In fact, 58% of respondents agreed that the lottery has made gambling more
acceptable (Henley Centre 1996). According to another piece of market research,
the primary motivations for playing lotteries are to win money/big prize (55%),
the enjoyment of playing (15%) and giving to a ‘good cause’ (5%) (Henley
Centre 1996). Market research also suggests that the UK public is indifferent to
good cause themes although some may rationalise a lottery purchase with this
idea (Douglas 1995). It also appears to be the case that the huge success of the
National Lottery has produced a number of significant and lasting changes
among the British population. It has increased the number of regular gamblers,
increased the number of female gamblers, has softened people’s attitudes
towards gambling and has turned gambling into a mass socially acceptable
activity.

Advertising and television coverage
The gambling industry has consistently used techniques based both on appeals to
expressive needs and the manipulation of situational factors to attract new
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custom. An analysis of these marketing methods shows that they mainly fall into
two categories (see Griffiths 1993; 1995b; 1997). These are situational and
structural characteristics (the latter of which will be returned to later). Situational
characteristics are those that get people to gamble in the first place. These
characteristics are primarily features of the environment and can be considered
the situational determinants of gambling. They include the location of the
gambling outlet, the number of gambling outlets in a specified area and the use
of advertising in stimulating people to gamble (Cornish 1978). These variables
may be very important in the initial decision to gamble and may help clarify why
some forms of gambling are more attractive to particular socioeconomic classes.
There is little doubt that these characteristics have been critical in the success of
lotteries to date. Not only are they heavily advertised on billboards, television
and in the national newspapers, but the accessibility is so widespread that they
are difficult to avoid in most shops. This means that lotteries are more salient
than other forms of gambling that do not have the same freedoms to advertise or
have their own television show.

There is also another contributory factor that is perhaps worth mentioning here
and that is most studies on lottery play around the world have shown that the
working class sector of the population is over represented and that people from
the middle classes are under represented in lottery sales (Clotfelter and Cook
1989). Since television viewing is greater in the working class sector (Walker,
1992), the impact of television based marketing of lottery gambling may be
heightened for this group. Furthermore, a televised draw (which happens in
nearly all countries to our knowledge) highlights the simplicity of winning while
at the same time hiding the huge number of losers who are watching (Walker
1992).

It appears that most (if not all) lottery operators actively stimulate gambling
through mass television advertising and advertisements in the national press. For
instance, in the UK, advertising slogans have either been designed to make
people think they have a good chance of winning the jackpot rather than the
actual odds (‘It could be you’) or has been designed to play upon people's
charitable instinct giving an impression of altruism (‘Everyone's a winner’).
More recent slogans (‘Maybe, just maybe’) are more subtle but are still sold on
the premise that somebody has got to win the big jackpot, so why shouldn't it be
you. This is the major tactic - to make the person believe that the almost
impossible is within their grasp.

Probability
The probabilities of winning lottery prizes are the basic risk dimensions that may
help determine whether a person gambles on a particular activity in the first
place. These may or may not appear to be especially important to the gambler
although Stewart (1996), a UK mathematician, has gone as far to say that the
lotto-type games are a tribute to public innumeracy. Probabilities of winning
something on the National Lottery are fairly high in comparison with other
gambling activities although the chances of winning the jackpot are very small. It
is therefore likely that the ordinary 'social gambler' does not think about the
actual probability of winning but relies on heuristic strategies for handling the
available information. What most people will concentrate on is the amount that
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could be won rather than the probability of doing so. The general finding is that
the greater the jackpot the more people will gamble. For instance, more lottery
tickets are sold in the UK on ‘rollover’ weeks because the potential jackpot is
very large.

It could further be argued that there is - or at least appears to be - a general
ignorance of the way probability operates. All methods of selecting lottery
numbers have an equal probability yet some of the general public do not seem to
believe that the probability of the numbers 1,2,3,4,5 and 6 being picked from the
49 balls are as equally likely as any other sequence of six numbers. There are
also those people who believe that future predictions can be made on the basis of
past history. As Stewart (1996) points out, all lottery systems based on analysing
past draws (e.g. sophisticated computer programs) are totally useless. Any
patterns that are detected by the sophisticated software are spurious coincidences.

There is also the observation that people tend to overestimate positive outcomes
and underestimate negative ones. For instance, if someone is told they have a one
in fourteen million chance of being killed on any particular Saturday night they
would hardly give it a second thought because the chances of anything untoward
happening are infinitesimal. However, given the same probability of winning the
lottery, people suddenly become over-optimistic. For instance, a market research
study for the right-wing think-tank Adam Smith Institute found that 22% of
people thought they would scoop the UK National Lottery jackpot in their
lifetime (English 1996).

Entrapment
Another factor that may be important in why lotteries have been so financially
successful is entrapment. Entrapment refers to a commitment to a goal that has
not yet been reached. The basic premise is to get the person committed to the
cause or product as soon as possible. Once a commitment is made, the nature of
thought changes. To the converted (in this case the lottery ticket buyer), careful
and considered analysis of the situation is likely to be minimal. Lotteries have
one great advantage over many other forms of gambling in that many people pick
exactly the same numbers each week. In the UK, a newspaper survey reported
that 67% of people choose the same numbers each week (Crosbie 1996). Of this
figure, the survey reported that 30% chose their regular numbers after an initial
random selection and 37% chose the same numbers each week based on birthday
dates, house numbers, favourite numbers etc. However, no details were given
about demography of the participants or the sample size.

By picking the same numbers the person may become ‘entrapped’ (Walker
1992). Each week the player thinks they are coming closer to winning. The
winning day is impossible to predict but should the lottery player decide to stop
and cut their losses, they are faced with the prospect that the very next week their
numbers might come up. The player is thus entrapped and the entrapment
become greater as the weeks go by. According to Walker (1992), people can
reach a point where holidays cannot be taken unless arrangements are made for
the weekly ticket to be completed and entered. The ‘entrapment’ process has
sometimes been referred to in the psychological literature as the ‘sunk cost bias’
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(Arkes and Blumer 1985) and is essentially another ‘foot-in-the-door’ technique
(Freedman and Fraser 1966).

Manufacturing credibility
Another tactic in selling products is to gain source credibility. In the UK, the
National Lottery gained this almost immediately in that it had full government
backing (as do many other lotteries). The UK Government introduced new
legislation and paved the way for advertising the National Lottery on all the
broadcast media. To add further credibility, the draws are broadcast on prime-
time television programs by the British Broadcasting Corporation ([BBC] itself
an organisation of international credibility). A UK newspaper item (Hellen 1996)
reported that the UK lottery operators had already succeeded in using its
coverage on BBC television to present itself as a respectable British institution.
According to Pratkanis (1995) source credibility can be effective for two reasons.
The first is that it leads to the processing of messages in a half-mindless state -
either because the person is not motivated to think, does not have the time to
consider, or lacks the abilities to understand the issues. Secondly, source
credibility can stop questioning (‘if the government backs it, then it must be
alright’).

Heuristics
Heuristics are usually defined as ‘rule-of-thumb’ (i.e. simple ‘if-then’ rules or
norms). There are many heuristics that may help explain why lotteries are so
appealing to the general public. Although the following heuristics are not an
exhaustive list, they do contain those that are probably most salient to the
psychology of lottery gambling:

Illusion of control: Langer (1975) defined the illusion of control is an expectancy
of success higher than the objective probability would warrant. In essence, her
basic assumption was that in some chance settings (e.g. buying a lottery ticket),
those conditions that involved factors of choice, involvement, familiarity and/or
competition stimulate the illusion of control to produce skill orientations. These
observations have been confirmed in both laboratory and natural setting based
experiments (e.g. Langer 1975; Langer and Roth 1975). For instance, Langer
(1975) reported that subjects would sell previously bought lottery tickets for a
higher price if they had picked it themselves as opposed to having it 'assigned' by
someone else.

Flexible attributions: Flexible attributions are cognitive distortions in which
gamblers attribute their successes as due to their own skill and failures as due to
some external influence. Research by Gilovich (1983) demonstrated that
gamblers transform their losses into ‘near wins’ and spend far more time
discussing their losses and discounting them while bolstering their wins.
Gilovich also showed that gamblers display hindsight bias (i.e. they are not
surprised by the outcome of a gamble and report they predicted it after the event
has happened).

Representativeness bias: Representativeness bias applies to random samples of
data and is where people expect to find a representative relationship between
samples drawn from the population and the population itself (Tversky and
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Kahneman 1971). For instance, when subjects are asked to create a random
sequence of imaginary coin tosses, they tend to produce sequences where the
proportion of 'tails' in a short segment is closer to 0.5 than chance would predict
(Tune 1964). This particular mechanism may well explain the 'gambler's fallacy',
i.e. the expectation that the probability of winning will increase with the length
of an ongoing run of losses (Wagenaar 1988).

Availability bias: The availability bias occurs when a person evaluating the
probability of a chance event makes the judgement in terms of the ease with
which relevant instances come to mind (Kahneman and Tversky 1973). With
regards to the lotteries, winners are often highly publicised. These both give the
idea that wins are regular and commonplace when in fact they are rare. A vividly
presented case study or example can make a lasting impression.

These heuristics and biases give some insight into why gamblers do not learn
from their past losses and help to explain supposedly ‘irrational’ behaviour.
However, heuristics and biases have no predictive value. It is almost impossible
to know which heuristic will be applied in a given situation and it is quite
possible for the same person to use a different heuristic in the same situation on
different occasions.

Gambling and ‘addictiveness’
Since so much money is being made from lottery gambling there are always
claims by certain groups in society (e.g. church groups, anti-gambling groups,
poverty groups etc.), that lotteries may cause problematic play (i.e. be
‘addictive’). One of the major concerns is the potential rise in the number of
problem gamblers relating to the increase in opportunities to gamble. Griffiths
(1999a) argues that addictions always result from an interaction and interplay
between many factors including the person’s biological and/or genetic
predisposition, their psychological constitution, their social environment and the
nature of the activity itself.

There have been very few studies examining the psychosocial impact of lottery
play. However, a study by Reid, Woodford, Roberts, Golding and Towell (1999)
found that manual workers spent more than twice as much on the lottery than
non-manual workers. The study also demonstrated a link between higher
spending on the lottery and poor social functioning, lower frequency of social
support, and higher alcohol and cigarette consumption. Higher spending was
associated with older age and manual social class, as noted in previous studies
(Office of the National Lottery 1997). There was no association found between
higher spending and annual earnings, use of drugs, general mental health, gender
or ethnicity.

As Griffiths (1999a) has noted, there is no precise frequency level of a gambling
game at which people become addicted since addiction will be an integrated mix
of factors in which frequency is just one factor in the overall equation. Other
factors (external to the person themselves) include such things as stake size, prize
structures, probability of winning, size of jackpot, rules of the game, accessibility,
structural characteristics (light, colour and sound effects; event frequency; near



International Gambling Studies Vol 1, Sept 2001 34

misses; skill elements etc.), location and type of gambling establishment, and
advertising.

Each of these factors may (and almost certainly does) have implications for the
gambler’s motivations and as a consequence the social impact of gambling. A lot
of these factors are structural characteristics (mentioned in a previous section)
that are responsible for reinforcement, may satisfy gamblers' needs and may
actually facilitate excessive gambling. By identifying particular structural
characteristics it may be possible to see how needs are identified, to see how
information about gambling is presented (or perhaps misrepresented) and to see
how thoughts about gambling are influenced and distorted. Showing the
existence of such relationships has great practical importance. Not only could
potentially 'dangerous' forms of gambling be identified, but effective and
selective legislation could be formulated.

Most people in the UK gambling industry make crude distinctions between 'hard'
and 'soft' forms of gambling. Their current definition of 'hard' gambling outlined
by the Home Office states:

… 'hard' gambling is a colloquialism for those forms of gambling
which are considered to carry greater potential risks than others,
usually because of the high or rapid staking associated with them
(authors' emphasis) (Home Office 1996, p.3).

From this definition it can be concluded that 'soft' gambling refers to activities
such as weekly/bi-weekly lotteries and football pools and that 'hard' gambling
includes roulette, blackjack, fruit machines, horse/greyhound race betting, instant
scratchcards and VLTs (although there is much debate about the inclusion of
some of these activities as 'hard' gambling). Some sources claim that casino type
gambling comes closest to incorporating the largest number of gambling
inducing characteristics (Royal Commission 1978). Such characteristics include
high pay out ratios and rapid event frequency. In addition, heavy losses were
viewed as a likely occurrence because this type of gambling contained structural
characteristics that allow continuous gambling.

These features are also present in both scratchcard and VLTs and are expanded
on below in addition to a brief analysis of some other important psychological
factors (e.g. the near miss, suspension of judgement):

Event frequency: Scratchcards have been described as ‘paper slot machines’
(Griffiths 1995c) and like slot machines, they have a short pay out interval (i.e.
there is only a few second's interval between the initial gamble and the winning
payment). Coupled with this, the rapid event frequency also means that the loss
period is brief with little time given over to financial considerations and, more
importantly, winnings can be re-gambled almost immediately. This is also the
case for VLT gambling.

Three factors are inextricably linked with these characteristics. The first of these
is the frequency of opportunities to gamble. Logistically, some gambling
activities (e.g. bi-weekly lotteries, football pools) have small event frequencies
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(i.e. there is only one or two draws a week) making them 'soft' forms of
gambling. However, in the case of instant scratchcards and VLTs there are few
constraints on repeated gambling as limits are set only by how fast a person can
scratch off the covering of the winning or losing symbols or how fast they can
insert the next coin into the machine. The frequency of playing when linked with
the two other factors - the result of the gamble (win or loss) and the actual time
until winnings are received - exploit certain psychological principles of learning.
This process (operant conditioning) conditions habits by rewarding people when
they emit specific behaviour. Reinforcement occurs through presentation of a
reward such as money. To produce high rates of response, those schedules that
present rewards intermittently have been shown to be most effective (Skinner
1953; Moran 1987). Since instant scratchcards operate on such schedules it is
unsurprising that high rates of response (i.e. excessive gambling) could occur.
Promoters appear to acknowledge the need to pay out winnings as quickly as
possible thus indicating that receiving winnings is seen by the gambling industry
to act as an extrinsic reward for winners to continue gambling.

It can therefore be argued that games that offer a fast, arousing span of play,
frequent wins and the opportunity for rapid replay are associated with problem
gambling. This observation has been made in relation to slot machines by
researchers all over the world (e.g. Australia, USA, UK, Canada, Spain, Holland,
Germany). There is no doubt that frequency of opportunities to gamble (i.e. event
frequency) is a major contributory factor in the development of gambling
problems (Griffiths 1997). As argued above, slot machines have an event
frequency of every few seconds whereas the football pools have an event
frequency of once a week. The general rule is that the faster the event frequency,
the more likely it is that the activity will cause gambling problems. Addictions
are essentially about rewards and the speed of rewards. Therefore, the more
potential rewards there are, the more problematic (‘addictive’) an activity is
likely to be.

The third and most important point to make about event frequency concerns the
definition of ‘rapid replay’. In general, the lower the event frequency, the ‘softer’
it is, and the less problems there tends to be - at least based on the empirical
evidence (although there are exceptions to the rule). Given the time, money and
resources, a vast majority of gambling activities are ‘continuous’ in that people
have the potential to gamble again and again. There are only two UK gambling
activities that could be said to be truly discontinuous (i.e. the football pools and
weekly/bi-weekly lotteries).

The ‘near miss’: Another related aspect to operant conditioning is the
‘psychology of the near miss’ which can act as an intermediate reinforcer. A
number of psychologists (see Reid 1986; Griffiths 1991) have noted that near
misses - failures that are close to being successful - appear to encourage future
play inducing continued gambling, and that some commercial gambling activities
(particularly slot machines and scratchcard lotteries) are formulated to ensure a
higher than chance frequency of near misses. The potential danger of the near
miss element of scratchcards was first documented in the 1970s when they were
termed ‘heartstoppers’ because they gave the illusion of coming close to a big
prize (Moran 1979).
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At a behaviouristic level, a near miss may have the same kind of conditioning
effect on behaviour as a success. For example, a slot machine's pay out line may
be horizontally located in the middle line of a 3 x 3 matrix. When three winning
symbols are displayed, the jackpot is won and thus reinforces play. However, a
near miss - such as two winning symbols and a third losing one just above or
below the payline - is still strongly reinforcing at no extra expense to the
machine's owner. Further to this, at an attributional level of analysis, the player is
not constantly losing but constantly nearly winning (Griffiths 1994c; 1999b).

It should also be noted that the near miss can also be explained in terms of
‘frustration theory’ or ‘cognitive regret’, both of which could be argued to be
theoretically opposed to an operant conditioning analysis. According to
frustration theory, failing to fulfil a goal (for example, not winning on a
scratchcard) produces frustration which energises ongoing behaviour (Amsel
1958). Subsequent wins then reinforce high rate behaviour. Other psychologists
say the frustration produced by 'nearly winning' induces a form of cognitive
regret (Loftus and Loftus 1983). The elimination of regret can be achieved by
playing again, and this in turn encourages future play.

De Vos, Lambeck and Op het Veld (1997) have made the only attempt to
examine problem gambling (including lotteries) across eight different European
countries (Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, The Netherlands, Spain,
Switzerland, United Kingdom). The aim of their research was to gain an insight
into the extent of problem gambling across Europe by sending out questionnaires
to addiction centres, universities and hospitals in addition to researchers known
to work in the area of problem gambling. They sent out 920 questionnaires and
received replies from 388 organisations/individuals (42.2% response rate). Of
these replies, only 118 came from problem gambling treatment centres with the
vast majority of these coming from just four countries (Belgium, Germany, The
Netherlands and Spain). Despite the relative lack of information, it was evident
that the major form of problematic gambling was slot machines (see Table 1).
Lotteries produced little in the way of problems except for a small proportion of
people who had problems with instant (scratchcard) lotteries. The small number
of instant lottery gamblers who turned up for treatment in Belgium, Germany,
Holland and Spain were middle-aged males (except for Belgium where it was
young males). However, it must be noted that all these results were based on a
very small number of people who sought treatment. More recently, evidence is
beginning to emerge that scratchcards are potentially addictive particularly
amongst adolescents (e.g. Fisher 1999; Griffiths, 2000; Wood and Griffiths 1998;
2001).

Table 1 : Number of gamblers in treatment by gambling type across
four countries in 1994

Belgium Germany Netherlands
Spain
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Slot machines
No. in treatment 171 1210 940

576
Males (%) 100 96 96

89
Mean age 27 29 29

36
No. of treatment centres 10 39 6

15
Total slot machine players in treatment = 2897 (83%)
Casino games
No. in treatment 31 94 83

15
Males (%) 92 87 98

90
Mean age 38 40 33

40
No. of treatment centres 3 28 2

6
Total casino game players in treatment = 223 (6.4%)
Horse racing
No. in treatment 21 14 10

2
Males (%) 100 98 98

100
Mean age 30 35 25

39
No. of treatment centres 3 7 1

1
Total horse race gamblers in treatment = 47 (1.3%)
Instant lotteries
No. in treatment 12 12 4

30
Males (%) 67 83 98

87
Mean age 23 48 30

43
No. of treatment centres 3 5 2

8
Total instant lottery players in treatment = 58 (1.7%)
Bingo
No. in treatment - 1 2

256
Males (%) - 100 100

56
Mean age - 34 25

41
No. of treatment centres - 1 1

12
Total number of bingo players in treatment = 259 (7.4%)
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Total number of gamblers in treatment = 3484

(Adapted from De Vos, Lambeck and Op et Veld 1997)

Video lottery terminals  (VLTs)
Before concluding this section, it needs to be said that there has been little
research into the effects of VLTs. In comparison to the research into slot/gaming
machines worldwide, there has been comparatively little research into VLTs.
Gfellner (1994) surveyed 507 VLT players from Brandon (Manitoba, Canada)
and reported that 9.3% (n = 47) of them were problem gamblers. Of these, the
majority were male (64%) and between 18 and 45 years of age (90%). Wynne
also reported data concerning 53 problem VLT players and reported that they
were slightly more likely to be male (55%) and aged between 18 and 44 years
(84%). Research in South Dakota, USA (Morgan, Kofoed, Buchkoski and Carr
1996) and Canada (Alberta Alcohol and Drug Abuse Commission [AADAC])
have shown that VLTs are addictive. In their study only seven of the 58
pathological gamblers in treatment were not involved with VLTs.

More recently, the AADAC (1997) carried out an in-depth study of 84 problem
VLT users. The report's main findings were that their mean average age was 38
years, that 64% were male, 38% were single and 32% married, 48% were
employed (full-time), and 31% were unemployed. Their mean average playing
time had been 30 months and 24% were more than $15,000 in debt. It was also
reported that 97% of them were ‘pathological’ gamblers as measured by the
South Oaks Gambling Screen (SOGS)

The motivations for VLT playing were listed as fun/entertainment, excitement,
winning money, escape (from problems) and challenge. Their preference for
VLTs over other gambling forms was reported as being due to speed of play,
excitement, ease of access, availability and convenience of play. They preferred
to play in lounges and hotels (because of the easy accessibility) and three-
quarters said that near wins and small wins maintain interest and excitement.

The AADAC also reported that VLT problem gamblers come from all segments
of the population, had gambled throughout life but had no problem until the
introduction of VLTs, and believed VLTs provide the greatest risk of problem
gambling. VLT problem onset was quicker than drugs/alcohol and players
thought they could influence play (despite there being no skill element). They
were also more likely to play alone (to limit interaction). With such little research
into VLTs it is hard to make any firm conclusions although the patterns of
problem play appear to be very similar to that of slot machines in general. With
this in mind, it should perhaps be considered that the conclusions we make about
slot machines in the next section might also be applicable to VLTs.

This body of research suggests that the various structural characteristics of
instant scratchcards and VLTs at the very least have the potential to induce
excessive gambling regardless of the gambler themselves. However, some
structural characteristics are capable of producing psychologically rewarding
experiences even in financially losing situations - particularly the psychology of
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the near miss - although there is no evidence to suggest that the gambling
industry has used the psychological literature to ‘exploit’ gamblers. However, the
development of exploitative practices are not easy to define, identify or prevent.

We also argue that research demonstrates that scratchcards and VLTs are a
potentially ‘hard’ form of gambling. With their integrated mix of conditioning
effects, rapid event frequency, short pay out intervals and psychological rewards
coupled with the fact that these activities require little or no skill, are deceptively
inexpensive, are highly accessible (e.g. scratchcards are often sold in various
retail outlets), it is not hard to see how these types of gambling could become
repetitive habits.

Perhaps more worryingly is the way that instant lotteries are being used to
increase participation rates. Douglas (1995) has comprehensively overviewed
worldwide running of lotteries and has concluded that to increase participation,
US state lotteries are pressed to market lottery games that feature ‘fast action’
and that offer a high degree of active involvement (e.g. scratchcards, VLTs). For
instance, in Missouri (USA), they change and revamp their games every six to
eight weeks. Consumption of products can also be influenced by live TV draws,
introduction of other games, ease of purchase, ease of awareness (placed on shop
counters to encourage impulse ticket purchases). Play value is also augmented in
some instant games through employment of a continuity device, enabling
customer to win a further prize (e.g. words, amount, TV link-in etc.). Latex-rub
panels add to the ‘play value’ of the game and the visual appeal of the ticket is
also important in helping to encourage purchase (Douglas 1995).

Conclusions
In examining the research worldwide, a number of clear trends have been
established. With regards to weekly or bi-weekly lotteries there is little evidence
that they are addictive. This is primarily because of their low event frequency
(i.e. there are a number of days between knowing the result of each gamble).
However, there are a number of caveats. Preliminary research in the UK on
young adolescents does suggest that lotteries may be problematic for a small
minority of these individuals (see Wood and Griffiths 1998). This needs to be
monitored as it may be the case that there is a developmental effect occurring in
these situations and that adolescents may be more ‘at risk’ than adults even when
playing on lotto-type games. Secondly, problem gamblers in some countries (e.g.
Spain, Sweden) do report lottery gambling as a secondary form of gambling
although there is little evidence that it is this particular form of gambling which
is directly problematic.

Scratchcards and VLTs appear to be a different proposition to discontinuous
lottery games and appear to have the potential to promote repetitive habit
patterns. Although the evidence is somewhat sparse, there does appear to be
evidence in a number of countries (e.g. UK, Spain, Belgium, Holland, Germany)
that scratchcards are a problem to a small minority of people in that they have
either turned up at treatment clinics in those countries or have rung a national
gambling helpline.
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From the overview of the psychological literature, there is plenty of evidence to
suggest that a gambler's ignorance about probability or situational cues may
encourage gamblers to think they have some influence over mainly chance-
determined activities. However, it is difficult to use such information directly in
regulation of these activities. Another complicating factor is that educating the
public about gambling may have the reverse of the desired effect and actually
increase awareness. It may be that regulation is best achieved not through
changing the structural characteristics but through such practices as prohibition
of advertising, decreasing the number of outlets for gambling available and
geographically locating gambling establishments away from sites where more
vulnerable members of the population are found (e.g. schools, colleges). In one
US survey (Creigh-Tyte and Farrell 1998) respondents said that to combat
underage sales, the price should be raised rather than the age limit. This is also a
possible option.

It is clear from our review that more research on this topic is needed in almost
every country. However, more is needed than basic sociological work on
demographics and spending levels on lotteries. Research is needed on both the
social and psychological impact of lotteries (in all their forms) with more work
concentrating on the minority of heavier spending players. The current trend of
producing statistics on the ‘average’ player does little in assessing the potential
problems at the extreme end of the gambling spectrum. There is also the need to
monitor the uptake in other forms of gambling and to further assess the impact of
continuing deregulation policy. This needs to be done longitudinally to get a
proper sense of the emerging impact. Problematic gambling levels need to be
assessed using bona fide addiction criteria - not through indirect measures such as
gambling expenditure. There is also a clear need for prevalence surveys as very
few countries have attempted to systematically to do this.

Gambling on instant scratchcards and VLTs are of particular worry because they
are not an extension of lotto-type games but are totally separate forms of
gambling which gives all purchasers the chance to gamble continuously (rather
than once or twice a week) for a large prize. We would argue that scratchcards
and VLTs are in fact 'hard gambling' in that they (i) produce psychologically
rewarding experiences in losing situations by simulating ‘near winning’
experiences; (ii) have short payout intervals of a few seconds (i.e rapid event
frequency); (iii) are deceptively inexpensive; (iv) require no skill; (v) provide
opportunity for repeated and continuous gambling; and (vi) are highly accessible.
Further to this, by means of advertising and television coverage, children and
adolescents are being introduced to the principles of gambling (as witnessed in
countries like the UK). Problematic gambling is far more likely with scratchcards
and VLTs because people can engage in instant and continuous gambling (rather
than wait once or twice a week for the result on other lottery games).

Finally, we would like to add that this paper says as much about the research that
needs to be done as it does about that which has been carried out already. The
focus of this paper is the psychology of lottery gambling (including scratchcards
and VLTs). The picture presented is somewhat speculative as there is little
empirically-based research in the established peer-reviewed literature on the
psychology of lottery gambling. It is hoped that papers such as this will provide
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the starting basis for others in both the academic and gambling industry
communities to ‘fill in the gaps’. We hope at the very least our paper will bring
forth other existing work that we have been unable to locate and foster new
research projects in this area.
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The Social Economy of Poker Machine
Gambling in Victoria

Charles Livingstone14

University of Melbourne

Abstract
Studies oriented towards the development of a social theory of
gambling in late modernity are currently comparatively few. Yet the
explosion of commercial gambling in recent years provides ample
scope for such studies. This paper reports an analysis of aspects of
the rapid growth in gambling in one Australian jurisdiction (the state
of Victoria) in order to sketch out the possible course that such
studies may take. In particular, the political economy of local
gambling at suburban poker machine venues is explored in order to
establish a preliminary methodological link to certain ideas largely
drawn from classical social theory, including Nietzsche’s cultural
problematic, Weber’s concept of enchantment and his methodology
of ideal types, and the hermeneutic method as adapted by Castoriadis.

Introduction
There is a voluminous and growing literature dealing with particular aspects of
the contemporary explosion of gambling and the alleged social and economic
benefits (and until recently and with less prominence, costs) of this explosion.
Much of this is concerned with the pathology of ‘problem gambling’. With some
exceptions, little of it has addressed the local manifestations and consequences of
gambling, and even less the social politics of these phenomena. This article,
which is an outline for a work in progress, describes some aspects of local poker
machine 15 gambling in the Australian state of Victoria in order to raise issues that
are pertinent to a consideration of more general social and political
developments.

At the level of the state, there is a need to focus on the economic politics
manifested by the growth of poker machine gambling. In this article, I suggest
that this form of gambling in particular typifies a particular way of thinking that
has become entrenched in Australia as in much of the rest of the West over the
recent past. Further, it acts to entrench the pursuit of inequality as a goal of
government, and in doing so it accords with much recent public policy in areas as
diverse as health care financing, taxation, and industrial relations, to name only a
few.

                                                                
14Ashworth Centre for Social Theory, University of Melbourne. The author would like to thank
the anonymous referees for their constructive and helpful comments on the original paper.
15 In this paper I use the terms ‘poker machine’ or ‘pokies’ to refer to what are called ‘slots’ or
‘electronic gaming machines’ in other jurisdictions.
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But in any discussion of poker machine gambling, it is also crucial to consider
the relationship of meaning between gamblers and poker machines. McMillen,
for example, commented in a submission to the recent Productivity Commission
Inquiry into Australia’s Gambling Industries, that “[g]ambling is a social activity
in which people invest meaning” (McMillen 1999, p.6). Similarly, Castoriadis
points out that “whatever occurs to a society, has to mean something for it”
(Castoriadis 1997, p. 9). Although this may be self evident, it is an important
point of departure that seems sometimes to be overlooked.

The first part of this article empirically describes the terrain of poker machine
gambling in Victoria, and particularly in suburban Melbourne, where most of
Victoria’s poker machines are located - 18,965 out of 27,311, or 69.4%, at 31
December 1998 (Victorian Casino and Gaming Authority [VCGA] 1998).

The remainder of the article is focussed on the development of some
understanding of the socio-cultural conditions that facilitated the growth of large
scale local gambling, and on the social meaning that poker machines appear to
provide for many people. Gambling on poker machines at local venues in
Victoria is undoubtedly a cultural phenomenon of some significance. The
simplest proof of this, of course, is that large numbers of people spend a lot of
money on poker machine gambling. Any analysis of the phenomenon of poker
machines requires some attempt to understand what is at stake in the moment of
the gambling transaction, what values it reflects or embodies, and what it
signifies. The article sketches out a ground plan for some further work in this
direction.

This ground plan is devised using, amongst others, ideas drawn from Weber
(1949, 1965, 1982), including his notion of ‘disenchantment’, from Castoriadis
(1990, 1997), and from observations of culture made by Nietzsche (1974a,
1974b, 1998).

The growth of gambling in Victoria
Legislation authorising the introduction of poker machines and a casino into
Victoria was adopted in 1991 during the final years of the Cain-Kirner Australian
Labor Party (ALP) government. As Costello and Millar (2000) argue, the
introduction of this legislation was widely perceived as a response to a series of
financial crises that undermined the state’s economic performance and
precipitated fiscal difficulties for the state government. Legislation of this nature
had been resisted by long time ALP Premier John Cain, but his successor as
Premier, Joan Kirner, wasted little time in authorising the implementation of a
framework for the introduction of mass local and casino gambling.

Kirner’s government was defeated in late 1992 and the conservative Liberal-
National Party government of Jeff Kennett embraced gambling as a revenue
earner par excellence. Much of the attention of those critical of the gambling
explosion was devoted to allegations of cronyism in the tendering process for the
rights to operate the Melbourne casino, but the rapid development of Victoria’s
local pokie venues proceeded apace. By 1993 there were 251 venues and 13,661
poker machines operating. By 1995, this had grown to 468 venues and 21268
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machines (VCGA 2000a). By 1999-2000, 16% of Victoria’s own tax revenue
was drawn from gambling taxes, the highest such proportion in Australia
(Victoria, Department of the Treasury and Finance 2000, p. 404).

The rapid development of a gambling-dependent state is unique to neither
Victoria nor Australia, even though Australia houses about one fifth of the
world’s high intensity poker machines.16 Mass gambling through casinos or
poker machine venues appears to be a widespread phenomenon of late
modernity. In the United States, according to the report of the National Gambling
Impact Study Commission (NGISC) of the US Congress,

… over the past 25 years, the United States has been transformed from a nation in
which legalized gambling was a limited and a relatively rare phenomenon into one
in which such activity is common and growing ... [o]nce exotic, gambling has
quickly taken its place in mainstream culture: televised megabucks drawings;
senior citizens’ day-trips to nearby casinos; and the transformation of Las Vegas
into family friendly theme resorts, in which gambling is but one of a menu of
attractions, have become familiar backdrops to daily life (NGISC 1999, p. 1.1).

This broadly appears also to be the case in Australia. To put this into some
context, the citizens of the United States spent about $US50 billion in 1998 on
legal gambling, or about $US185 per capita. In the financial year 1997-98,
Australians collectively spent about $A11.3 billion, or $A819 per capita.
Adjusting for a comparison of GDP per capita, based on 1998 purchasing power
parities, the rate of gambling losses in Australia in that year was more than five
times higher than in the USA (NGISC 1999, p. 1.1; US Census Bureau 1999;
Tasmanian Gaming Commission [TGC] 2000; OECD 2001). Certainly, large
scale legal gambling at the local level in Australia appears to be more entrenched
than in the USA. Legalised poker machines have proliferated in the Australian
state of New South Wales since the 1950s, and the TAB (the acronym for
Totalisator Agency Board, operators of a network of legalised local betting
shops) has been commonplace in Australian suburbs for at least 30 years
(Productivity Commission 1999, p. 2.4).

In 1997-98 Victorians lost more than $1.7 billion at local poker machine
venues.17 This represented more than half (53%) of the money lost to legal
gambling in that state. Between 1992-93 and 1998-99, real per capita expenditure
on gambling in Victoria increased by 161%, from $377 to $983. By comparison,
real per capita gambling expenditure in New South Wales increased over the
same period by about 53%, from $696 to $1,068. Even more stark is the
observation that all the growth in the Victorian consumption of gambling was
fuelled by ‘gaming’ expenditures (poker machines and casino gambling) which
increased by 259%, from $237 pa per capita to $852. In New South Wales, the
equivalent increase was a comparatively modest 72%, from $542 to $931 (TGC
2000).

                                                                
16 The Productivity Commission Inquiry into Australia’s Gambling Industries reports that there
are 180,000 high intensity poker machines in Australia, 21% of the world’s total, of which more
than half are in New South Wales (1999, pp. N1-23). The poker machine industry has questioned
this - see, for example, Hoggett (1999, p.1439).
17 Unless otherwise indicated, amounts are given in Australian dollars.
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The growth in real per capita gaming expenditures is detailed on Figure 1, which
compares NSW with Victoria.

Figure 1:  Real  per capita expenditure on gaming - NSW & 
Victoria, 1972-73 - 1998-99
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In late 1999, the ALP returned to government after a narrow election victory. In
opposition, the ALP had been critical of the previous government’s policy
approach to gambling, which could best be categorised as both expansionary and
secretive. In early 2000, the Victorian Casino and Gaming Authority (the state’s
gambling regulator), which had previously refused to do so, finally released
actual gambling expenditure data by local government area. The release of these
data had been long delayed by ‘commercial-in-confidence’ criteria applied by the
previous government. Figure 2 summarises these data for metropolitan
Melbourne.
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Figure 2: Gaming machine expenditure per adult - suburban 
Melbourne by LGA - 1998-99
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Excluding the central business district defined by the City of Melbourne (which
is an outrider in terms of poker machine density and expenditure, attributable to
its centrality and location as the daily workplace of many thousands of
suburbanites), the inner suburban City of Maribyrnong has the highest
concentration of poker machines in Victoria as well as the highest per capita
expenditure on pokies. In 1998-99, each Maribyrnong adult spent, on average,
$1,144 per annum, compared to the Victorian average of $602.

This is more significant because Maribyrnong, according to the ABS Socio
Economic Index for Areas [SEIFA],18 is the most socio-economically
disadvantaged local area in Australia. A comparison of poker machine densities
with SEIFA numbers by municipality in suburban Melbourne reveals a
significant relationship between the two sets of data. The greater the comparative
socio-economic disadvantage of a municipality as measured by its SEIFA
number, the more likely it is to have a lot of poker machines.19 Figure 3
demonstrates that relationship. It is also relevant to note that there is also a very
strong relationship between the density of poker machines within a local area and

                                                                
18 SEIFA is a composite index assembled using key social indicators derived from census data.
The index used in this context is the index of comparative socio-economic disadvantage. A low
SEIFA score indicates comparative disadvantage. Maribyrnong’s SEIFA score is 888, compared
with the Australian average of 1,000 and the Victorian average of 1,016.
19 The correlation coefficient (r) for the data sets SEIFA score and poker machine density for
suburban Melbourne by LGA at September 1998 was -.773.
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expenditure within that area, as illustrated by Figure 4.20 Where there are a
comparatively large number of poker machines, it is extremely likely that a
comparatively larger amount will be spent on those machines.

Figure 3: Suburban Melbourne - EGM density vs SEIFA - 
1998

0.0

2.0

4.0

6.0

8.0

10.0

12.0

14.0

16.0

18.0

850 900 950 1000 1050 1100 1150

SEIFA

E
G

M
s 

p
er

 1
,0

00
 a

d
u

lt
s

Maribyrnong

Grtr Dandenong

Darebin
Hobsons Bay

Mornington Pen

Moonee Valley

Wyndha
Kingston

MeltonBrimbank

Moreland

Hume
Whittlesea

Yarra

Frankston
Casey

Cardinia

Knox
Monash

Maroondah
Pt Phillip

Banyule
Glen Eira

Yarra Ranges

Whitehorse
Manningham

Stonnington
Bayside

Nilumbik

Boroondara

Source: VCGA 2001; ABS 1996, 1998

                                                                
20 The correlation coefficient (r) of these data sets at 31 December 1998 was 0.889.
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Figure 4: Suburban Melbourne - EGM density vs EGM 
expenditure - 1998-99
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It is also important to briefly address the idea articulated by some gambling
industry advocates and others that this pattern in Victoria is explicable at least in
part by the comparative over-abundance of venues for poker machine placement
in disadvantaged areas of Melbourne, and the scarcity of venues in the more
affluent eastern suburbs. Some municipalities in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs
have for many years barred the development of commercial premises licensed for
the consumption of alcohol, providing at least some basis for the argument that
this prohibition has limited the premises available for the installation of poker
machines.

However, an examination of relevant data demonstrates that this is an erroneous
conclusion. Table 1 sets out the number of fully licensed clubs and hotels in
selected municipalities in suburban Melbourne, compared to the number of poker
machines and their per capita density. The Local Government Areas (LGAs)
selected are the six that had the greatest density of poker machines and the six
that had the lowest density of poker machines as at mid-1999. The table
demonstrates that there was no shortage of venues in the more affluent
municipalities (including Boroondara, Stonnington and Whitehorse). In fact, the
incidence of venues with poker machines in those areas, as a proportion of total
venues, was substantially lower than in the more disadvantaged municipalities.
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Table 1: Population and EGM data - 1998-99
Adult Pop'n Net expend $ EGMs Expend EGMs per

LGA 1996 Census 1998-99 SEIFA 31 Dec '98 $ pa/adult 10,000 adult
Melbourne* 39896 66366249 1035 1087 1663 27.2

Maribyrnong 46540 53254055 888 794 1144 17.1
Grt Danden'g 94112 85590514 921 1154 909 12.3
Whittlesea 72285 64888765 983 609 898 8.4
Wyndham 50203 44297089 1025 508 882 10.1
Knox 92011 77477121 1057 916 842 10.0
Moonee Valley 82475 67467651 1012 830 818 10.1
Monash 120597 97362804 1056 1102 807 9.1
Darebin 97482 78625940 944 1042 807 10.7
Glen Eira 90036 70462734 1073 691 783 7.7
Melton 25929 19484600 1009 242 751 9.3
Kingston 94276 70086213 1018 938 743 9.9
Casey 97186 71245313 1017 723 733 7.4
Hume 79051 57864650 976 699 732 8.8
Mornington
Peninsula

80803 57560132 1011 857 712 10.6

Brimbank 106738 75601792 946 819 708 7.7
Maroondah 66909 45184406 1059 577 675 8.6
Frankston 75285 48376545 1005 535 643 7.1
Hobsons Bay 55934 34983140 980 599 625 10.7
Banyule 85356 49385940 1059 618 579 7.2
Manningham 79403 44528983 1099 511 561 6.4
Yarra 54912 29728048 984 419 541 7.6
Moreland 103588 55442642 958 777 535 7.5
Whitehorse 106224 52623629 1073 624 495 5.9
Port Phillip 63176 27461682 1043 465 435 7.4
Cardinia 27808 8721775 1028 165 314 5.9
Stonnington 70149 20677806 1104 393 295 5.6
Yarra Ranges 90923 25871438 1047 391 285 4.3
Bayside 62238 16652723 1108 294 268 4.7
Nilumbik 36843 9318638 1126 147 253 4.0
Boroondara 112575 16355201 1134 256 145 2.3
Total Metro
Melbourne

2360943 1542948218

*Note: Melbourne is an outrider and is not plotted on accompanying charts.
Sources: ABS 1996, 1998; VCGA 2001

Table 2: Proportion of hotel and club venues with poker machines
selected Melbourne suburbs, July 1999

All Licensed premises* Adult EGMs
LGA Total w/EGMs % EGMs Pop'n** per k 18+ SEIFA
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'Top' six
Maribyrnong 37 14 37.8% 771 46540 16.6 888
Grtr D'nong 28 15 53.6% 1154 94112 12.3 921
Hobsons Bay 38 12 31.6% 649 55934 11.6 980
Morn Penin 44 20 45.5% 855 80803 10.6 1011
Darebin 30 18 60.0% 1017 97482 10.4 944
Moonee V 42 16 38.1% 822 82475 10.0 1012
TOTALS 219 95 43.4% 5268 457346 11.5

'Bottom' six
Whitehorse 15 7 46.7% 541 106224 5.1 1073
Bayside 35 9 25.7% 284 62238 4.6 1108
Yarra Rnges 33 9 27.3% 393 90923 4.3 1047
Stonnington 52 7 13.5% 290 70149 4.1 1104
Nilumbik 7 4 57.1% 147 36843 4.0 1126
Boroondara 24 6 25.0% 246 112575 2.2 1134
TOTALS 166 42 25.3% 1901 478952 4.0
*"licensed premises" = hotels and clubs holding full club licenses; **Population data 1996 census
Sources: VCGA website gaming venue data, 23/8/99; Liquor Licensing Victoria, licensed
premises data, July 1999; ABS 1996 Census data

A brief political economy of Victorian poker machines
The evidence, therefore, is that poker machines in Victoria are strongly marketed
and located close to the class of persons formerly known as the proletariat. These
people are most likely to be those who have the least capacity to lose much
money. 21 Yet the amounts involved are large. If, as appears likely, about 30% of
the adult population use poker machines at all regularly (VCGA 2000, p.49),
Maribyrnong poker machine gamblers are averaging losses of more than $3,400
a year. Of course, some individuals will lose much more, and many others, much
less. The industry applies an 80:20 equation to this issue – i.e. 20% of the
gamblers will generate 80% of the revenue (Wunsch in Doughney and Kelleher
1999, p.51).

As one might expect, revenue raised from poker machines is very regressive.
People in Maribyrnong contribute about seven times more per capita to poker
machine gambling revenue than people in the affluent eastern municipality of
Boroondara, and well over twice the average for Victoria. The ABS reports that
the household income per capita in Maribyrnong in 1996 was $260 per week,
compared to Boroondara’s $484 (ABS 1998, p.83). Much of this tax revenue
generated by gambling has been used to retire debt or cut business taxes
(Doughney and Kelleher 1999, p.50). Further, scrutiny of the allocation of the
Community Support Fund (raised by a tax of 8.3% of hotel poker machine
revenue) demonstrates a fixation with major projects located in affluent parts of
Melbourne, such as a $55 million Aquatic Centre in well-to-do Albert Park, and
                                                                
21 This conclusion is supported by the data in the accompanying Figures and Tables; it is also
asserted by VCGA (1997) and canvassed in Doughney and Kelleher (1999) as well as elsewhere.
The difficulties of demand side data are also canvassed at length in the latter study and I will not
revisit that discussion; but it seems most likely from a triangulation of available data that VCGA
(1997) estimates of the regressive nature of poker machine revenue are, if anything, understated.
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the $30 million redevelopment of sporting facilities at Royal Park (Victoria,
Department of the Premier and Cabinet, 1999). It also appears likely that those
who derive dividends from the duopoly poker machine franchise holders,
Tabcorp Ltd or Tattersall’s, or from interests in commercial gambling venues,
are under-represented in Maribyrnong, and over-represented in those
municipalities where poker machine density is below average.22

This gives rise to a situation that might be thought of as Robin Hood in reverse:
robbing the poor to pay the rich. As the Australian rock band Midnight Oil once
put it ‘the rich get richer, the poor get the picture’. This practice appears to be an
important component of contemporary public policy discourse. Other examples
abound. The conservative Liberal-National Party Australian federal government
currently subsidises private health insurance by over $2 billion a year, thereby
transferring resources from the poor, who use the public hospital system, to the
generally more affluent who use the private system. There is no doubt that the
subsidy would provide significantly more public health benefits were it to be
diverted directly into the public system, which operates much more efficiently
both in administrative and allocative terms than the private sector (Livingstone
1992).

Similarly, the Goods and Services Tax (GST) introduced to Australia in July
2000 provides substantially greater benefits to the affluent than it does to the
poor (ACOSS 1999). Prime Minister John Howard and his colleagues are fond of
reinforcing the idea that his government is driven by a desire to provide
incentives for enterprise and self-reliance. The obverse, largely unspoken but
always implicit, is that his government seeks to outlaw indigence and punish the
indigent.

Examples of this nature underline the idea that the growth of poker machine
gambling, its unhindered exploitation of areas of comparative disadvantage,
verified by research undertaken by the Productivity Commission inquiry
(Productivity Commission 1999, p.10.41), and the increasing dependence of state
government on its revenues will readily occur in a public policy environment
where action by government to enhance the material and social wellbeing of the
disadvantaged is not a primary consideration. They also illustrate (if any such
illustration is required) the demise of the safety net of material certainty provided
in the postwar period by the welfare state. In its place, in the Anglophone West,
we may perceive states that seek to encourage their citizens to embrace
contingency and immerse themselves in the flow of market forces. Empirical
observations depicting the rise of gambling and the role it plays in financing the
activities of states such as Victoria provide grounds for this view. Further, it is
likely that important aspects of the nature of late modernity can be illuminated by
an inquiry into aspects of mass gambling, and its relation to broader questions of
meaning and culture.

Gambling, meaning, culture
How can an understanding of these relationships be developed? There is, at the
outset, a need to develop some theoretical understanding of the social forces that

                                                                
22 For a discussion of Tabcorp’s profitability, see The Age, 28 October 1998, p. B1
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construct meaning and culture. The recent work of Gerda Reith supports this
view strongly. Her recent book The Age of Chance provides a road map of the
terrain that we need to traverse to develop this understanding (Reith 1999).

In gross summary, Reith’s thesis is that the idea of chance in human affairs has
undergone a series of transformations over the millennia, eventually emerging as
an epistemological category central to the management of human affairs.
Gambling, as a practical manifestation of the idea of chance, provides a means
for humans to create meaning within that epistemological system. In other words,
we know the world in large part within the logic of chance, and in order to fully
participate in that world we must, from time to time, immerse ourselves within
the logic of chance. Gambling is one way we can do so.23

Indeed, simple observation of popular television demonstrates the omni-presence
of this idea. Apart from televised lottery draws and horse-races, Australian
commercial TV stations currently compete to market the ‘ultimate’ TV game
show, where ordinary people are asked deeply involved questions about trivia in
an attempt to win million dollar prizes. Observation of the end-credits of one
such program (Who Wants to be a Millionaire, broadcast on Australia’s Nine
Network) reveals the necessity to obtain gambling permits from relevant
regulators. These are televised and somewhat dramatised lotteries that obviously
resonate with the fantasies of ordinary people.

This particular million dollar gambling fantasy, like lotto and its ilk, is perhaps
about winning freedom from the burden of work. But mass poker machine
gambling does not promise such freedom. Despite the irrationality of the
expectation that one will win one’s fortune playing the pokies, as Walker (1992
p.72) points out, poker machines ‘have become one of the most popular forms of
gambling’ (p.69). It is interesting in this context that the privatised Victorian
TAB (an arm of the poker machine operator Tabcorp) uses the slogan ‘get that
winning feeling’ particularly when we know that most punters most often get that
losing feeling. More so, one may readily assert, with poker machines.

Walker thus argues that poker machine players, almost by definition,
demonstrate a tendency towards irrational thinking, evidenced not only by a
continuance of poker machine play, but also by such behaviour as talking to the
machine, jealously guarding machines against their use by others, and seeking
the machine that is ‘hot’ (Walker 1992, p.73). Walker comments on a range of
theoretical approaches to an explanation of why people gamble, and finds fault
with most he canvasses, including analysis of personality traits (p.100),
psychoanalysis (p.105), behaviouralist explanations (p.123), and the idea that
gambling is best viewed as an addiction (p.189). His preferred approach utilises a

                                                                
23 This is a very brief summary. Reith traverses a very wide territory and demonstrates a great
familiarity with most of the relevant literature across a great expanse of time. However, I think
her thesis would be reinforced by further immersion in the detail of contemporary commercial
gambling in the West, and particularly in Australia where the recent history is very interesting
and relevant to her ideas. I am also mindful of the distinction between chance – the category that
Reith focuses on – and contingency, the idea perhaps of endless possibility. It is the latter that
seems to me to provide more possibilities in the context of interpreting modernity.
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sociocognitive model, in which irrational thinking has a central place (p.139), as
does the culture within which the gambler is immersed (p.123).

The issue that arises from this is the extent to which the gambler’s beliefs are, in
fact, irrational. As suggested by the Productivity Commission’s example of the
Black Rhino poker machine, the experience of the overwhelming majority of
poker machine players is that playing the machine is very unrewarding. The
Commission calculated that in order to have a 50% chance of winning the
maximum payout of $10,000, one would on average, have to play the Black
Rhino machine 24 hours a day for 391 days, and spend about $330,000
(Productivity Commission 1999, p.16.17).24 To a ratiocinating non-neurotic of
late modernity playing this machine for any extended period (or, indeed, at all)
would probably be interpreted as highly irrational. Yet such behaviour may well
conform to a logic based on alternative, if sub-conscious, premises. If, as Fuller
argues, the desire to gamble, particularly the desire to gamble to excess, is
consequent upon a psychological need for punishment (1971 p.102), playing
poker machines provides a ready source of such punishment, in the form of
almost guaranteed monetary losses.

Alternatively, there is a certain logic to the idea that for many ordinary people,
there is no hope of advancement beyond the mundane, day to day eking out of a
an undistinguished and largely unrewarding life of work and domesticity.
Caillois (1961) points out that for many people, with no hope of radically
changing one's station in life as largely determined by the accident of birth,
‘[c]hance is courted because hard work and personal qualifications are powerless
to bring … success’ (p.114). In such a schema, chance is not some abstract
statistical concept; rather it becomes ‘a sacred sign of the favour of the gods’
(p.126). We inhabit a rationalised society, where the principle of Agôn (fair
competition) supposedly forms the basis of the socio-economic order. Yet, for
most people, inequality is the actual operating principle, as is daily demonstrated
via the substantial head start granted to those who, by the accident of birth,
inherit talent, money or beauty. In the face of the certainty that Agôn is an
illusion that masks the reality of chance, how is the ordinary, relatively
unsuccessful person to comfort her- or himself? One response may be an attempt
to court the gods who grant such gifts. For Caillois this is achieved by an
immersion in gambling, the resort to chance, which

… remains in effect the necessary counterpart of regulated competition. The latter
indisputably establishes the decisive triumph of measurable superiority. The
prospect of unearned fortune consoles the loser … defeated in legal combat … he
cannot invoke injustice … He can only blame his own inability (and) look forward
to nothing to compensate for his humiliation except the very unlikely reward of the
gratuitous favour of the fantastic powers of chance (Caillois p.160).

Reith’s argument, referred to above, takes this somewhat further and contends
that in fact the fabric of the social world we inhabit is woven in large part from
                                                                
24 The industry (via Mr. Hoggett, who presented an oral submission) took the Productivity
Commission to task over this, arguing that the example ‘sort of makes our customers look a bit
stupid ...[i]f they thought it took that [many button pushes], those machines would never be
played’ to which the Commission responded ‘Well, not many of them will know that, because not
many of those prizes have been given out’ and Mr. Hoggett responded ‘Yes, well that’s true. Not
many of them win, but that’s the nature of machines and gambling’. Hoggett (1999) p.1443
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the logic of chance. If this is so, then is it, in fact, always irrational to immerse
oneself within that logic at various junctures? To do so may be seen in Weber’s
terms as an engagement with a sort of ideal type, epitomising certain
characteristics of capitalism in a perversely utopian vision of the capitalist order
of things. It is ‘a representation of the ‘idea’ of capitalistic culture’ utilised in
order to ‘meet the unconsciously felt need for adequate expression ... the
meaning of which is only concretely felt but not clearly thought out’ (Weber
1949, pp.91-3). Beilharz  (1992) has argued that the place to find capital’s
contemporary utopia is in the act of consumption. He uses the example of the
hamburger, the inexpensive, environmentally catastrophic but instantly gratifying
and constantly replicated consumable item of dubious nutritional value. But in an
age saturated with the notion of contingency the poker machine may provide a
better example in those societies where its ubiquity has matched, or exceeds, that
of the hamburger. It not only represents an act of symbolic (but costly)
consumption, but provides an opportunity for the courting of contingency, and
issues an invitation to the gods to provide some gratuitous good fortune.

Poker machines are artefacts of modernity, having been invented and first
utilised in the US late last century (O’Hara, in Wilkinson 1996, p.7). In their
earlier, mechanical form they typified the machine logic of that era, and their
precise calculation of rates of return provides a mechanical version of that
simulacrum of the divine, the unseen hand, that is still thought to guide the
operation of market economies. The poker machine, in its current, electronic
form, is the device that may, for some, make comprehensible the core magic of
the capitalist economy, that ‘unalterable order of things in which [one] must live’
(Weber 1965, p.54).

This proposition is difficult to test by empirical means. It relies upon a
philosophical, theoretical argument for its sustenance. Such an argument could
usefully commence with an examination of some of Nietzsche’s ideas.

Nietzsche is mostly remembered through a couple of his aphorisms, particularly
his famous remark that ‘God is dead. God remains dead. And we killed him’
(Nietzsche, 1974a, p.181). This continues to fascinate people more than a
hundred years after Nietzsche’s death, and in some cases infuriate them. The
question is: what has this got to do with the people playing the pokies at the local
pub?

Consider the ancient notion that the Gods are fairly spiteful if omnipotent beings
who like nothing better than to play with mortals. The ancients regarded
themselves as the playthings of the Gods, as Nietzsche notes. In classical western
mythology such events as the Trojan Wars, and many others, were essentially
‘festival games for the gods’ (Nietzsche 1998, p.44). In his work the Genealogy
of Morality, Nietzsche developed the notion that the system of morality that
shapes human society (what we might today call the dominant social discourses)
grew from this understanding of the nature of things. Humans are creatures who
can promise, and promises must be kept on pain of punishment and suffering.
Calculability, and by extension rationality, requires such an order. So Nietzsche
argues, ‘with the help of morality, of custom, and the social straitjacket, man was
made truly calculable’ (Nietzsche 1998, p.36).
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Nietzsche’s aphoristic reference to God’s death does not so much represent a
proposition he is arguing, but rather an anthropo-cultural fact of modernity. The
proof of this is to be found inter alia in our accelerating preoccupation with the
mastery of nature, the destruction of our planetary eco-system, and the
development of political systems that at least appear to erode the divine right of
kings, dictators, and so forth. Further evidence can be found in our attempts to
master our selves and control our lives in ways that our mediaeval forebears
would have regarded as grave heresy. Indeed Lyotard’s Nietzsche-like
proposition about the loss of faith in the metanarrative (Lyotard 1991, p.xxiv),
from which the post-modern school drew such comfort and strength, is a further
example. Whether we like it or not, we have killed God, and therefore must
assume responsibilities that were God’s. This is a terrifying prospect.

We have two potential philosophical paths, in Nietzsche’s view. One is to
become superhuman, to recognise and accept the responsibility for our own fate,
and learn to live just lives without imposed moral and legal constraints (Patton
2000). This is not a widespread approach to life in late modernity, although we
can recognise traces. The alternative is to continue an adherence to imposed
morality, to accept (with little grace) arbitrary authority, to desire strong leaders,
and to hope that the hand of God will intervene to make orderly the constant
contradictions of our existence. At the centre of the latter order is Nietzsche’s
idea of resentment, the cornerstone of western morality and the slave mentality
that characterises it. Without exploring this in detail here, in Victoria in the
1990s (where all the contradictions of Nietzsche’s vision were only too
apparent), the pokies gave some an apparently simple way to simultaneously
wallow in the comfort of resentment as demonstrated by the reality of gambling
losses, and thus to submit oneself to the will of the gods as articulated by
government, regulator, and operator, and relayed by the poker machine.

The problem with Nietzsche, despite his remarkable insight and prescience, is his
appalling lack of system or method. This is probably an inevitable consequence
of his philosophy - how can one reduce to a system a philosophy that demands
the destruction of imposed systems? Nietzsche noted vehemently that he
distrusted ‘all systematisers and avoid them. The will to a system shows a lack of
honesty’ (Nietzsche 1974b, p.5). Nonetheless, Max Weber took on this task and
in large part demonstrated how it might be achieved.

In The Methodology of the Social Sciences, Weber (1949) tackled head on the
notion of objectivity in science and indeed inquiry generally. In summary, Weber
demonstrated that it is our conceptual apparatuses and our cognitive,
epistemological and conceptual orientation that enable us to problematise
particular events or facts, and then to make sense of them in a way that we
believe advances our understanding. Thus, said Weber, ‘it is not the ‘actual’
interconnections of ‘things’ but the conceptual interconnections of problems
which define the scope of the various sciences’ (Weber 1949, p.68). Further,
Weber argued that ‘the analysis of reality is concerned with the configuration
into which ... factors are arranged to form a cultural phenomenon which is ...
significant for us’ (Weber 1949, p.75). It is also relevant to include Weber’s
observation that the significance of particular cultural configurations is a matter
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of value judgement (Weber 1949, p.76). How, then, can we actually understand
anything in an objective way? Weber’s answer is that we can’t agree on or
indeed accurately relate what actually happened at some past juncture, unless we
accept the application of cultural values (Weber 1949, p.78). This is a
Nietzschean interpretation of reality which relies upon a relativist orientation.
There is no absolute truth, only a relative truth that can, nonetheless, be sustained
and argued transparently. Yet clearly it is possible to build knowledge that is
generally accepted as ‘true’ and useful. This can occur in the social sciences,
argues Weber, if we proceed on the basis of immersing ourselves in the empirical
facts, deducing from these some ideal-type or simplified representation of the
phenomena we are interested in, and then constructing from this an argument
about where the ideal type approaches to or diverges from reality (Weber 1949,
p.90).

What Weber argues for in The Methodology and demonstrates in The City
(Weber, 1978) is a way of constructing a type of objectivity in which we
acknowledge our cultural immersion and relativity, recognise the existence of
numerous possible strands of meaning, and construct a platform of meaning in
the midst of this sea of diversity, for the purpose of pursuing understanding and
meaning. The church and other traditions rely upon the platform created by
God’s word or its equivalent. The rest of us have to construct our own heuristic
platform.

What Weber also does is to identify the site of meaning within the human
experience of rationalised modernity. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism we can identify one of Weber’s recurrent concerns, the problem of
how we may conduct an ethical life (Lebensführung) in a disenchanted,
rationalised modernity (Hennis 1988, p.91).

At the end of the Protestant Ethic, Weber (in Talcott Parson’s translation, at any
rate) makes a statement about how, within modernity, the light cloak of our
social second nature is transformed by fate into an ‘iron cage’ (Weber 1976,
p.181). Beilharz has had another look at this proposition (and Parson’s
translation) in the context of his work on Zygmunt Baumann, and particularly in
relation to the interplay between ideology and the way humans construct
meaning in even the most difficult circumstances. Beilharz argues that ‘iron
cage’ is a mis-translation of a German phrase (stahlhart Gehäuse) that might
more correctly be translated as ‘a shell as hard as steel’ and which can be
compared with schnecken Gehäuse, ‘snail’s shell.’ It seems a little adventurous
to translate this as ‘iron cage.’ This matters because it overturns the
sociologically functionalist orientation of Parson’s translation and better captures
the Nietzschean sense of Weber’s ethical pre-occupation. The snail carries its
home with it, and although constrained to some extent by that shell, it is
nonetheless a mobile refuge. Indeed, a snail is defined by its shell, the word
(Gehäuse) that Weber used.

Beilharz points out that ‘we are both the authors of this world and its victims, for
[the ideological] illusions [that are inherent in our being] become as hard as
steel’ (Beilharz 2000, p.171). Thus, the space for Lebensführung is the space that
the steel shell affords us by mediating between our individual self and the
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rationalised, disenchanted and increasingly disciplined social order that perplexes
us (Beilharz 2000, p.173). We find meaning within the framework of the
illusions that enable us to continue to live in a world riddled with uncertainty,
contingency and contradiction.

There is an imaginary element to this. For Weber, society can be understood by
pursuing an understanding of the actions of the individuals that composed it, as
made possible and organised through the socially determined categories of
meaning, culture and values. Weber sought to understood the social behaviour of
individuals by constructing a series of ideal types with the individual as their
category of organisation (Castoriadis 1990, pp.59-60). This is an hermeneutic
task, requiring a capacity for empathetic understanding of the decisions and
actions of another.

The question is, how do we contend with the observable fact that human
behaviour such as gambling is frequently highly irrational, based on tradition or
belief rather than a transparent positivist logic? The answer is that although
humans operate within the constraints of logic, we may not readily recognise the
parameters of another’s logical universe. Thus, as Castoriadis points out, we may
for example all agree with a particular course of action as appropriate to
particular circumstances. Yet, on some such occasions, this may be undermined
by an earlier decision to drink too much champagne (Castoriadis 1990, pp.64-
66), or by some neurotic preoccupation, or by an unpleasant experience
remembered from our youth. The imaginary, we might say, is that which
produces coherence from such a situation. In our own eyes we are rational if
what we do accords to the ideal type we construct to aid understanding, as
modified by the imaginary that creates coherence.

There is also another ethical extension to Weber’s work that is useful in this
discussion, relating to the distinction easily drawn by Protestant morality
between good and evil. Gambling, previously an ideal type of bad thing, is now
not so. Rather, we can presently perceive the ideal types ‘good gambler’ and ‘bad
gambler.’ This is probably not possible in an ethically Protestant universe, but is
clearly possible in ours, where bad gamblers are pathologised and indeed become
the focus of our social concern (not, perhaps, without good cause). The
recognition of the ideal types of good and bad gambler allows the development
of an ethical discourse of gambling ‘addiction’ in place of the ethically religious
discourse of Protestant morality. We might now be said, as a consequence, to
inhabit a moral universe of contingency in which, depending on how the dice
roll, the possibilities are open ended, the gods and the demons are pluralised and
omnipresent, and we can be good and bad at almost the same time, and certainly
in the same place.

In this highly contingent world, as Nietzsche recognised, meaning is a matter of
fact, paradoxically the sole certainty of our existence. We inherit a world laden
with meaning, we interpret that as best we can, and we re-inject our own sense of
meaning into the social imaginary. We make nothing out of nothing, but we
make the whole world out of the world we are given and what we imagine to be
possible.
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In this way Keynes felt able to propose to mediate the contingency that until his
time had periodically wrought havoc on the economic and social conditions of
the mass of people. ‘Keynes held that the ...character of events is complex and
uncertain and that the role of science [including economics] is to organise
material to assist the intuition. Intuition might turn out to be wrong, but in a
world dominated by contingency and change there was no reasonable alternative’
(Fitzgibbons 1988, p.196). Like Weber, Keynes recognised the subjectivity of
decision making and knowledge, and he also argued for the type of transparency
that Weber had constructed. Contingency could be managed with Keynes’s tools,
as we learnt in the long post-war boom that ended with the reassertion of
neoclassical economics in the 1970s.

We have entered an age which is again philosophically more oriented towards
the idea of contingency as the natural and desirable order than towards the
Keynesian idea that contingency can and should be managed to the extent
possible. From this flow numerous contemporary social problematics, including
the role and extent of the social safety net and the legitimation of state sanctioned
gambling.

It is also the philosophical basis for a system of meaning in which the social fact
of God’s death and all that flows from it meets the reflexive imaginary through
which we construct the social world we inhabit. If we are to live, we must
construct an ethic to inhabit that world. Some people are clearly attracted by the
availability of a system wherein interaction with a non-human alterity provides a
site of vital and immediate meaning, via immersion in a world of virtual
contingency. The pokies happen to provide the wherewithal for this system. It
seems likely that, at certain junctures and in certain circumstances, the pokies
make some people’s lives meaningful. The poker machine is both of this world,
and apart from it. It simultaneously provides both certainty and contingency. Its
logic is god-like, yet firmly rooted in the electronic virtuality of late capitalism.

The question is, how can this be better understood, and more clearly
demonstrated?

There are a number of potential elements to such an inquiry, all of which are
focussed on aspects of everyday life. These include continuing empirical study of
the social, cultural and political ‘facts’ of a particular place and time; more
careful study of the philosophy of everyday life in modernity; immersion in the
world of the ordinary, non-problematic gambler who finds meaning in poker
machine use; and a further examination of the nature of contingency in its current
discursive forms, as the market, as the globalising order, as the determinate of
culture, as we live it and breathe it in everyday life.

Conclusion
This article has sought to provide a sense of the way that a study of gambling
might illuminate some of the broader questions that confront us about the
underpinnings of life in late modernity. Gambling has its own dynamic and its
own urgency. I do not doubt that for many researchers and practitioners in the
field of gambling studies or therapies, the broader social questions can wait until
we get some better regulatory or therapeutic regimes in place. There is no doubt
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that many ordinary people have been terribly wounded by the gambling
explosion of the last decade in Australia. Yet this provides an even greater
imperative for study of the philosophical and social conditions that impelled this
explosion. Those forces have not rolled back. If anything, they have redoubled,
and will redouble again and again as new technologies for immersion in virtual
contingency become available. It is not possible to engage with, let alone contest
the shaping of the society and the culture that will flow from their further
application unless we look carefully at where meaning is found, ask why
gambling is fun, and better understand the class division that the pokies
perpetuate.
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ABSTRACT
This paper helps address a deficiency of gender specific research into gambling. Using
predominantly non-parametric tests, the paper analyses data from 1,257 female and 1,743
male respondents in a telephone survey of 3,000 members selected randomly from six large
Sydney clubs. The results support female gambling stereotypes of lower individual bets and
lower overall expenditure, but not of lower participation and frequency of play, and shorter
duration of gambling sessions. Further, regular female gaming machine players appear more
likely than non-regular female players to be migrants, either young or old, and from lower
socio-economic groups. Regular female gaming machine players also appear to forgo the
social side of playing machines, to spend more overall and to be more at risk of problem
gambling than non-regular female players. Finally, the distinguishing socio-demographic
characteristics and machine playing behaviours of regular male gaming machine players are
very similar to those for regular female gaming machine players.

Introduction
This paper focuses on various aspects of gaming machine play by female members of
registered clubs in Sydney, Australia.25 It draws on data collected from 1,257 female and
1,743 male respondents in a telephone survey of 3,000 members of six large clubs which
collectively operated 2,509 gaming machines at the time of the survey. Three research
questions are addressed to illuminate certain socio-demographic characteristics and types
of machine playing behaviour that characterise female gaming machine players, that
distinguish regular (weekly) female gaming machine players from non-regular female
players, and that distinguish regular female and regular male gaming machine players. In
this way, a profile of female gaming machine play amongst those surveyed is sketched
and differences between males and females illuminated. First however, relevant literature
is briefly reviewed and the methodology for the study explained.

Prior research into female gamblers
Traditionally, gambling has been viewed as a predominantly male leisure activity. Not all
types of gambling have been equally accessible or culturally acceptable for women
(Ohtsuka, Bruton, Borg, DeLuca and Imms 1995). The broad range of gambling activities

                                                                
25 Financial assistance for this project was provided by the New South Wales Government from the Casino
Community Benefit Fund.
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that are socially acceptable for men, from the stock exchange to wagering on horse races,
usually coexists with a depiction of males as individualistic risk-takers, innovators and
speculators. Conversely, the depiction of women is different, one of a more feminine,
caring, nurturing and less publicly speculative role (Syme 1996; Brown and Coventry
1997; Delfabbro 1998). These social ‘norms’ may have contributed to different patterns
of gambling behaviour by men and women in terms of preferences, scope, frequency,
expenditure, motivations and problem gambling, as discussed below.

Gambling Preferences, Participation and Scope
Accounting for a variety of research methods and contexts, investigations of gender
differences indicate that the scope of gambling activities undertaken by women appears
to be narrower than for men (Volberg and Banks 1994; Hraba and Lee 1996). In the
United States (US) for example, Lesieur and Blume (1991) contend that women prefer
legal forms of gambling such as gaming machines and casinos, and are less likely to use
off or on-course betting. This contention is partly supported by other US research
(Lindgren, Young, McDonald, Klenow and Schriner 1987; Mark and Lesieur 1992)
which found that, while women are attracted to bingo, men participate in lotteries, casino
games, sports betting and stock/commodity speculation. Also in the US, Hraba and Lee
(1996) found similar gender patterns to those of Lindgren et al. (1987) for sports betting,
stock/commodity speculation and bingo. However they also identified a higher
percentage of women than men who gamble at casinos.

In the Australian context, preference patterns have been inconsistent. Using a variety of
methods and non-random samples, Brown and Coventry (1997) reported that female
gamblers in Victoria tend to prefer gaming machines and, to a lesser extent, casinos. A
random survey of South Australian community gambling patterns (Delfabbro and
Winefield 1996) found that women prefer bingo, and that men are more likely than
women to have gambled on racing, sports, keno, lotto games, cards, dice, roulette and
video card machines. Using a random door knock survey of Sydney metropolitan and
NSW country populations, the Australian Institute for Gambling Research (1996) noted
that an equal proportion of men and women nominated gaming machines as their
favourite form of gambling. A replicated follow-up study (Australian Institute for
Gambling Research 1998) found that women prefer lotto/lotteries, pools/bingo and
gaming machines, but do not favour keno, cards, racing, casino and sports betting as
much as men do. In the only national survey of gambling patterns in Australia, the
Productivity Commission (1999, 3.17) reported little gender bias in participation in
machine gaming. Of the respondents who had gambled on gaming machines in Australian
clubs in the previous twelve months, 48% were female, slightly below their
representation of 51% in the adult population (Productivity Commission 1999, Appendix
B).

While most studies cited above reported a preference amongst females for bingo and, to a
lesser extent, gaming machines, results for most other types of gambling were variable.
This may imply that gambling preferences are culturally based, being shaped by the
context, availability and social acceptance of different types of gambling for males and
females. Wide availability and cultural acceptance of machine gaming in NSW clubs
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suggests that gaming machines may feature highly amongst gambling preferences for
female club members, as investigated in this paper.

Gambling Frequency and Expenditure
Prior research also is inconsistent in terms of gender differences in gambling frequency.
In the US, Hraba and Lee (1996) contend that gender differences in the frequency of
gambling are not clear from previous research. In Australia however, a NSW study
(Australian Institute for Gambling Research 1996) identified frequency as higher
amongst males for gambling on instant lottery, racing, poker machines, keno, card
machines and pools. A repeat study (Australian Institute for Gambling Research 1998)
found that women gambled less frequently than men did, but did not report results for
different types of gambling.

Such variations in research findings are at least partly due to varying accessibility to
different forms of gambling amongst jurisdictions. In Australia, increased access to
gambling has been expected to result in a corresponding increase in female participation
(Brown and Coventry 1997). Machine gambling in particular, now more readily available
in Australian clubs, hotels and casinos, has increased women's involvement in gambling
(Ohtsuka et al. 1995; Johnson and McLure 1997) to the point where they reportedly now
gamble more than ever before (Brown and Coventry 1997). Nevertheless, studies in
various Australian jurisdictions have consistently shown gambling expenditure to be
lower amongst women than men (Australian Institute for Gambling Research 1994;
Australian Institute for Gambling Research 1996; Delfabbro and Winefield 1996).
However whether this is due to less frequent gambling, lower bet sizes or shorter
gambling sessions is unclear.

Motivations for Gambling
In its national inquiry into Australia’s gambling industries, the Productivity Commission
(1999) noted that two major attractions of gambling are the chance of winning and the
entertainment value in playing. Motivations for gambling were assumed to be
entertainment including pleasure and fun, the dream of winning and the enjoyment of
visiting a venue. Walker (1992) assumes that motivations differ according to gambling
type. Gaming machine players appear more likely to play to escape anxiety
(Blaszczynski, Walker, Sagris and Dickerson 1997). Other research on gambling
motivations (Loughnan, Pierce and Sagris 1996; Pierce, Wentzel and Loughnan 1997)
has been inconclusive, with results possibly confounded by being related to gambling in
general, not specific gambling types. Yet Delfabbro (1998) concludes there is a consistent
gender difference, that females are more likely than males to treat gambling as a means of
escape, to relax and to lessen negative mood states like anxiety and depression.

Given that much Australian research on gender differences in gambling motivations is
difficult to typify due to inconsistencies in methods and sampling, certain factors have
been assumed to influence the reasons why women gamble. Increased female
participation in gambling has been assumed to emanate from greater freedom of choice
for women, changing gender roles, increased financial independence and smaller
families. Brown and Coventry (1997) suggest that motivators for female gambling,
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particularly on gaming machines, include cheap entertainment, a social outlet, escape
from home duties, and female companionship in a safe and sometimes salubrious
environment when unaccompanied by males. By providing opportunities for decision-
making, often denied in the home and workplace, gambling can also increase women's
sense of power (Brown and Coventry 1997). Thus, gambling can be rewarding behaviour
for women, associated with fun, social contact, few obligations, companionship and the
promise of independence and control in a neutral, secure environment (Thomas 1995;
Ewing 1996; Legge 1996; Johnson and McLure 1997; Pierce, Wentzel and Loughnan
1997).

Thus, it appears that escape and relaxation in a familiar venue may be motivators for
female gaming machine players. It could therefore be speculated that women tend to
gamble in ways that maximize their playing time. With gaming machines, this could be
translated into preferences for lower denomination machines, smaller bets and lower
overall expenditure, although there is limited research to date to support this contention.

Problem Gambling
As social accessibility of gambling increases in Australia, more women may seek the
social outlet that gambling can provide. Thomas (1995) notes that when gambling offers
women more choices, an opportunity for relaxation, monetary gain and social
experiences, then one possible consequence is a likely increase in the number of women
who become attached to gambling. The Australian Institute for Gambling Research
(1998, p.61) reported in two replicated studies in NSW that the margin separating the
prevalence of problem gambling amongst men and women has narrowed between 1995
and 1997. Although previous research has shown that problem gamblers are more likely
to be male (Australian Institute for Gambling Research 1995; Australian Institute for
Gambling Research 1996; Volberg 1996; Ladouceur 1996; Abbott and Volberg 1996),
many Australian counselling services suggest that females are emerging as a new group
of clients (Legge 1996; Prosser, Hing, Breen and Weeks 1997b; Johnson and McLure
1997). For many of these female clients, gaming machines are the major source of their
problem (Dickerson 1995).

More recently, the Productivity Commission (1999) found males and females are equally
represented as problem gamblers. Apart from the tendency of problem gambling to be
associated with younger age groups, no other clear indicators, except for continuous
modes of gambling, appear significantly associated with problem gambling. Yet the
report commented on a new phenomenon, the feminisation of problem gambling, which
has become apparent since the widespread introduction of gaming machines in most
Australian jurisdictions during the 1990s (Productivity Commission 1999). During this
time period, the prevalence of female problem gambling has reportedly increased
threefold in Australia (Dickerson 1996), with 14% of problem gamblers being female in
1991, increasing to 40% in 1999, with most gambling problems associated with gaming
machines. The Productivity Commission (1999) made explicit the powerful connection
between problem gambling and availability of gambling, particularly continuous forms.
This would explain why problem gambling is lowest amongst both males and females in
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the only Australian jurisdiction, Western Australia, where gaming machines are restricted
to the state’s one casino.

As noted earlier, escape has been proposed as a motivator for female gambling.
According to Lesieur (1993), escape seekers find gambling a means of temporarily
forgetting overwhelming problems, with gambling acting as a kind of anaesthetic. Once
children start school, women have the time and opportunity to gamble, allowing them to
take time out from family responsibilities and to enjoy psychological and emotional
relaxation (Brown and Coventry 1997). Thomas (1995) comments that some women
view their gambling as a reward for years spent parenting, supporting Lesieur's (1993)
finding that gambling problems tend to emerge at an older age for women than men. In
many studies, escape from personal anxiety, depression and relaxation are often given as
reasons for gambling amongst female problem gamblers (Lesieur 1993; Thomas 1995;
Quirk 1996; Pierce, Wentzel and Loughnan 1997; Coman, Evans and Burrows 1996;
Legge 1996).

An unhappy home life can also enhance the need to escape, which in turn can precipitate
gambling problems (Thomas 1995). In a US study, Lesieur (1987 cited in Lesieur 1993)
found that female problem gamblers often had troubled childhoods (including physical
and sexual abuse), marriages and adult lives. Their parents were more likely to be
alcoholics, and several mentioned they had married to escape the family. However, 62%
married men who were pathological gamblers, alcoholics, drug abusers or had other
similar serious problems, while 29% had physically abusive husbands. Chronic
loneliness, resulting from the husband's frequent absence from home, was commonly
reported. Also in the US, Hraba and Lee (1996) noted that alienation from a standard
lifestyle, emanating from frequent marriages and residential moves, armed forces service
and lack of religious affiliation, were predictors of female problem gambling. These
factors might also lead to boredom, depression and frustration, factors that Ohtsuka et al.
(1995) found to be more strongly associated with problem gambling than gender alone.
Integration into a social world of gambling might help to relieve this boredom and
loneliness (Hraba and Lee 1996).

Not only do the backgrounds and motivations of women with gambling problems appear
to differ from those of their male counterparts, but the consequences may also vary.
Women's responsibility for nurturing relationships can lead to feelings of shame if
relationships falter or disintegrate. When combined with a gambling problem, the social
stigma of failure tends to exacerbate their distress, sometimes leading to a destructive
cycle of escape behaviours to cope with adverse events in their lives (Thomas 1995). In
addition, not all women have independent incomes. Those with a low disposable income
may feel stressed even about small debts, particularly on non-essential spending like
gambling (Thomas 1995). Further, a prison study of female pathological gamblers
(Lesieur 1987 in Lesieur 1993) found that, to finance their gambling, females were more
likely to be involved in forgery, fraud and prostitution, while males turned to burglary,
hustling, con games and swindles.
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Women with gambling problems may also differ in their propensity to seek help. Feelings
of guilt at failing to live up to modern ideals and perceived social costs resulting from
treatment entry, such as removal of children by child protection agencies or physical
injury from abusive husbands, can sometimes deter women from seeking assistance
(Thomas 1995). Some women however enter treatment earlier than men due to their
greater stress over lower levels of debt which are often owed to family and friends rather
than lending institutions, accompanied by the greater emotional attachment women tend
to have with family and friends (Thomas 1995).

In summary, while the research is sparse, women appear to experience gambling and
problem gambling differently from men, with early indications suggesting that women
tend to associate gambling with escape from boredom, depression and stress (Brown and
Coventry 1997). However, while some patterns of gambling behaviour, motivations,
consequences and treatment-seeking can be identified for female gamblers and female
problem gamblers, much is unresolved. A gender-based theory of gambling and problem
gambling has yet to be developed.

Rationale and research questions for the study
The analysis described in this paper attempts to fill four gaps or limitations in prior
research. First, while there is growing recognition that gender differences may exist for
participation in different types of gambling activities, frequency, preferences, expenditure
and motivations (Delfabbro 1998), the literature has acknowledged a lack of gender
specific research into gambling (Lesieur and Blume 1991; Thomas 1995; Brown and
Coventry 1997; Johnson and McLure 1997). Non-gender specific research into gambling
risks focusing only on issues particularly relevant to men (Johnson and McLure 1997),
and ignoring how, why, when and where women gamble and the impacts (Delfabbro
1998). Thus, this paper helps to address a general deficiency of gender specific research
into gambling.

Second, certain stereotypes of female gambling patterns exist, such as participation in a
narrower scope of gambling activities, less frequent gambling, lower expenditure,
different motivations and lower prevalence of problem gambling. While research results
have been inconclusive, these stereotypes are often assumed to apply to all types of
gambling and in all contexts. Thus, the analysis in this paper tests whether such
stereotypes apply to one type of gambling in one context – gaming machine play by
female members of registered clubs in Sydney. It does so via the first research question
addressed in relation to the sample under study:

1. Do gender stereotypes apply to females for gaming machine play?

Third, stereotypes of female gambling appear to have emanated from research comparing
females to males and so rest on the assumption that female gamblers are a homogeneous
group. This paper explores this assumption by comparing regular (weekly) to non-regular
female gaming machine players to investigate whether such homogeneity does exist in
terms of certain socio-demographic characteristics and types of machine playing
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behaviour. Thus, the second research question addressed in relation to the study sample
is:

2. How do regular female gaming machine players differ from non-regular female
gaming machine players in terms of certain socio-demographic characteristics and
types of machine playing behaviour?

Finally, previous research into male and female gambling patterns has tended to compare
entire samples of male gamblers to female gamblers, which may mask similarities and
differences between regular and non-regular gamblers within these two groups. This
paper addresses this limitation by comparing regular female gaming machine players to
regular male gaming machine players to investigate both whether gender stereotypes
apply to females who play gaming machines regularly and how male and female regular
gaming machine players may differ in terms of certain socio-demographic characteristics
and types of machine playing behaviour. It does so via the third research question:

3. How do regular female gaming machine players differ from regular male gaming
machine players in terms of certain socio-demographic characteristics and types
of machine playing behaviour?

Research methodology
This research focused on New South Wales (NSW) registered clubs because of their
central role as providers of machine gambling. At the time of the study in 1996-97,
registered clubs were the only venues in NSW legally allowed to operate a particular type
of gaming machine, known as poker machines, outside the then temporary Sydney
Harbour Casino. At that time, over 1,400 NSW clubs collectively operated over 62,000
machines, generating about $2 billion in gross profits and over $400 million in state taxes
(NSW Department of Gaming and Racing 1996, p.23). Their only direct competitor at the
time, the temporary casino, operated just 500 machines.

Of the top 30 clubs in NSW by gaming machine profits (NSW Department of Gaming
and Racing 1996), 25 are located in Sydney. The researchers gained the cooperation of
six of these 25 clubs and the authority to survey a sample of their members, selected
randomly by the researchers from a total of about 190,000 members contained in their
membership lists. The sample was restricted to members residing in Sydney. A marketing
research company was commissioned to conduct a telephone survey of the sample. While
this method had some limitations, such as excluding people with no telephones and non-
English speakers, on a sensitive topic like gaming habits it was pragmatic and less
intrusive than a household interview.

A total of 16,642 households in the sample were contacted to achieve 3,000 interviews.
The non-respondents comprised:

• 4,955 refusals;
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• 4,206 who said they were not club members;
• 469 business numbers with the individual respondent not located;
• 610 who were not suitable for reasons such as hearing impairments, language

difficulties and the like;
• 233 who were not available for the duration of the survey;
• 134 who terminated the interview before completion; and
• 3,035 answering machines.

Each telephone interview took about 20 minutes and addressed four main areas relevant
to this paper:

• gaming machine playing behaviours of the respondents, including usual venue, usual
company, reasons for play, preferred types of machines, and time and money spent
playing (net expenditure);

• the South Oaks Gambling Screen (Lesieur and Blume 1987) to measure the
prevalence of problem gambling;

• an adapted South Oaks Gambling Screen (Lesieur and Blume 1987) to measure
problem gambling related specifically to machine gambling. For example, the original
question ‘did you ever gamble more than you intended to in the last 6 months?’ was
changed to ‘did you ever gamble on poker machines more than you intended to in the
last 6 months?’ Remaining SOGS items were adapted in similar fashion;

• socio-demographic characteristics of the respondent based on categories used in the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census.

This survey was conducted as part of a larger project for the NSW Casino Community
Benefit Fund to examine various aspects of gaming machine play in NSW clubs, with
other results reported elsewhere (Prosser, Hing, Breen and Weeks 1996 1997a 1997b).
So, while the original purpose of the survey was not to focus on female gambling, the
large databank collected allowed subsequent analysis of gaming machine play amongst
the female respondents.

Data were analyzed using non-parametric tests, principally cross-tabulation and chi-
square. This was essential as most variables were categorical. In the few cases where
variables were continuous, like net session expenditure and net weekly expenditure on
gaming machines, T-tests were used to investigate the differences between males and
females.

Addressing the three research questions posed earlier in this paper entailed four main
steps in data analysis:

• comparing patterns of gaming machine play between male and female gaming
machine players to ascertain if female stereotypes apply;

• comparing socio-demographic characteristics and machine playing behaviours
between regular (at least weekly) female and non-regular (less than weekly) female
gaming machine players;



International Gambling Studies Vol 1, Sept 2001 74

• comparing socio-demographic characteristics between regular (at least weekly) male
and non-regular (less than weekly) male gaming machine players;

• comparing socio-demographic characteristics and machine playing behaviours
between regular female gaming machine players and regular male gaming machine
players.

Results
In this section, the results for each of the three research questions are presented. First
however, Table 1 shows the gender breakdown of the study sample and the respondents’
participation in machine gaming. While it is not known whether these statistics are
representative of all NSW club members, the proportion of respondents reporting
participation in machine gaming is much higher for the club sample than the general
population, with the Productivity Commission finding that only 38.6% of the population
it surveyed had played gaming machines in the previous 12 months (1999, 3.16).

Table 1:  Gender Breakdown and Gaming Machine Participation in the Study
Sample

3,000 club members:
• 1,743 males (58% of the 3,000 respondents)
• 1,257 females (42% of the 3,000 respondents)

1,879 play gaming machines (63% of the 3,000 respondents):
• 1,092 males (63% of the male respondents)
• 787 females (63% of the female respondents)

566 regular (weekly) gaming machine players (19% of the 3,000 respondents):
• 347 males (20% of the male respondents)
• 219 females (17% of the female respondents)

Research Question 1: Do gender stereotypes apply to females for gaming machine
play?
As noted in the previous literature review, stereotypes of female gambling include lower
participation in gambling, less frequent gambling, lower bets and overall expenditure, and
shorter gambling sessions. The focus of this first stage of investigation was to explore
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whether these stereotypes are sustained for machine gambling amongst the female survey
respondents.

In terms of participation in and frequency of gambling on gaming machines, Table 1
indicates that, amongst the 3,000 respondents, the females are just as likely as the males
to play gaming machines, and that there is little difference in the proportions of males and
females who are regular or weekly gaming machine players. Thus, the stereotype of
females having lower participation rates and gambling less frequently than males (at least
on a weekly basis) is debatable, at least as it applies to machine gambling amongst the
respondents.

To examine different aspects of machine playing behaviour, the 787 females in the
sample who play gaming machines were compared with 1,092 males who play gaming
machines. The outcomes show that the females had somewhat different playing
behaviours than the males. The females were more likely than the males to:

• play machines alone or with other family members, rather than with their spouse,
friends or work colleagues (x 2 = 40.614; df = 5; p < 0.000);

• play 2c & 5c gaming machines, rather than higher denomination machines (x 2 =
37.868; df = 5; p < 0.000);

• play gaming machines for more than one hour per session, rather than a lesser amount
of time (x 2 = 25.651; df = 11; p < 0.007);

• have lower net gaming machine session expenditure (F = 8.016; p < 0.005; see Table
2 for descriptive statistics);

• have lower net weekly gaming machine expenditure (F = 23.305; p < 0.000; see Table
2 for descriptive statistics).

However, the females were less likely than the males to:

• always/often bet on more than one credit at a time (x 2 = 17.662; df = 5; p < 0.003).

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Net Session and Weekly Gaming Machine
Expenditure of Female and Male Gaming Machine Players

Mean Std
Error of
Mean

Median Std
Deviatio

n

Varianc
e

Minimu
m

Maximu
m

Female Net Session
Expenditure
(n=787)

$23.05 1.3808 $10.00 38.69 1,496.79 $0.00 $500.00

Male Net Session $27.77 1.4976 $15.00 49.44 2,444.74 $0.00 $1000.0
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Expenditure (n =
1092)

0

Female Net Weekly
Expenditure
(n=787)

$16.66 1.4345 $5.00 40.09 1,607.10 $0.00 $400.00

Male Net Weekly
Expenditure (n =
1092)

$25.57 1.6936 $5.00 55.71 3,103.31 $0.00 $600.00

The results indicate that these female club members are more likely to exhibit gaming
machine playing behaviour that maximises playing time, than are the male club members.
Playing lower denomination machines, wagering lesser amounts per session and spending
less overall on gaming machines, are tactics evidently used to lengthen playing time.
However, the reason for this behaviour is unclear, with no significant differences between
the females and males in their reported motivations for playing gaming machines.

In summary, the survey results support female stereotypes of lower individual bets and
lower overall net expenditure, but not of lower participation, lower frequency of play (at
least on a weekly basis) and shorter gambling sessions.

Research Question 2: How do regular female GM players differ from non-regular female
GM players?
The second stage of investigation explored whether female gaming machine players are a
homogeneous group by examining whether regular female gaming players could be
distinguished from non-regular female players in terms of socio-demographic
characteristics and types of playing behaviour.

The results indicate that certain socio-demographic characteristics appear to distinguish
regular from non-regular female gaming machine players. The regular female players
were more likely than non-regular female players to:

• be 18-24 years old, and 60 years and over (x 2 = 37.434; df = 15; p < 0.001);
• have no dependent children (x 2 = 18.012; df = 2; p < 0.000);
• be renting from the Department of Housing or living with parents (x 2 = 18.775; df =

8; p < 0.016);
• have low levels of education (x 2 = 23.967; df = 9; p < 0.004);
• be unemployed, retired or on a pension (x 2 = 31.295; df = 8; p < 0.001);
• be blue collar workers (x 2 = 26.559; df = 11; p < 0.005);
• have low annual household incomes often sourced from government benefits (x 2 =

39.745; df = 17; p < 0.001);
• be born in Asia, Europe or the United Kingdom (x 2 = 18.035; df = 7; p < 0.012).
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Thus, the female gaming machine players are not a homogeneous group, at least when
divided into regular and non-regular players. Regular players appear more likely to be
either young or old, to be from lower socio-economic groups, and to be migrants.

This lack of homogeneity was also apparent when differences in gaming machine playing
behaviours amongst the regular and non-regular female players were examined. The
regular female players were more likely than non-regular players to:

• play machines alone (x 2 = 47.220; df = 5; p < 0.001);
• play lower denomination machines (x 2 = 79.390; df = 5; p < 0.000);
• always or often bet more than one credit at a time (x 2 = 16.551; df = 5; p < 0.005);
• always or often bet on more than one play line at a time (x 2 = 46.807; df = 5; p <

0.001);
• have longer playing sessions (x 2 = 87.856; df = 11; p < 0.000);
• spend more per session (F = 82.604; p < 0.000; see Table 3 for descriptive statistics);
• spend more per week (F = 369.977; p < 0.000; see Table 3 for descriptive statistics);
• source playing money from a specific gambling budget or from bank savings (x 2 =

21.612; df = 8; p < 0.006);
• score above 5 on the SOGS (x 2 = 32.534; df = 1; p < 0.001; see Table 4 for frequency

distribution of SOGS scores);
• score above 5 on the gaming machine SOGS (x 2 = 32.271; df = 1; p < 0.001; see

Table 4 for frequency distribution of gaming machine SOGS scores).

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Net Session and Weekly Gaming Machine
Expenditure of Regular and Non-Regular Female Gaming Machine Players

Mean Std
Error of
Mean

Median Std
Deviatio

n

Varianc
e

Minimu
m

Maximu
m

Regular Female Net
Session
Expenditure
(n=219)

$36.22 3.7159 $20.00 54.10 2,927.26 $0.00 $500.00

Non-Regular $10.06 0.7425 $5.00 23.89 570.59 $0.00 $500.00
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Female Net Session
Expenditure (n =
1038)

Regular Female Net
Weekly
Expenditure
(n=219)

$47.34 4.4664 $30.00 64.72 4,189.19 $0.00 $400.00

Non-Regular
Female Net Weekly
Expenditure (n =
1038)

$3.25 0.3581 $0.00 11.00 121.08 $0.00 $230.00

Table 4. Scores on the SOGS and Gaming and Gaming Machine SOGS for Regular
and Non-Regular Female Gaming Machine Players

SOGS
Score 1-4

SOGS
Score 5-9

SOGS
Score
10+

GM
SOGS

Score 1-4

GM
SOGS

Score 5-9

GM
SOGS
Score
10+

Regular Female Gaming
Machine Players (n =
219)

194 21 4 199 17 3

Non-Regular Female
Gaming Machine
Players (n = 1038)

1,027 11 0 1,032 6 0

Note: Differences on the SOGS and gaming machine SOGS scores were compared between
regular and non-regular female gaming machine players using a cutoff of 5 only, as numbers
were too small for comparisons using a cutoff of 10.

The results above indicate that the regular female gaming machine players seem to not
only play more frequently, but to forgo the social side of playing machines, to spend
more time and money overall, and to be more at risk of problem gambling than non-
regular female players. Further, the style of play differs, with the regular female players
more likely than their non-regular counterparts to bet on more than one credit and playing
line at a time, even though they tend to play lower denomination machines. As the
Productivity Commission (1999, Appendix B) has noted, it is not the denomination
chosen which is relevant but the overall intensity of play, with gamblers deciding how to
allocate their budget depending on their available time. The regular female gaming
machine players in this sample appear willing to spend more time on gambling, while
simultaneously spreading their risk over many playing lines on low denomination
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machines and by playing in a way where any wins will be greater due to the extra credits
wagered per line.

Research Question 3: How do regular female GM players differ from regular male
GM players?
The third stage of investigation compared certain characteristics of regular female gaming
machine players to those of regular male gaming machine players to examine whether the
gender stereotypes apply to the females who play gaming machines regularly, compared
to their male counterparts. To conduct this comparison, it was first necessary to compare
regular male gaming machine players to non-regular male players.

The results indicate that certain socio-demographic characteristics differ markedly
between regular male gaming machine players and non-regular male players. The regular
male players were more likely than the non-regular male players to:

• be either young or old (x 2 = 52.545; df = 15; p < 0.001);
• be unpartnered (x 2 = 30.006; df = 6; p < 0.000);
• have no dependent children (x 2 = 25.713; df = 1; p < 0.000);
• be renting their home (x 2 = 32.110; df = 8; p < 0.000);
• have low levels of education (x 2 = 28.674; df = 9; p < 0.001);
• be unemployed, retired, a pensioner or working part-time (x 2 = 14.349; df = 7; p <

0.045);
• have low levels of personal income (x 2 = 53.981; df = 17; p < 0.001);
• have low levels of household income (x 2 = 47.193; df = 17; p < 0.000);
• be born in Asia or Europe (x 2 = 15.587 df = 7 p < .029).

Importantly, these distinguishing characteristics of the regular male gaming machine
players are very similar to those for the regular female gaming machine players in the
sample. Both groups were more likely than non-regular players of the same gender to:

• be either young or old;
• have no dependent children;
• be renting or living with parents;
• have low educational levels;
• be a pensioner, retired, unemployed and on government benefits;
• have low income levels;
• be born in Asia or Europe.

When further comparing the machine playing behaviours of the female regular players to
the male regular players, no significant differences were found for their stated reasons for
playing gaming machines, their frequency of betting on more than one credit and one
play line, their net session and net weekly expenditure, and their likelihood of scoring
above 5 on the SOGS and the gaming machine SOGS (see Table 5 for frequency
distributions of SOGS scores).
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Table 5. Scores on the SOGS and Gaming and Gaming Machine SOGS for Regular
Female and Regular Male Gaming Machine Players

SOGS
Score 1-4

SOGS
Score 5-9

SOGS
Score
10+

GM
SOGS

Score 1-4

GM
SOGS

Score 5-9

GM
SOGS
Score
10+

Regular Female Gaming
Machine Players (n =
219)

194 21 4 199 17 3

Regular Male Gaming
Machine Players (n =
347)

304 36 7 317 24 6

Note: Differences on the SOGS and gaming machine SOGS scores were compared between
regular female and regular male gaming machine players using a cutoff of 5 only, as numbers
were too small for comparisons using a cutoff of 10.

However, the regular female players were more likely than the regular male players to:

• play machines alone (x 2 = 29.087; df = 6; p < 0.001);
• play lower denomination machines (x 2 = 15.319; df = 6; p < 0.018);
• have longer playing sessions (x 2 = 24.040; df = 12; p < 0.020);
• source playing money from housekeeping money (x 2 = 32.603; df = 9; p < 0.001).

Thus, the results presented in this section indicate more similarities than differences
between regular male and female gaming machine players in terms of socio-demographic
characteristics and machine playing behaviours. Thus, the gender stereotypes of lower
expenditure, shorter gambling sessions, different motivations for gambling and lower
prevalence of problem gambling do not hold up for the regular female players in the
sample. There appear to be more differences between regular and non-regular gamblers
of both sexes, than between regular male and female gaming machine players.

Conclusions and implications
This research has provided a snapshot of certain aspects of gaming machine play amongst
a sample of female club members in Sydney. While subject to the usual limitations of
survey research and quantitative methods, it does sketch a profile of female gambling on
gaming machines and illuminate some similarities and differences between the male and
female respondents and between the regular and non-regular gaming machine players. In
summary, the results show marked gender differences in gaming machine play overall for
the whole sample, few gender differences in socio-demographic characteristics for
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regular players, and few gender differences in gaming machine playing behaviours for
regular players. In this way, the study contributes to addressing the four gaps or
limitations of prior research identified earlier - it helps to address a general deficiency of
gender-specific research into gambling, it tests certain stereotypes of female gambling
patterns in the context of one type of gambling (machine gambling), it shows that female
gamblers are not a homogeneous group by comparing regular to non-regular gaming
machine players, and it illuminates similarities between regular female and regular male
gaming machine players previously masked by studies that have compared only entire
samples of female and male gamblers.

More specifically, when the whole sample of gaming machine players is examined,
results tend to confirm traditional stereotypes of lower individual bets and overall net
expenditure by females, but not those of lesser participation and frequency of play (at
least on a weekly basis), nor shorter duration of gambling sessions. Further, the research
shows that female gaming machine players are not a homogeneous group, but that regular
players can be distinguished from non-regular players along a range of socio-
demographic characteristics and gaming machine playing behaviours. In fact, the socio-
demographic characteristics and machine playing behaviours of the regular female
players are more similar to those for the regular male players than for the non-regular
female players.

Three general implications of the findings can be drawn here. First, the two SOGS
instruments found regular players are more at risk of problem gambling than are non-
regular players. This is hardly a novel finding, with time and money spent on gambling
well recognised as functionally associated with problem gambling. More importantly
however, these regular players, both males and females, have similar and fairly
distinctive socio-demographic characteristics. Thus, problem gambling treatment
services, community education and responsible provision of gambling strategies can
focus on populations where these characteristics predominate.

Second, it appears that female gamblers are not a homogeneous group, at least for this
sample of gaming machine players. Future research into female gambling patterns needs
to look beyond just overall gender comparisons to also consider sub-groups of female
gamblers. While the focus in this paper was on regular and non-regular female gaming
machine players, further research might, for example, examine differences between high
and low spenders, those who experience problems and those who do not, or groups of
females who prefer other types of gambling.

Finally, qualitative studies into female gambling patterns need to be encouraged. While
some commendable studies have been conducted to date, further research is needed to
gain a better understanding of the many aspects of female gambling that remain
unknown.
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Youth gambling in Melbourne’s west: Changes
between 1996 and 1998 for Anglo-European

background and Asian background school-based
youth26

Susan Moore
Swinburne University of Technology, Australia

Keis Ohtsuka
Victoria University, Australia

Abstract
In this study of gambling frequency and problem gambling in school-based
young people from the western suburbs of Melbourne, 710 students from
Years 10, 11 and 12 were surveyed in 1996, and 776 students from the same
years and from the same schools were surveyed in 1998. The mean age of
both cohorts was 16.3 years. The major aim of the study was to assess
changes in youth gambling patterns over this two-year period. A second aim
was to compare gambling patterns among Asian youth in comparison with
their Anglo-European counterparts. Results indicated that gambling frequency
(including use of poker machines) had significantly reduced over the two-year
period, as had problem gambling. Contrary to the stereotype, young Asian
background students were less likely to gamble than Anglo-European
students, spent less money on gambling, but paradoxically, scored higher on
the problem gambling scale. Possible reasons for this anomalous finding were
discussed.

Introduction
In 1992 legalised electronic gaming machines (EGMs) were introduced into the state of
Victoria, Australia. Although there is an upper limit to the number of gaming machines
allowable in the state, they are currently widespread in hotels, sporting and social clubs in
city and country Victoria. In addition, in 1994 a casino opened in Melbourne (state
capital of Victoria) which has 2,500 EGMs and 330 gaming tables (Productivity
Commission 1999). Victoria also provides extensive facilities for gambling in areas such
as lotteries, scratch tickets, keno tickets, bingo halls, plus on- and off-course betting
facilities for horse racing, harness racing and dog racing. However these types of
gambling have been available for many years in comparison with the relatively recent

                                                                
26Thanks are due to Ms Karen Trevorrow, and Ms Rebecca Moore who were research assistants for this
project, and to the Australian Research Council and Victoria University that funded it.
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EGMs. Not surprisingly given this wealth of opportunity, many Victorians (and
Australians in general) gamble. The Victorian Casino and Gaming Authority (1997)
survey of gambling patterns over five years indicated that participation rates of Victorians
in gambling activities ranged from 75% in 1992 to 86% in 1997. These rates did not
steadily increase across the five years but showed fluctuations up and down, with the
highest participation rate in 1996 (87%). The perceived weekly outlay claimed by
gamblers in 1997 remained at a similar level to the previous four years, at about $16. The
Productivity Commission Report on Australia’s gambling industries (1999) indicated a
relatively similar figure with their statement that across all Australian adults the average
yearly loss to gambling is $760, or 3% of household disposable income.

How do the gambling rates compare for young people?27 A Victorian Department of
Human Services report (1999) on youth and family gambling indicated that Victorian
young people participated in gambling at much lower rates than young people in
international studies (about 41% of children in Year 8 at school). However among
somewhat older young gamblers (18-24 years), the Productivity Commission (1999)
found participation rates to be 85%, higher than any other above-18 age group. Our own
study (Moore and Ohtsuka 1997) conducted in 1996 provides the baseline data for this
current investigation into change/stability in gambling patterns. In that study we showed
that among a sample of 1,017 young people aged 14 to 25, about 90% of the under-18s
and 92% of the 18 to 25 years age group had gambled for money at some time in their
lives. However, the frequency of gambling and the amounts wagered were, for the most
part, very low.

Gambling as a leisure activity does not necessarily imply that problems with control will
be experienced. Problem gambling rates are difficult to ascertain, as the validity of
diagnostic measures designed for clinical settings (for example the South Oaks Gambling
Screen [SOGS]) have not been adequately tested with community samples. These
instruments may overestimate the extent of problem gambling, while observation of help
seeking rates may underestimate it. With these provisos in mind, some data is available
on the Australian population. The Productivity Commission’s (1999) inquiry found that
rates of help-seeking by individuals who felt unable to control their gambling behaviour
had increased rapidly since the advent of legalised EGMs, especially in Victoria and
South Australia. Dickerson et al. (1996) estimated the prevalence of problem gambling in
Australia to be about 1% of the adult population, and this rate is also reported by the
Productivity Commission (1999). The Commission also estimated the existence of
another 1% of adults with moderate problems, which while not requiring treatment
warrant policy concern. Among young people, a meta-analysis of North American studies
by Shaffer, Hall and Vander Bilt (1997) reported by the Productivity Commission (1999,
p. 6.50) indicated rates of problem gambling among young people as high as 3.88%. The
Commission recommended that the rates for underage gamblers in Australia needed to be
ascertained. In our 1996 study (Moore and Ohtsuka 1997) the rate of problem gambling
as assessed by an adapted South Oaks Gambling Screen score of 5 or above was 3.8%,
similar to the rates evidenced in North American studies.

                                                                
27 The legal gambling age in Australia is 18 years or older.
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As gambling becomes more established in our society, we need to ask the question of
whether rates of both problem gambling and gambling frequency are increasing among
young people. It is important to include underage gamblers in this analysis because of
ample evidence which suggests that early age of onset of gambling is related to the
development of problems of control (e.g. Arcuri et al. 1985; Shaffer et al. 1994; Winters
et al. 1993). In the current study, we focussed on gambling among school-based youth in
the western suburbs of Melbourne for two reasons. First, we had the opportunity to
collect data in 1998 at the same schools in which we conducted a major survey in 1996.
Second, concerns have been expressed about the large number of gambling venues
available in these suburbs in comparison with more affluent areas of the city (Coward
1998). The ready availability of venues may render young people in these areas more
vulnerable to problem gambling.

Along with assessment of change in gambling patterns over a two-year period for this
school-based population, a second focus of this study was to explore the gambling
frequency and problem gambling rates among Asian youth in comparison with their
Anglo-European counterparts. We wished to investigate the stereotype that appears to
exist of high levels of gambling among the Asian population, specifically to see if there
was any evidence for this stereotype among young people. It is, for example, a common
belief that Asians are over-represented among casino patrons. Although this view is not
limited to Australia (e.g. manager, Le Casino de Montreal, personal communication, June
1997), this stereotype is often reinforced by observational evidence of ubiquitous casino
patrons of East Asian appearance. For example, the Victorian Casino and Gaming
Authority (1997) reported that patrons of East Asian appearance accounted for
approximately 25% to 31% of the total number of people who entered the casino (this
group would include Asian Australians and Asian tourists from overseas).

A public perception of excessive gambling in South East Asian communities compared
with other ethnic populations has not, however, been supported by empirical evidence.
For example, Blaszczynski, Huynh, Dumlao and Farrel’s (1999) study of a Chinese
speaking community in Sydney found a low participation rate in gambling (40%), but
among those who did gamble, a high rate of pathological gambling (using 10 as a cut-off
score for the South Oaks Gambling Screen). In addition, the Victorian Casino and
Gaming Authority (2000) conducted a survey of 664 Arabic, Chinese, Greek and
Vietnamese speaking people in Melbourne. Data from this sample also showed relatively
low rates of gambling participation for these ethnic minorities, but higher problem
gambling scores than for the general population.

Although some ethnic communities such as Vietnamese and Chinese express high levels
of concern regarding the effects of problem gambling (e.g. Tran 1999), there is little
evidence to suggest psychological vulnerability of particular ethnic groups to problem
gambling (Duong and Ohtsuka 2000). Sociological factors, such as level of acculturation
or socio-economic status of migrant groups, need to be taken into account when
analysing prevalence rates of gambling in ethnic communities. Signs of problem
gambling are likely to become apparent sooner in poorer communities. Relatively
disadvantaged groups such as newly arrived migrants, may find the spotlight of media
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and community attention more directly focussed on them because problem gambling in
such groups can lead to particularly negative financial and social outcomes (Leber and
Rodd 1997). The frequency of problems among these groups may be over-represented in
the public perception, leading to stereotypes of particular groups as inveterate problem
gamblers.

In summary, the aims of this study were to (a) investigate stability/change in gambling
frequency and problem gambling rates over a two-year period among young people in
upper level secondary school; and (b) within the same sample, compare gambling
frequency and problem gambling of young people from Asian and Anglo-European
backgrounds.

Method

Participants
The 1996 sample comprised 710 young people from Years 10, 11 and 12 of five
secondary schools in the western suburbs (a predominantly working class area) of
Melbourne, Australia (314 boys, 356 girls). The mean age of the sample was 16.3 years
(SD= 1.2 years), and the age range was 13 to 19 years. All participants were volunteers.
There were 312 in Year 10, 294 in Year 11, and 144 in Year 12. Cultural backgrounds of
this sample could be described as Anglo-European (n = 604), Asian (n = 96) or other (n
=10).

The 1998 sample comprised 776 young people aged between 13 and 19 years (356 boys,
420 girls). Participants were volunteers from Years 10 (n =311), 11 (n=296) and 12 (n
=169) from the same five secondary schools as the 1996 sample. The mean age of the
sample was 16.3 years (SD = 0.9 years). Cultural backgrounds of this sample were
Anglo-European (n = 640), Asian (n = 112) or other (n = 24).

Measures
The survey consisted of subsections designed to measure gambling behaviour, problem
gambling, and demographic variables (age, year, sex, ethnic background).

1. Gambling behaviour: Respondents were asked to rate their level of participation
in 10 different types of gambling using a rating scale which ranged through 0 =
never participated; 1 = once a year; 2 = more than once/year; less than
once/month; 3 = more than once/month; less than once/week; 4 = once a week or
more. The 10 items (shown in Table 1) were summed to form a gambling
behaviour (frequency) scale, with a range of scores from 0 to 40. High scores on
this scale represent higher frequencies of gambling - 'frequency' referring to a
combination of types of gambling in which the person participates and amount of
participation for each type. The scale has been used successfully in several studies
and showed adequate construct validity and internal reliability (Cronbach alphas
of 0.7 and above e.g. Moore and Ohtsuka 1999a; 1999b; Trevorrow and Moore
1998). In the current study the Cronbach alpha of the scale was 0.77. Participants
were also asked to name the largest amount of money they had ever spent on
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gambling in a week. Response categories ranged through nothing, between $1 and
$9, between $10 and $99, and over $99.

2. Problem gambling: A modified version of the South Oaks Gambling Screen
(Lesieur and Blume 1987) was used as the measure of problem gambling, with
statements in the screen adapted to Australian idiom (see Moore and Ohtsuka
1997 for details). Participants were asked to rate 10 statements about their
gambling behaviour on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree. Ratings across the 10 items were added to form a measure with a
possible range of scores of 10 to 50, high scores representing higher levels of
perceived problem gambling. The construct validity for this scale has been
demonstrated in previous studies (Moore and Ohtsuka 1997; 1999a; 1999b) and
its internal reliability shown to be high, with a Cronbach alpha of 0.87 (Moore
and Ohtsuka 1997). In the current study, the Cronbach alpha was 0.92.

The statements used in this measure were as follows: (1) To some extent, I have
a gambling problem; (2) I have at times gambled more than I meant to; (3)
People sometimes comment on the extent of my gambling; (4) People sometimes
criticise the amount I gamble; (5) At times I feel guilty about my level of
gambling; (6) I would like to cut down my level of gambling but it’s difficult;
(7) I often try to win back on another day the money I lose in gambling; (8)
Sometimes I try to keep the amount I gamble secret from family or friends; (9)
On occasions I have borrowed money to gamble or pay gambling debts; (10) On
occasions I have taken time off school or work in order to gamble.

3. Ethnic background was assessed through country of birth and self-nomination.
Participants who were born in Australia or a European country and self-identified
as Australian or European were grouped into the Anglo-European category.
Students who were born in Australia or an Asian country and who self-identified
as Asian were so grouped.

Procedure
The research was scrutinised and approved by the Human Ethics Committee of the
authors’ employing institutions. For the school sample, permission to approach schools
was obtained from the relevant state body. In 1996, principals of ten western suburbs
schools were requested to allow the research to proceed in their schools, and six agreed.
By 1998, one of these schools had closed, so data for the five remaining schools only are
reported in this study (for both the 1996 and 1998 samples).

In each of the participating schools, the aim was to survey from one class at each of the
Year 10, 11, and 12 levels, and this aim was largely achieved. For each cohort, students
under 18 were given parental permission slips to be returned confirming approval to
participate in the study. Volunteer students with parental permission (for the under 18s)
were surveyed in class groups, while non-participating students within the class either
engaged in other work or went to the library. The survey took 15 to 30 minutes to
complete and was anonymous.
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Results
Most young people in the sample had gambled for money at least once, with only 11.1%
of the 1996 cohort and 11.2% of the 1998 cohort never having done so. The percent of
participants who had ever gambled in each of the gambling types is shown in Table 1.
The most popular forms of gambling across both cohorts were cards, horses/dogs
(particularly popular in Melbourne where the annual 'Melbourne Cup' is a traditional
family betting day), lotteries, and betting on the outcome of pool and other games. Sports
betting and bingo were also quite popular.

Table 1. Percentage of Year 10, 11 and 12 students who ever engaged in gambling
activities, 1996 and 1998.

Activity 1996 1998

Played cards for money 57.7 54.8
Bet on horses/dogs 55.5 50.3
Bet on sports 38.2 30.2
Bought lottery tickets, e.g. Tattslotto 60.7 63.0
Bet on gaming tables at a casino 7.4 6.8
Played poker machines at a casino 12.6 10.2
Played poker machines at pubs/hotels 25.3 17.8
Played poker machines at sporting clubs 15.9 11.6
Played bingo 38.2 24.7
Played pool or other games of skill and
bet on the result

49.7 41.0

Table 2. Gambling frequency and problem gambling mean scores of males and
females in upper secondary school, 1996 and 1998

Gambling frequency Problem gambling

1996 1998 1996 1998

Males Year 10 5.91
N=141

6.43
N=161

17.95
N=139

15.00
N=161

Year 11 7.23
N=124

6.30
N=124

16.05
N=124

15.77
N=123

Year 12 9.61
N=51

6.87
N=70

20.35
N=51

13.43
N=70
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Females Year 10 5.11
N=133

4.04
N=150

15.40
N=132

12.15
N=150

Year 11 5.44
N=170

4.18
N=171

13.48
N=170

12.15
N=171

Year 12 5.98
N=93

4.84
N=99

13.97
N=93

11.62
N=99

Total 6.15
N=710

5.29
N=775

15.72
N=709

13.37
N=774

Gambling frequency and problem gambling scores for all students were subjected to three
way analyses of variance (sex by year of school by year of testing). Results are shown in
Table 2.

Analysis of variance results combined with Tukey LSD post hoc tests for gambling
frequency indicated that students in 1996 had participated in significantly more gambling
than students in 1998, F(1,1476) = 12.57, p < .001, that males gambled more than
females,  F(1,1476) = 59.78, p < .001, and that Year 12s gambled more than Year 11s or
10s, F(2,1476) = 6.98, p < .001. There were no significant interactions between sex, year
of school and year of testing for the gambling frequency data.

Specific gambling behaviours which had decreased in frequency over the two year time
span were betting on sports, F (1,1476) = 18.62, p < .001; betting on poker machines at
pubs/hotels, F(1,1476) = 9.38, p < .01; poker machines at sports clubs, F(1,1476) = 7.68,
p < .01; bingo, F(1,1476) = 24.16, p < .001; and betting on pool and other games,
F(1,1476) = 13.00, p < .001. Betting on cards, poker machines at the casino, gaming
tables at the casino (very uncommon) or horses/dogs had not decreased.

For problem gambling, using the modified SOGS scale, significant effects were evident
for sex and year of testing. Males were more likely to score high on problem gambling
that females, F(1,1471) = 78.74, p < .001, and the 1996 sample included more high
problem gambler scorers than the 1998 sample, F(1,1471) = 58.72, p < .001. There were
no main effects of year of school on this variable,  F(2,1471) = 1.88, p > .05. A
significant interaction between sex, year of testing and year of school showed that in
1996, boys in Year 12 were more likely than other groups to be high problem gambling
scorers, that is, this group appeared particularly vulnerable, F(2,1471) = 4.59, p = .01.

There were small but significant differences between age categories in gambling
frequency and problem gambling. Those under the legal age of gambling (13 to 17 year
olds) scored significantly lower on gambling frequency than those 18 years and over (M
younger group = 5.60; M older group = 6.50; F(1,1476) = 7.97, p < .05. The younger
group was also lower on problem gambling (M younger group = 14.46; M older group =
15.62; F(1,1476) = 4.80, p < .05. Age differences were consistent across the 1996 and
1998 cohorts, that it, there was no cohort by age interaction.
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Table 3 shows the mean scores for gambling frequency and problem gambling in both
1996 and 1998 for students who self designated as Anglo-European background or Asian
background. For each year of testing, there was a significant difference between the two
cultural groups on both gambling frequency and problem gambling. Contrary to the
stereotype, in both 1996 and 1998, Anglo-European background students gambled
significantly more than Asian background students (1996 cohort: F(1,696) = 14.07; p
<.001; 1998 cohort: F(1,755) = 18.43, p <.001). However the direction of cultural
difference was reversed for problem gambling scores, which were significantly higher for
Asian- than Anglo-European background students in both years of testing (1996 cohort:
F(1,696) = 8.51; p <.01; 1998 cohort: F(1,746) = 16.56; p <.001).

Table 3. Mean scores for Anglo-European and Asian background students on
gambling behaviour and problem gambling, 1996 and 1998.

1996 1998

Gambling
behaviour

Male Female Total Male Female Total

Anglo-European
background

7.38 5.69 6.43
N=604

6.77 4.63 5.60
N=638

Asian background 5.77 3.08 4.34
N=96

5.02 2.38 3.71
N=112

Problem gambling
Anglo-European
background

17.42 13.85 15.41 14.33 11.68 12.88

Asian background 19.18 16.86 17.95 17.31 13.42 15.33

In terms of amount of money spent on gambling (largest amount spent in a week), in both
1996 and 1998 Asian students were significantly over-represented in the spending
‘nothing’ category. They were under-represented or at the statistically expected level in
each of the higher spending categories in comparison with Anglo-European students
(1996 cohort: χ2(3, N = 700) = 47.63, p < 0.001; 1998 cohort: χ2(3, N = 752)  = 30.62, p
< 0.001). In other words the largest amount spent in any one week for young Asians was
significantly less than that for young Anglo-Europeans. Nevertheless there were six
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Asian-background students in 1996 and three in 1998 who had spent more than $99 in
any one week.

In an attempt to explore these seemingly anomalous results further, a K-means cluster
analysis was performed on the 1998 data in order to ascertain how gambling frequency
and problem gambling group together. The most meaningful and viable number of
clusters was found to be four. This clustering of participants led to (a) groups of a viable
size which were therefore unlikely to comprise only outliers (a five group clustering had
a fifth group of n =1); and (b) a meaningful differentiation of participants, as will now be
described. The four groupings comprised individuals low on gambling behaviour but with
high problem gambling scores (tentatively named ‘worriers’); a large group very low on
both gambling behaviour and problem gambling (‘non-gamblers’); a small group high on
both variables (problem gamblers or ‘at-risk’ individuals); and a moderate sized group
with low problem gambling scores but moderate scores on the gambling frequency
measure (non-problem or ‘leisure gamblers’). Table 4 shows the mean gambling
frequency and problem gambling scores for each of these clusters and the number in each
group.

Table 4. Cluster analysis of 1996 and 1998 data, using gambling behaviour and
problem gambling scores to produce clusters

Worriers
n=69

Non-gamblers
n=494

Problem
gamblers, ‘at-

risk’ n =21

Non-problem
gamblers n=184

Mean gambling
behaviour score
(range 0-40)

6.69 2.58 20.33 9.27

Mean problem
gambling score
(range 10-50)

27.70 10.53 26.57 13.89

To check whether the naming of these groups was consistent with the amount of money
spent on gambling, the association between group membership and largest amount of
money spent in any one week was assessed. Of those in the non-gambling category,
almost all had spent either nothing (41%), or less than $99 (58.4%) in any one week.
Among the leisure/non-problem gamblers, only 8.2% said they had spent nothing, 86.9%
between $1 and $99, and the rest (4.9%) had spent $100 or more. Among those classified
as problem or ‘at-risk’ gamblers, none had spent no money, 52.4% had spent less than
$100 and 47.6% had spent $100 or more. Thus the patterns of spending for these three
groups were relatively consistent with their names. For those classified as ‘worriers’, the
situation was somewhat more complex. A moderate number (22%) said they had spent
nothing, most (72%) had spent between $1 and $99, and a few (6%) had spent $100 or
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more. This pattern is somewhat similar to the non-gamblers, although most of the
‘worriers’ had spent relatively small amounts of money on gambling at some time, even
though they did not gamble frequently. Their moderately high problem gambling scores
may represent concern about future gambling problems not yet experienced, or worry
about experiences past. These possibilities will be considered further in the discussion
section.

The relationship between gambling cluster and ethnic group was assessed through a chi-
square test, shown in Table 5. Chi-square was significant, � ���(3, N= 752) = 16.80; p
<.001, with Asian groups over-represented in the ‘worrier’ group and under-represented
in the non-problem/leisure gambling group. The non-gambling and problem gambling
categories included Anglo-European and Asian groups as expected in relation to their
frequencies in the sample population.

Table 5. Gambling clusters by ethnic group

Anglo/
European

Asian Total

Worriers Count 46 20 66
Expected 56.2 9.8

Non-gamblers Count 411 72 483
Expected 411.1 71.9

Problem
gamblers

Count 18 3 21

Expected 17.9 3.1
Non-problem
gamblers

Count 165 17 182

Expected 154.9 27.1
Expected 154.9 27.1

Total 640 112 752
Total 640 112 752

Discussion
Gambling frequency and problem gambling were at significantly lower levels in the 1998
cohort of young people in Years 10, 11 and 12 of western suburbs secondary schools than
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they were in the 1996 cohort. Poker machine gambling in hotels and clubs was
significantly down, as were several others of the more common types of gambling like
playing bingo and sports betting. These results suggest that fears expressed about the
large number of gambling venues in Melbourne’s western suburbs leading to increasing
rates of gambling and particularly of problem gambling, have not been realised, at least
not for this group of (mainly) 16- to 18-year old students.

The findings run counter to some US studies (e.g. Shaffer, Hall and Vander Bilt 1997;
Volberg 1994) which suggest that problem gambling increases in communities in direct
relation to the length of time that gambling facilities are available in those communities.
However, the evidence is somewhat contentious (Productivity Commission 1999). Whyte
(1997) from the American Gaming Association notes that overall, survey evidence
suggests that increases in gambling and problem gambling do not always occur following
longer term access, and that in a few cases problem gambling rates have decreased
following the expansion of the number of venues in a region.

Several possible explanations for the decrease in youth gambling over the two-year
period in our study are offered.
• First, it could be that venues became stricter after 1996 in preventing access to

underage gamblers. If this were the case, it is likely that age differences in gambling
frequency and problem gambling might be larger in 1998 than they were in 1996.
This did not occur. In both years, the differences between the under-18s and the 18
and over group were small, significant and in the expected direction. Gambling
reduced across the full age range, not just among the under-aged gamblers.

• A second possibility is that negative publicity about gambling, including more
media attention to issues such as the low odds of winning and the serious
consequences of loss of control in gambling, influenced young people to reduce their
rates of gambling.

• Yet a third possibility is that as gambling has become more widespread in the
community (and to some extent associated with adult, even middle-aged, pursuits),
something of the novelty and excitement of the activity may have been reduced for
young people. Putting all this together, the rates of gambling frequency and problem
gambling in our 1996 study may have been anomalously high because of the upsurge
of gambling opportunities in Melbourne, the lack of concurrent public education and
the high novelty value of gambling all occurring around that time. We have little
empirical data to support any of these possible explanations; however they are
worthy of further study.

The second major finding of the study was that Asian youth were gambling less than their
Anglo-European peers, not more as the prevailing stereotype might suggest. This lower
rate was reflected both in gambling frequency and amount spent. Paradoxically however,
problem gambling scores were higher among Asian youth.

This finding is consistent with Blaszyczynski et al. (1998) who found a very low rate of
gambling participation among Chinese speaking respondents in Australia, but a high rate
of problem gambling among those who were engaged in this activity. Blaszczynski et al.
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(1998) speculate that the Chinese community may not regard some activities as gambling
(e.g. lotto) or if played for entertainment or on festive occasions (playing mahjong on
Chinese New Year). Even taking into account different definitions and/or a possible
reluctance within some ethnic communities to admit to gambling, most of the minority
group respondents in the Blaszczynski et al. study participated in gambling at a rate
which could be conservatively described as no different from that of general population.
The high problem gambling scores are therefore difficult to explain, both in the
Blaszczynski et al. study and our own.

Again, several possibilities present themselves. Perhaps Asians have a greater
susceptibility to loss of control once they begin gambling, but this seems unlikely; there
is no evidence for it from other studies (Duong and Ohtsuka 2000). The argument that
Asian youth might under-represent their actual gambling rates (because of negative
attitudes toward the behaviour or concern about cultural stereotypes) also seems unlikely
when this group scored higher than the general population on the SOGS. This involves
admitting to items about allowing one’s gambling to get out of control. If self-censorship
were occurring on one scale, it would be surprising if it did not occur on the other.

Explanations of the problem gambling data distribution may relate to measurement
issues. As ‘problem gambler’ is a relatively rare category in the community,
identification of such individuals is subject to errors of under-reporting and over-
reporting (basically the issue of outliers, or false positives). We argue that in our study,
the likelihood is small that the high problem gambling scores among Asian youth were a
function of measurement error. There are two reasons for this. First, we used a continuous
measure of problem gambling (an ‘adapted’ SOGS) to enable a greater range of scores
and therefore degree of differentiation in the measure. Second, and most importantly, the
ethnic group effect occurred in both the 1996 and 1998 cohorts – in other words we have
been able to replicate these seemingly anomalous cultural differences in gambling
participation rates and problem gambling scores. Under-reporting of overall problem
gambling is a possibility in this and any self-report study; however the pattern of results
is unlikely to be affected unless there is systematic under-reporting of any one group. We
can see no particular reason why there would be systematic under-reporting in the Anglo-
European group that would have led to their lower problem gambling scores.

One explanation for our results which may be worthy of further investigation is the
possibility that Asian youth are more anxious about gambling than the Anglo-European
population, so respond more sensitively to the SOGS items. Certainly, this cultural
minority was over-represented in the ‘worrier’ category in our study – the group which
showed with quite low gambling frequencies, low amounts spent, but high problem
gambling scores. This level of concern may arise because the cultural stereotypes are to
some extent believed (‘if I start I won’t be able to stop’); or because of knowledge of
distress among members of the ethnic community who are problem gamblers; or because
of highly negative attitudes toward even low levels of gambling. Again, these
speculations need to be the subject of further research, but the evidence presented here is
suggestive.
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This study would be strengthened by interview data or other mechanisms to check young
people’s perceived reasons for the drop in gambling rates between 1996 and 1998, and to
explore further the perceptions of Asian young people about the findings characterising
this subsample. In addition, it may be wise to supplement SOGS-based measurement of
problem gambling with other measures. Multiple evidence concerning problem gambling
is needed here, to check our hypotheses about young Asians’ problem gambling scores
being partly a function of ‘worry’. One possibility would be to supplement the SOGS
with the DSM-IV criteria, along with general measures of anxiety.
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Abstract

A widely practiced but understudied gambling activity is the wagering that
occurs between participants in games of physical skill. Little is known about
what draws players to this form of gambling, the sub-groups involved or their
social dynamics, the strategies employed, and whether, and to what extent,
this activity is associated with disordered gambling.

Gamblers were studied in their natural environment at two private golf clubs.
Prominent themes emerging from the research include: motivations for
gambling on golf, socialisation into golf course gambling, the golf course
betting hierarchy, deceptive practices and evidence of disordered gambling.
In general, the golf course wagering we investigated embraced several unique
features and traditions that generally make it a salutary gambling experience,
largely free of the destructive elements associated with luck-based gambling
formats. The study’s findings are utilised to make observations about other
gambling formats and gamblers in general.

Introduction
In the concluding comments of his seminal work on the psychology of gambling, Michael
Walker (1992) emphasises the need for more studies of real gambling behaviour in
natural settings. The rationale for his appeal is based on a desire to know more about the
social basis of common everyday gambling scenes; how a commitment to a gambling
scene is nurtured and sustained; and whether participation in regular, ‘friendly’ gambling
sessions aids or hinders the development of a gambling disorder. In order to redress this
imbalance between gambling theory and research, Walker (1992) advocates ethnographic
studies on a wide range of gambling formats and in an assortment of cultural contexts.
This study is a response to Walker’s invitation in that the focus is on a heretofore-
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unstudied gambling format (games of physical skill, specifically, golf course gambling),
in its natural setting.

A standard way of differentiating between gambling formats is to establish the relative
influence of luck and skill on an event’s outcome. While luck-based games such as
lotteries, raffles, keno, bingo, slot machines, and roulette may involve a modicum of skill
(Walker 1992), the general belief is that human intervention minimally affects the
outcome of these games; players can only passively await the final result. Contrarily, in
gambling formats where the application of a player’s relevant capacities - skill,
knowledge, tenacity, boldness (Goffman 1967) - can sway the outcome, optimal playing
and betting strategies can improve the odds of winning and the amount of money that can
be won. For example, chess is a game of pure skill, whereas poker, bridge, blackjack, and
betting on horse races and sporting events are examples of gambling formats that
combine skill and varying degrees of luck (Walker 1992; Dickerson 1993; Chantal and
Vallerand 1996). While luck is a key element in these games, probability theory indicates
that skilled players will experience more success in the long run than will unskilled
players.

A body of scholarly work exists relative to gambling formats that can be exploited
through the application of knowledge and skill. Popular milieu for these researches
include horse race betting, both on- and off-track (Herman 1967; Scott 1968; Rosecrance
1985; Abt, Smith, and McGurrin 1985; Saunders and Turner 1987; Dickerson et al. 1990;
Neal 1998); poker playing (Yardley 1957; Zurcher 1970; Hayano 1982, Alvarez 1985;
McDonald and Osborn 1989; Spanier 1990); and the game of bridge (Walker 1987).
Walker (1996), in particular, has speculated on why avid skill-oriented gamblers are less
likely than luck-oriented gamblers to suffer severe financial reversals and to become
pathological gamblers.

While instructive, some of the aforementioned commentaries are geared toward
improving a player’s odds of winning through the application of mental acuity. For
example, the capacity to apprehend and utilise strategy, decipher an opponent’s
mannerisms and body language, attend to salient past performance variables, manage
money prudently, and control one’s emotions. Missing from the literature is an equivalent
dissection of the betting that occurs between participants in games of physical skill. Other
than Polsky (1969) and Prus and Sharper’s (1977) accounts of the pool hustler subculture,
and Bradshaw’s (1987) treatise on successful ‘gamesmen’ (experts at specific games of
skill), little scholarly attention has been paid to the nature, extent and consequences of
physical skill based gambling formats.

Recent surveys of a population’s gambling proclivities have asked respondents to indicate
the various activities wagered on over the previous year. One response category is ‘games
of skill such as pool, golf, bowling, darts, etc.’ Typically, between 10 and 15% of adults
report engaging in this betting format (Wynne Resources 1998). Adolescents also partake
in this gambling activity; indeed it ranks high among the gambling preferences of male
teenagers (Wynne, Smith and Jacobs 1996).
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While betting on oneself in games of physical skill is a familiar pastime, little is known
about what draws players to this wagering format, why they persist in the activity, how it
compares and contrasts with other forms of gambling, and to what extent, if any, the
undertaking is associated with disordered gambling. Given the authors’ interest and
immersion in the sport of golf, both as instructors and long-time participants, golf was
chosen as the setting in which to explore these unknowns.

The golf-gambling connection
Golfers have wagered on their ability to play a hole or a round of golf in fewer strokes
than their opponents since the game’s inception in 15th century Scotland. In the early days
of golf, fortunes were regularly won and lost on the links as club members were drawn
mainly from the privileged class of Scottish society. The gambling on golf mania became
so intense that one club (the Honorable Company of Edinburgh Golfers) limited the
amount of money one golfer could win from another in a day’s play. The Society of St.
Andrews Golfers proposed to curb gambling on the links but relented when members
threatened to quit the club. With the advent of recognised golf professionals in the mid
1800s, links gambling continued but members were cautioned to make the practice less
conspicuous (Concannon 1998).

Today, golf is a ‘dominant cultural force’ (Deford 1998, p. 94). Plentiful leisure time, a
worldwide profusion of new golf courses and extensive mass media coverage have made
the sport accessible to nearly all skill and income levels. No longer strictly a country club
diversion, golf is an egalitarian pursuit that appeals to white, blue and pink collar workers
alike, albeit the splendor of the surroundings and quality of equipment used to play the
game vary considerably according to one’s capacity and willingness to pay. Golfers of all
stripes appear eager to wager on the outcome of their games. A recent poll conducted by
the Peter Harris Research Group for Sports Illustrated magazine found that among a
sample of avid American golfers - those who played at least 26 rounds a year - 50% said
they bet on the games they play versus only 8% who did likewise among the general
population (Deford 1998).

One reason for the sport’s immense popularity is that it is ideally suited for wagering
propositions. Foremost among golf’s observances that facilitate betting is the time-
honored, globally accepted, handicap system. Player handicaps are designed to balance
competition between golfers of varying skill levels. A golfer’s handicap is the average of
the ten best scores over a player’s twenty most recent 18-hole rounds and includes the
degree of difficulty of the courses played. In a competitive situation where player A, with
an 8 handicap, is matched against player B who has a 12 handicap, player A must spot
player B the difference in handicaps: four strokes, to be taken on the four hardest holes
according to the course’s scorecard rating.

In order to have an authentic handicap players must faithfully record their 18-hole scores
on the clubhouse computer. Player handicaps are focal points of pre-match banter and can
be a source of pride or frustration depending on one’s skill level and golf aspirations. In
keeping with golf’s strict honour code, handicaps are expected to be scrupulously honest.
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The appeal of golf course gambling
Golfers, like participants in similar physical skill-based activities (billiards, darts,
bowling), have considerable control over the final result. Knowing that superior athletic
prowess is the key outcome determinant, players are often inclined to back their self-
confidence with a bet. In contrast, team sport participants seldom wager on their own
games because a host of uncontrollable factors can influence the final result.

Another catalyst for on-course wagering is the social interaction aspect of golf.
Holtgraves’ (1988) work on self-presentation in gambling settings suggests that because a
gambling situation is fraught with social meaning, it is a way to present oneself in a
favorable manner. Similarly, in Goffman’s (1967) conceptual framework, the golf course
qualifies as a relevant setting in which to demonstrate positive character traits such as
savoir faire, bravado, gallantry and appropriate expressive behaviours. Furthermore,
Lyman and Scott (1970) discuss the significance of ‘coolness in everyday life.’  In
essence, coolness is poise under pressure and is defined as ‘the capacity to execute
physical acts, including conversation, in a concerted, smooth, self-controlled fashion in
risky situations, or to maintain affective detachment during the course of encounters
involving considerable emotion’ (p. 145). Three types of risk situations are specified
(physical, financial, and social) where coolness can appropriately be displayed - all of
which relate to golf course gambling. Presumably, opportunities to exhibit coolness in our
daily routines arise infrequently. One common way to demonstrate this character trait is
through leisure pursuits, such as golf course gambling.

Walker (1996) contends that avid skill-based game players show commitment and seek
mastery over their environment. Their immersion and persistence in the game leads to
skill development that ultimately improves performance, as opposed to luck-based
gaming enthusiasts who harbor an unfounded belief in their ability to affect game
outcomes. In the latter instance, perseverance in the activity is not only futile, but also
destructive, because financial losses will mount in the pursuit of an unachievable goal—
an optimal playing strategy.

Relevant to Walker’s (1996) notions of commitment and mastery is the theoretical
construct developed by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) known as ‘Flow.’  Flow signifies the
optimal state of consciousness that sometimes occurs when a person engages in a
challenging and absorbing activity. Underlying conditions said to foster flow experiences
include partaking in activities that (1) have concrete goals and manageable rules, (2)
make it possible to adjust opportunities for action to participant’s capabilities, (3) provide
clear feedback on how the participant is doing and (4) screen out distractions and make
focused concentration possible (Csikszentmihalyi 1993, p.xiv). Opportunities for a flow
experience are particularly abundant in sports and active game participation
(Csikszentmihalyi 1997). In golf, no shot is ever quite the same; each new round brings a
different combination of challenges and renewed optimism, thus making the sport
alluring and captivating for regular players.
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In a gambling context, only skill-based games truly accommodate flow-inducing
conditions. To illustrate, golf course gambling (along with other skill-based gambling
formats) is a rule-based, goal-seeking activity that requires concentration, provides clear
and instant feedback, and allows challenges to be manipulated to match varying skill and
intensity levels. Luck-based gambling formats are not amenable to producing a flow state
because, given the absence of an optimal playing strategy, challenges cannot be adjusted.
Csikszentmihalyi (1997) differentiates between active and passive forms of leisure and
affirms that active leisure has the potential to produce a flow state, while passive leisure,
if consumed regularly and in large doses, begets listlessness and apathy. Luck-based
gambling formats fit the passive leisure category; that is, titillating, but empty, pseudo-
flow activities, whereas skill-based gambling formats such as the golf course gambling
studied here, qualify as active leisure and, consequently, carry the possibility of a flow
experience. Walker (1996, p.237) concurs by noting how skill-based gambling formats
can stimulate, absorb and fulfill participants, versus frenzied slot-machine play which
builds up repertoires of false beliefs rather than real skills.

Regardless of game preference, Rosecrance (1988) posits that gamblers persist in the
activity because they perceive that the benefits of their involvement outweigh the costs.
Professional golfers (both male and female) routinely bet with their colleagues during
practice rounds (Callahan 1997). Gambling on the course is said to focus concentration
and simulate the intensity of a major competition. Other presumed incentives for golf
course gambling are financial (the prospect of winning money), stimulation (a desire to
raise the level of competition), camaraderie (being part of a social world that offers
meaningful interaction with those of like persuasion), and recognition (the opportunity to
display valued character traits).

Research purpose and methods
This is an ethnographic study of gamblers in their natural environment, in that the
gambling practices and behaviours of golfers within private golf club settings are
examined. From ethnographic description we progress to substantive generalisations and
finish by relating our findings to the gambling studies literature. Given the paucity of
research on this gambling format, this is an exploratory study informed by the grounded
theory perspective advocated by Glaser and Strauss (1967).

The specific objectives are to 1) determine the nature and scope of golf course gambling
(who does it and why they do it); 2) consider the circumstances under which they gamble
(the games they play and the stakes played for); 3) understand the impacts of links
gambling on golf traditions and interpersonal relationships; 4) discover whether and to
what extent golf course gambling is associated with disordered gambling behaviour; and
5) use golf course gambling as the context to explore Walker and Csikzentmihalyi’s ideas
about the beneficial effects of participating in skill-based, challenging, goal-directed
activities. In the discussion section, our findings are utilised to make observations about
other gambling formats and gamblers in general.
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The data collection method used is a form of participant observation known as auto-
ethnography (Hayano 1982; Rosecrance 1985; Neal 1998). Hayano, an anthropologist
and poker aficionado studied professional poker players in California card clubs, while
Rosecrance and Neal, both sociologists and horse players, probed the social world of off-
track betting parlors; Rosecrance in Nevada, Neal in England.

This investigation of golf players relied on observations and perceptions of key
informants drawn from the membership and professional staff at two private golf clubs.
This process is generally known as ‘purposive sampling,’ which is the practice of
identifying and interviewing those respondents known to be most familiar with the
subject in question. In addition to this sampling strategy, the ‘snowball method’ was used
to expand the base of potential key informants; that is, identified authorities on the topic
were asked to recommend others they knew to be conversant with golf course gambling
routines (Lincoln and Guba 1985).

Initially, we observed, participated and interacted with club members who wager on their
golf games. This involved intermingling with members in clubhouse spike bars, card and
locker rooms, practice ranges, putting greens and on the golf course. Our entrée into this
research setting was eased by the fact that we had ‘insider status.’  Having been active
participants in golf course gambling for many years we were well versed in the games,
protocols, jargon and gamesmanship tactics that comprise the central core of the activity.
The fact that we were known to many informants and were familiar with the gambling
scene in question seemed to allay misgivings respondents may have had about candidly
discussing their golf course gambling habits. In a later phase of the study, structured
interviews were conducted with a sampling of informants.

While both of us gamble nearly every time we play golf, neither is considered a ‘high
stakes’ player; that is, risking more than $200 per round. Typically, in the games we play,
a big win or loss is $60. Our challenge in this study was gaining access to the higher and
lower stakes gambling groups that we ordinarily have less contact with. Although we
gamble regularly on the golf course and occasionally in other settings, we categorise
ourselves as controlled gamblers. Neither of us meets any of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual IV (1994) criteria for a gambling disorder. To wit, we never borrow
money to gamble, feel a need to increase our arousal levels by raising the stakes, suffer
withdrawal pangs when we are not gambling and so forth. In short, other than losing
money on occasions, we have yet to experience serious negative consequences as a result
of our golf course gambling.

Over a one-year period we focused on the membership of two private golf clubs in a
western Canadian city. The research settings were chosen partly for convenience - one
author served as an assistant pro at one of the clubs and the other author is a member at
the second club - and partly because the two golf clubs reflect different status levels; one
is an elite club, the other a mid-level private club. There are 66 golf courses in the
metropolitan area, 10 of which fit the ‘members and guests only’ category. The first club
is considered to be exclusive by virtue of its tradition (over 70 years old), a consistent
ranking among the nation’s top 50 courses, high initiation fees, a waiting list to join, a
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prime midtown location and a membership roster replete with professionals, CEOs and
community power brokers.

The second club, while also private, is less restrictive because it is newer (40 years old),
more accessible because of lower initiation fees, more crowded because it has more
playing members than the elite club and a somewhat different membership mix - mainly
younger professionals, small business owners, and middle level managers and executives.
Although most of our research was done in these two private clubs, over the year we also
visited other private and public clubs in the area and used these opportunities to review
and refine our findings.

In an effort to maximise our exposure to golf course gambling, we participated in a
variety of different foursomes (who represented various levels in the golf course betting
hierarchy) at our respective clubs over the golf season. Observations were recorded
following rounds of golf and post-game gatherings. Semi-structured interviews with club
members and golf professionals were arranged separately and conducted in a quiet
location at the informant’s convenience. The golfers we bet and played with were
unaware they were being studied because we did not wish to disrupt or contaminate the
natural flow of events. Our observational data were used to formulate interview questions
designed to elicit an insider’s view of the norms, attitudes, and practices of the sub-
culture.

Prospective interviewees were chosen from different levels of the betting hierarchy (some
of whom we had played with during the golf season) and told that a study of golf course
gambling practices was being conducted and that we were interested in their thoughts on
the subject. All of the candidates we approached accepted the opportunity to expound on
their golf course gambling experiences. In our view, respondents’ willingness to
participate was due to two main factors: 1) we were perceived as non-threatening and
trustworthy because we were legitimate and accepted members of the sub-culture; and 2)
because most of the informants regularly gambled on the golf course, it was a topic that
was of considerable interest to them. Interview data was collected until information
redundancy began occurring regularly. A total of 28 informants were interviewed.

During the season the authors kept separate field journals but met regularly to discuss
methodological concerns, compare field notes and stay apprised of one another’s
progress. After the season, individual interviews were transcribed, findings analyzed and
interpreted, and the study written up. For corroboration purposes, draft copies of the study
were provided to several reviewers (individuals who regularly participate in golf course
gambling but who were not part of the study, nor affiliated with either club) to solicit
their impressions of how accurately the golf course gambling scene had been depicted.

Because those we observed and interviewed for this study were part of a convenience
sample, the results may not generalise to other golf course settings, especially those in
other cultures. However, because of our prolonged engagement in the field, our regular
and systematic observations and in-depth interviews, we believe that the data is credible
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and the findings can be treated as emerging theory that may guide future research in this
underdeveloped area of gambling studies.

The golf course betting hierarchy
On-course gambling is ubiquitous in the two private clubs we studied, in the sense that an
interested player can readily find a money game that fits his comfort zone. Based on the
stakes members are willing to risk, four general betting levels were observed:

Upper - those who routinely risk $200 or more in a round of golf;
Middle - those who typically risk $20 to $100 on the golf course and on occasion go
as high as $200;
Lower - those who ordinarily risk between $1 and $20; and
Non-gamblers - those who never gamble or who do so on an infrequent basis for
minimal stakes.

The clubs that we studied have male players in each of the above categories. However,
the majority of players cluster in the middle and lower tiers of the betting hierarchy.
Based on our observations and interviews, we estimate the percentage of male members
at each betting level to be as follows: upper 5%, middle 20%, lower 60%, and non-
gamblers 15%. There is considerable overlap between the lower and middle levels
because lower level games sometimes escalate into middle level dollar amounts.

The betting hierarchy does not necessarily correspond with other prestige ladders in the
clubs such as those based on wealth, occupation or social standing. Some of the
wealthiest club members and prominent citizens are in the non-gambler category. New
club members who enjoy golf course gambling usually experience a settling-in period
until they locate their appropriate level in the betting hierarchy. By talking to other
players and by participating in club competitions, new members eventually encounter a
group of players they are compatible with in terms of personality, outside interests, and
stakes they are comfortable playing for.

The non-gambling cohort includes those golfers who have not been socialised to gamble
(especially on themselves in a competitive situation); believe that ‘money is too hard to
come by to just fritter it away;’ are morally opposed to gambling or who find that
gambling on golf detracts from their enjoyment of the game.

Two distinct types occupy the lower betting level: 1) those with a minimal interest in
gambling but who do it because it is a customary practice in their regular foursomes and
2) those who have had some exposure to golf course gambling and find small stakes
gambling enjoyable. In the first instance it is common to find individuals who have a
limited understanding of the betting formats and how they are scored. Perhaps because
they are playing for small stakes, they show little concern or awareness about how the
match is progressing and a willingness to let others organise and dictate the gambling
activities. ‘Just tell me how much I won or owe’ is a common refrain amongst this group.
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The second broad category of low-stakes players consists of individuals who enjoy the
gambling experience and are aware of the various betting games and appropriate
strategies.

In contrast, mid-level bettors are generally knowledgeable about the games they play,
know where they stand during a match and are cognizant of the dollar amounts that they
stand to win or lose. An attitudinal factor that sometimes distinguishes middle-from
upper-level gamblers is the lack of a ‘killer instinct.’  These are players who after getting
an early lead in a match sometimes lose their intensity during the crucial final holes. As
one informant explains:

I never want to beat up the opposition really badly on the golf course, particularly when I’m
playing against friends. I don’t want to burn any bridges where all of a sudden I can’t get
games and I’m on the outside looking in. Unfortunately this frame of mind keeps me from
winning serious money and probably costs me money in the long run.

Acceptance into the upper-level betting group is difficult to attain because it requires a
willingness to risk significant amounts of money both on the course and in the clubhouse
and to pay losses promptly. Some members in this group describe themselves as
‘golfaholics,’ which means they love the head-to-head competition and are ready to play
at a moment’s notice. Typically, this group is comprised of early retirees, business
owners and professionals whose schedules are flexible.

Upper echelon bettors thrive on the gambling action and on the challenge of jousting with
worthy opponents. There is an element of elitism at this level because it is taken for
granted that players are comfortable with the stakes, have a thorough understanding of the
various games and strategies, can cope with opponents’ mind games and needling, and
can maintain their composure under duress. Players at this level are experienced gamblers
who have no compunction about going for an opponent’s jugular in trying to rack up a
big win. Despite the intense competition at this level, it is rare for players to sacrifice
sportsmanship or the traditions of the game.

For club members inclined to gamble on golf, movement between betting levels is quite
limited. Ordinarily, players have little desire to change their location in the betting
hierarchy, mainly because they have usually found a satisfying groove with playing
partners who are simpatico in terms of their outlook on golf, gambling and life in general.
When there is relocation, it tends to be upward and occurs when a low stakes player
gravitates to the mid-level as a result of gaining experience in golf course gambling and
develops confidence in his game, or where a mid-level bettor gains access to increased
discretionary funds (typically through a job promotion, the sale of a business or an
inheritance) and can afford higher stakes games.

Occasionally, in the case of a serious financial reversal or prolonged mediocre play, a
member of the upper-level betting group may avoid high stakes games until
circumstances change. The exceptional high stakes player who steps down to a smaller
game does so either to get his game in order or to protect a shrinking bankroll. Invariably,
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those who do move to a lower betting level miss the excitement and constant action of the
high stakes games.

Disengagement from the upper-betting level, whether permanent or temporary, is
embarrassing, because on the surface at least, the player no longer has the money or skill
to ‘eat with the big dogs.’  Upper-level bettors faced with this situation are just as likely
to drop out of the club or quit golf altogether rather than endure the self-inflicted
humiliation of playing in lower stakes games.

Golf gambling formats
Numerous betting games occur on the golf course; three of the most popular are described
below:

Nassau
A Nassau wager has three components: a front-nine winner, a back-nine winner and an
overall winner. Each segment of the Nassau is played for an agreed upon amount - a $2
Nassau being a low stakes game and a $200 Nassau a typical high stakes game. A team
losing all three ways would be out $6 in the one instance and $600 in the other. The
amount owed would be lower if there were ties or if the results of the nine-hole games
were split. Conversely, losses can mount if ‘presses’ are introduced. A press is a
challenge by the losing team to double-up the bets on the remaining holes. If the trailing
team’s presses succeed, a loss may be recouped or converted into a winning situation; if
unsuccessful, the payout can balloon to an amount much higher than originally intended.
In some high stakes games presses are ‘automatic’; that is, once a team is down two
points in any bet, a press automatically kicks in. In a lower stakes game presses are
usually optional and must be verbally declared by the trailing team.

Nassau competitions can be played as team or individual games and in either ‘high-low’
or ‘best-ball’ formats. In the high-low version, the low net score of one team on each hole
is matched against the opposition’s low net score and similarly, the high net scores of
each team are compared. In high-low there is a potential of scoring two points per hole: a
point for the lowest of the two low scores and a point for the lower of the two high scores.
Total points are tallied at the end of each nine holes and for the entire match. The best
ball variation of a Nassau works the same way, except that only one point per hole is
awarded for the lowest net score.

Skins
The outright net winner of each hole gets a ‘skin’ which is worth a predetermined amount
of money. Because in foursomes there are frequent ties for the lowest score on a hole, the
game is sometimes played with a ‘carry over’ rule; that is, skins accumulate hole by hole
until a clear-cut winner emerges. The carry over rule is invoked more in low stakes games
($1 or less per skin) because the ‘two-tie-all-tie’ provision creates an added element of
luck. For example, the same two golfers could tie five holes in a row, while a player who
has been out of the running on the previous holes could win the next hole (and six skins).
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In high stakes games ($100 or more per skin), the carry over rule is seldom applied
because of the possibility of a fluky outcome being handsomely rewarded.

Matching cards
Regardless of the games being played in a foursome (Nassau, best ball, skins, etc.),
golfers playing the course on the same day, but not in the same group, make wagers by
matching scorecards after the round. In the upper-betting level, players often match cards
with four to six other players in addition to engaging in a full range of games in their own
foursomes.

Variations in betting styles
Besides the stakes played for, we noticed differences between betting levels in terms of
the number, frequency and types of bets made. A characteristic of high stakes matches is
the multiplicity of concurrent games. For instance, there may be team as well as
individual bets between all players, including the partners in a team game. Presses raise
the stakes and heighten the tension in the match and ‘specials’ (side bets that reward good
shots such as closest to the hole on par-three tee shots or getting up and down in one putt
from greenside bunkers) may also be part of the betting menu. Bets designed to penalise
poor play include: three-putting a green, missing a fairway or having the player farthest
from the pin after the second shot on the ninth hole buy mid-round refreshments at the
snack bar. Some high stakes players also include cart rental fees as part of their wagers
and often continue their gambling activity into the clubhouse in the form of card games
and sports betting.

Typical stakes in a ‘big money’ game at the two clubs we studied are as follows:

• $100 Nassau with automatic presses when two down;
• $25 a skin;
• $10 for specials; and
• $5 a stroke in medal play.

Depending on the number of presses and the lopsidedness of the match, several thousand
dollars can be won or lost. We heard of games featuring $1,000 Nassaus and $400 skins
where wins and losses were in the $8-10,000 range, but these are the exception.

Scorekeeping in these games can be so detailed that only experienced players are
entrusted with the job. Because of the complex record keeping involved in tracking the
various games and presses, scorecards are carefully ‘audited’ after the match to ensure
that no one is getting ‘pencil whipped’; that is, beaten by a scorekeeping error (deliberate
or otherwise) rather than superior play.

The betting in the lower-and middle-level groups is more subdued than in the high stakes
games. To wit, there is usually not a myriad of games occurring simultaneously, pressing
is less frequent, matching scorecards outside the foursome is rare, and the gambling
action seldom extends into the clubhouse. Gambling is a primary motivation for high-
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stakes players and golf is their preferred gambling outlet. On the contrary, golfers at the
lower betting levels are captivated more by the sensual pleasures of the sport, the
challenge of playing to their maximum and the opportunity for fellowship with a variety
of playing partners. Gambling adds a dash of spice to the golf outing but is of secondary
importance to the low-stakes player.

Socialisation into golf course gambling
It can be safely assumed that the vast majority of club members in our sample have the
financial wherewithal to gamble on the golf course if they so choose. Whether and to
what extent they do is based on factors such as parental attitudes toward gambling,
exposure to other gambling formats at an early age, the amount of golf played as a junior
and the person’s attitude toward money. Typically, the upper-betting level players were
exposed to gambling in a private golf club setting at a young age. Whether with their
fathers, caddying, or playing with other juniors, the private club environment facilitated
their learning about gambling on the course. Informants recalled playing against their
father for what seemed like serious stakes at the time (a dollar, a soda and a hot dog, or a
chore around the house such as mowing the lawn or doing the dishes).

For some, playing with other juniors provided the entrée into golf course gambling:

Gambling is a natural progression that starts in junior golf. I started playing
when I was 12, by the time I was 14 I was betting regularly. Most aspiring
golfers are competitive; betting is a natural outgrowth of the activity. It’s a
good way to find out whether a guy can handle the pressure.

Not all informants played golf in their formative years. Some took up the sport later in
life, gradually improved their skills and began playing in regular foursomes with
members who make friendly wagers on the games. In virtually all instances, informants
reported making small initial wagers, regardless of their age when they started betting on
golf.

Beginning golfers seldom gamble because they lack confidence in their ball striking
ability, course management skills and knowledge of game strategy. After acquiring a
degree of consistency and establishing a valid handicap, a player is more likely to gamble
on the course.

Some informants feel that the added strain of a wager detracts from the pleasure of the
game and lessens their chances of playing well. In basic terms, the dollar they stand to
lose has more value to them than the dollar they might win. Conversely, others in our
sample said they needed a stimulus to get their competitive juices flowing. For these
individuals, having money on the line is gratifying in and of itself, win or lose; gambling
losses are accepted as a reasonable fee for the entertainment received. These opposing
viewpoints are reflected in the following comments:

If I lose $20 or $30 playing golf fine, if I lose $60 I make a decision right there, I ask myself,
‘Is this within your limits?’  I found that when I lost $60 it was not OK. That was money I
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could have used for something else. I like playing for money, don’t get me wrong, but when I
start playing for too much, it affects my mind, because now I’m uncomfortable dwelling on
what will happen when I lose instead of what I could do with the winnings.

I think attitudes toward money have a lot to do with how people grew up and how hard
money was to come by. Personally, money was always something I could get or have no
matter what the circumstance, so if I lose $200 or $300 on the course, sure I’m a little uneasy,
but I know I can get more where that came from. The hardest situation for a gambler is
playing for more money than you have in your pocket, but that has never been a problem for
me because the money is always there.

A ‘seed gambler’ is a player who lives for high-stakes games and is often a catalyst in the
formation of the top level of a club’s betting hierarchy. Once a seed gambler is ensconced
in the social order of the club, his influence and reputation spreads quickly. Out of
curiosity, pride in one’s golfing and gambling ability or the thrill of a challenge, like-
minded golfers seek him out for a game. At this level of involvement, camaraderie
amongst the players takes a back seat to raw competition and the chance to win big
money. Players in this category share the passion that Bradshaw (1987, p. 8) calls ‘the
joyful acceptance of risk.’

Gender differences
The consensus from our interviews with female golfers and club professionals is that
there are pronounced gender differences in golf course gambling behaviour. Until
recently, it was a rare female golfer that gambled on the course. This situation has
changed somewhat in recent years as younger female members now report gambling for
token amounts. No female golfers from either club were identified as medium- or upper-
level golf gamblers.

Informants speculate that gender differences exist because women have not been
socialised to gamble on golf, or for that matter, on games of physical skill. Female
gamblers traditionally gravitate to luck-based games such as lotteries, bingo and VLTs.28

Perhaps one reason for females’ lack of exposure to golf course gambling is the
discriminatory rules that once prevailed at male-dominated golf clubs. For example,
women’s tee-times were restricted their club tournaments geared more toward
fraternizing than competition, and for many years, golf club card rooms were off-limits to
women. Even in today’s supposedly more enlightened times, it is rare for males and
females to compete head-to-head on the golf course. Certainly couples play together in
the same foursomes, but when they do, the occasion is viewed more as a recreational
outing than a serious athletic event.

Playing strategies
The use of appropriate strategy, or what is euphemistically called ‘golf course
management,’ is a critical factor in separating consistent winners from chronic losers.
Strategies used in golf course gambling cluster into four broad categories: 1) optimizing
decision making based on a knowledge and confidence in one’s own and/or partner’s
                                                                
28 Video-lottery terminals, a form of machine gambling authorized in some Canadian provinces.
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playing abilities; 2) knowledge of opponent(s) playing ability; 3) money management
skills; and 4) gamesmanship. Because conditions can change rapidly and dramatically
during a round of golf, gamblers must continually evaluate where they stand in each of
the four areas. Strategic decisions are employed to gain an element of control over
situations that are fraught with uncertainty.

In general, high stakes players are more conversant with elaborate strategies than are
smaller stakes gamblers because they have more at risk. Indeed, in addition to executing
well-hit shots, part of the thrill of high stakes competition comes from using sound
judgment on the course. When gambling is part of a golf match, the focus of the contest
often shifts from player versus golf course to player versus player. Ordinarily, the
primary aim of golf is to take the fewest shots possible per hole. In a gambling situation,
however, the overriding goal becomes taking fewer shots than your opponent. These two
objectives are not always compatible, as illustrated in the following example. On a par
five hole, player A hits a long drive into the middle of the fairway while player B hits into
the trees. If player A is strictly playing the course, he might try to reach the green on his
next shot even though the hole is protected by water. Given player B’s predicament,
however, it might be more prudent for player A to hit a conservative second shot in order
to maintain his advantage. In contrast, player B could either safely chip out sideways on
to the fairway or attempt a riskier shot out of the woods to advance the ball toward the
green. By choosing the first option player B remains at a disadvantage, but is still in
contention to win or tie the hole. If the second option works, player A’s advantage may
be negated, but if not, player B will almost certainly lose the hole.

Self-control strategies pertain to choosing wisely between various options and
minimizing errors - for example, keeping the ball in play versus trying to hit an extra long
ball, aiming at the fat part of the green versus going for a tough pin placement, playing
safe versus attempting a difficult recovery shot and disciplining one’s mind to avoid
dwelling on the money at risk or previous bad shots and concentrating only on the next
shot. This careful approach is based on playing a steady, low-risk game and letting the
opposition make the mistakes.

Knowledge of one’s opponent, the golf course and prevailing conditions are important
considerations in knowing when, and when not, to press. An astute player is cognizant of
tactical considerations such as ‘Am I getting or giving strokes on the upcoming holes?’;
‘How well are my opponent and I playing today?’;  ‘How well do my opponent and I
usually play the next holes?’;  ‘Does my opponent tighten up or rise to the occasion when
pressed?’;  ‘How are weather conditions affecting play?’  An ability to gauge these and
other situations, while maintaining one’s equilibrium and a smooth swing creates a
winning combination on the golf course.

Money management concerns revolve around negotiating the appropriate stakes and
games at the outset and knowing the most opportune times to press. The key to
determining wagering amounts and gambling formats is staying within one’s comfort
zone. Playing for more money than you can afford is often a recipe for disaster, because
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the ensuing anxiety upsets most golfers’ confidence, concentration and ability to make
solid contact.

A familiar form of gamesmanship relates to the practice of conceding putts. ‘Giving a
putt’ is a courtesy based on the assumption that one’s opponent will make the shot and is
designed to speed up play. Putts are usually given if they are ‘inside the leather’ - that is,
the distance from the bottom of the putter to the start of the grip. It is up to the opposition
whether or not to give a putt. A classic strategy is to concede short putts early in the
round and then require the opponent to putt out during the final holes. The rationale being
that the opponent not practiced in converting these putts and under the pressure of a tight
match, will miss some of these seemingly easy shots. To avoid this form of
gamesmanship, some groups decide that no matter how well or poorly a player has been
putting, the amount of break in the putt or the money at stake, all putts within the leather
are good. Conversely, some groups adhere strictly to the rules of golf and insist that all
putts be holed.

Another aspect of gamesmanship concerns the good-natured needling or razzing that
occurs between players that is designed to ‘get an opponent off his game’ or ‘get into his
head.’ Whether reminding a player of an upcoming hazard, real or imagined swing flaws
or a previous disaster on the same hole, these interchanges are seen as a fun part of the
game providing they are not too personal. In fact, this on-the-edge jocularity provides an
opportunity to show one’s sense of humor and creativity by way of original quips and
quick comebacks. Some players become known as much for their witty repartee as for
their golf games.

The element of luck
Luck is a feature of golf course gambling in several ways, for instance: bounces off trees,
hillsides or buildings, good and bad lies, balls landing in or out of bounds, miss-hit shots
having positive results (for example, a player topping a ball that rolls all the way to the
green and goes in for a hole in one) and selection of partners (a common practice on the
first tee is to toss all four player’s balls to determine partners; the two closest balls
forming one team versus the owners of the other two balls).

Players in our sample acknowledge that luck can be a factor on a given hole or even in a
particular round of golf, but the general belief is that skill is such a predominant overall
factor that luck plays absolutely no part in establishing a player’s handicap. In poker, for
example, a novice player could beat a seasoned professional in a given session based
strictly on the power of the cards dealt, whereas in golf, no amount of luck can erase a
major skill difference.

Deceptive practices
Throughout the betting hierarchy there is general disrespect for two marginalised golfing
types: ‘sandbaggers’ and ‘pigeons.’  Both misrepresent their handicaps, albeit in different
ways. A sandbagger consistently scores better than his handicap would indicate,
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especially in major competitions and big money games. In effect, the player’s handicap is
fabricated on the high side, which results in a significant wagering advantage.

Sandbaggers will do whatever it takes to win, whether the prize is money, trophies, pro
shop merchandise or recognition from club members. To achieve this goal, a variety of
tricks are used to inflate their handicaps, the most flagrant being not to record good scores
or to falsely record higher scores. Subtler methods include intentionally playing below
one’s ability or avoiding entering a good score by not completing the round. One
frustrated informant comments on his personal experience with this situation:

I played against one member with a 12 handicap in a match play competition. He was one
under par after 14 holes. He won the match on the 16th hole and then walked off the course,
which technically he can do because the formal match is over. This is f***ing stupid because
he should be trying to finish the round with the lowest possible score. If his handicap goes
down as a result, so be it. This guy didn't want his handicap to drop because he wants those
12 strokes on his side every time he steps on the golf course. I go out of my way to avoid
playing with guys like that. If I end up in a game with him I won't gamble because the odds
are so much against you it is ridiculous.

This statement reflects the widely held viewpoint that sandbaggers are pariahs in the golf
club community. In extreme cases a sandbagger’s playing privileges may be suspended or
even terminated. Lesser penalties include being assigned an appropriate handicap, barred
from club competitions, and being made to submit scorecards to the pro shop for an
independent computer entry.

Sandbaggers, while not plentiful, are normally found in the lower-and middle-betting
levels, mainly because upper-level gamblers have too much at stake to allow cheaters in
their midst. If a player shoots below his handicap too often in big money games the group
may arbitrarily assign a handicap that is thought to match the player’s ability. If the
sandbagger balks at this treatment, he either starts shooting scores that jibe with his
alleged handicap or is exiled from the group. One informant summarises the situation as
follows:

You don’t get too much sandbagging in the big money games because the guys know the
opposition. I don’t have to check your handicap because I know that between you and me I
give two shots a side. I don’t give a shit what the computer says because I have lost money to
you at two a side, so I’m not giving any more than that.

‘Pigeons’ or ‘reverse sandbaggers,’ are golfers posing as being better than they really are:
in essence, their handicaps are lower than their true golfing abilities. As with
sandbaggers, pigeons are in short supply in high stakes games, partly because they would
soon lose their bankrolls and because no one wants to get stuck with them as partners.
Pigeons are generally younger players in the middle-or lower-betting levels who lack the
patience required to improve their games through diligent practice. Pigeons take short
cuts by not recording bad rounds or by cheating on the course for example, improving
their lie, marking the ball closer to the hole on the putting green and not counting all of
their strokes. For pigeons, a lower handicap is linked to an inflated self-esteem and a
‘macho’ persona. As one might expect, opportunistic gamblers prey upon pigeons:
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I played with a prominent local athlete who assumed that because he was gifted in several
other sports that he must also be an excellent golfer. I knew that on any given day I could
beat him by five shots. I knew he was a true ten handicapper, but he insisted on playing as a
five and taking me on straight up. I played this guy as often as I could (laughing), and didn’t
feel bad about taking his money.

Older pigeons are rare, because most golfers eventually learn the importance of having an
accurate handicap. As one high-stakes player notes, ‘Anyone who plays golf for money
soon realises that the game is difficult enough without playing to a handicap that is a few
strokes under what you normally shoot.’

Motivations for golf course gambling
The main reasons given for engaging in on-course gambling include:

Enhanced concentration
Most informants report experiencing a heightened arousal level and a pleasurable
increase in tension when risking money on a golf game. It is not the money per se that
focuses their attention; the wager is a symbolic gesture signifying a player’s confidence
in being able to perform well under pressure. Because wagers are tied to player self-
images, betting is thought to sharpen a golfer’s competitive instincts.

Staying relaxed and maintaining one’s composure are critical components of a sound golf
game. Tension, anxiety, and pressure can impair the golfer physically (by altering
alignment, swing plane, and tempo), psychologically (by introducing self-defeating
thoughts and negative visualizations) and mentally (by inducing faulty judgment, such as
poor club or shot selection). To improve in the game, players must overcome the effects
of stress. Gambling on the course is seen as a proving ground where players learn to cope
with adversity while still performing at a high level.

Maintains interest in the game
Part of golf’s allure is the game within the game. While purists believe that the main
forms of competition in golf should be player versus golf course or player versus
him/herself, many informants spoke of the person-to-person challenge. For example, we
heard comments on how discouraging it can be to start poorly on the first few holes:
interest in the game wanes, the mind wanders, and it becomes difficult to apply oneself.
In a gambling situation, however, with money and pride on the line, there is usually
enough incentive to refocus and try to salvage something positive from the game. As one
informant notes:

Gambling enlivens the game, especially when the bets double automatically
when someone gets two down. If I’m having a terrible game, like say I shoot
a 45 on the front nine, I know I’m not going to have a good round that day;
but the gambling makes me want to grind it out and shoot the best score under
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the circumstances. With this attitude I may in fact wind up winning money,
despite having a mediocre round. Say I end up shooting 82 (45/37). Well, 37
is a decent back nine and the fact that I hung in there and made money is
extremely exciting, even though I played rotten at the start.

No third party rake-off
Many informants claim to enjoy gambling on a regular basis; however, they generally
confine their wagering to situations that involve an element of skill and provide
reasonable odds. Other than buying the odd lottery ticket or making an occasional trip to
Las Vegas, our informants rarely participate in the local commercial forms of legal
gambling such as casinos, VLTs and bingo because of the general lack of skill required
and because of what they perceive to be unfair odds. In the gambling formats they prefer
(golf, sports betting, and card games with friends), there is no house advantage.

The social world of golf course gambling
Strauss (1978) lists four essential components of a social world: (1) one primary activity;
(2) a site where the activity takes place; (3) technology to facilitate the activity; and (4)
organisation to further the activity. In this context the primary activity is gambling on
golf; the site is the golf course and clubhouse; the technology includes the specialised
clubs, balls, and shoes used by players and may also encompass the computers that track
player handicaps, the carts that convey players around the course; and the organisation
refers to how matches are arranged, the professional staff who coordinate competitive
events, the starters who book and supervise tee times and the course marshals who ensure
that golfers complete their rounds in a timely and orderly fashion.

Most of the golfers that we observed and interviewed were serious about maintaining or
improving their golf skills. Their commitment involved some or all of the following
activities; work on the practice range and putting green, taking lessons, investing in high
quality equipment, playing in warmer climes over the winter, reading about golf, and
watching the golf channel. These activities are undertaken mainly for the intrinsic
pleasure of becoming a better golfer. However, there is also practical value in developing
a smooth, consistent swing that can be summoned up when money and ego are on the
line.

In a typical match, partnerships are arranged and game formats and wagers negotiated on
the first tee. As the 18-hole round unfolds, distinct patterns and rhythms of interaction
emerge that generally serve to build group camaraderie and individual enjoyment.
Occasionally, player interaction is humorously sardonic and meant to keep one’s
opponent(s) off balance. Ordinarily there is considerable idle chitchat and joshing prior to
the match and during the early holes as players ease into a competitive mode. The verbal
sparring tends to subside as the match progresses because the outcome is usually
determined on the final holes, especially if there is an ‘international’ (a desperation press
whereby the losing team or individual makes a double or nothing wager). One
informant’s perception of changing communication patterns during a match is as follows:
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If you ever watch a ‘Skins Game’ on television where the golfers play for progressively
larger stakes on each hole, there is a lot of small talk on the first six holes, but very little on
the last six holes because of the added tension of having more money on the line. In this
situation we are referring to four millionaires who obviously don’t need the money. You can
imagine what happens to a regular guy whose own money is at risk.

Regular foursomes are comprised of longstanding friends who know one another’s
character traits and idiosyncrasies. Strong interpersonal rapport, friendly rivalries, and a
‘sense of history’ distinguish these groups. The historical bond is meaningful because it
fosters interaction around previous matches, shots and bets which in turn intensifies
competition and enjoyment levels.

While in balance, the positive aspects of golf course gambling are perceived to outweigh
the negatives; respondents did mention some drawbacks of the activity. For example,
when wagering on the game players take more time between shots that causes slower
play; with money on the line, some players may be tempted to cheat; and there is more
wrangling over rule interpretations. Moreover, playing in the same foursome can get stale
as golfers tire of hearing oft-repeated excuses, complaints, gibes and observing the same
annoying mannerisms (for example, elaborate pre-shot rituals, displays of temper and so
forth). These seemingly minor irritants can get magnified with money at stake. To
alleviate this stress players either try to modify one another’s objectionable behaviour,
change gambling formats or partnerships, or disband the foursome altogether.

The 19th hole
A tradition honoured by all levels of the betting hierarchy is the ‘19th hole’ gathering. The
19th hole refers to a place (usually the spike bar, card room, or patio) where foursomes
meet for post match eats, drinks, discussion, and wager settlements. To maintain the
stability of the regular foursome it is necessary that there be good winners and good
losers. It is bad form to gloat in victory. Likewise, losers are expected to ungrudgingly
accept their fate and pay up. This script is invariably followed because everyone knows
there will be a role reversal in future matches.

One consolation for the losers is that the winners customarily buy the post-round drinks;
in a low stakes game this may only be one drink. In the mid-level games, the amount won
is often placed on the table and put toward the final tab. In high stakes games, it is
common for the winners to pay for a meal and drinks for the entire session. Since the
highest level gamblers are playing for hundreds or thousands of dollars, it may be
impossible to reciprocate completely in food and beverages. In some cases winning the
match is a dubious honour, especially when the bar bill exceeds the gambling profits. An
informal rule of the middle-and upper-betting fraternities is ‘what goes around comes
around.’ This maxim reminds players not to take undue advantage of a situation: for
example, if the winners are paying the loser’s tab, it is poor form to ring up a $50 bill if
only $30 is won. Similarly, it is considered gauche to win big and then leave without
hosting one’s opponents in the clubhouse.
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The protocol for settling bets in the middle and upper tiers of the betting hierarchy is
captured by the saying, ‘if you play, you pay.’ It is presumed that losses on the course
will be covered promptly after the round, either by cash or cheque. Failure to comply is
considered a breach of etiquette that sometimes leads to exclusion from future money
games. As one high stakes player explains:

A bet once went two months without being paid, so for two months I refused
to play with this guy. If you come to play you’re expected to pay-up right
away. I go to the course ready to pay what I lose. I never make bets that I
can’t cover.

Evidence of disordered gambling
None of the golfers we observed and interviewed would be considered disordered
gamblers. However, several respondents did admit to losing control of their golf course
gambling on occasion. Invariably, these were high stakes players who live by the adage
‘the bigger the bets and the more games on the go the better.’  These players are attracted
to the betting action and seem to get a maximal jolt out of defying the odds, such as
making a miracle comeback to win a match or executing a sensational shot to win a hole.
These thrill-seeking players sometimes go overboard with their gambling because the
tingle of excitement they get from being in action prevails over their better judgment.
Often this occurs when reckless presses are made (for example on a hole where the
opponent gets a stroke) or when a bad day on the golf course is followed by a bad night in
the card room. The golfers who exhibit this mentality undoubtedly lose more than they
would if they were more moderate risk takers. However, to a large extent those we
observed in this category appear to be bulletproof; that is, while they occasionally chase
their losses, they have enough money to stay in action without seriously compromising
their lifestyle.

The key to keeping links gambling in perspective, according to our informants, is staying
within your comfort zone; that is, playing for affordable stakes - stakes that will not
drastically affect your anxiety level, thus impairing your swing mechanics. As one
informant confided:

I concentrate more when I’m playing for money. Any game can be a high stakes game if you are
playing for more money than you have in your pocket. I will not put myself in that situation because
I play terrible if I can’t cover my bets. But in terms of a high stakes game being $100 and a low
stakes game being $20 to $30, I don’t see much difference in my concentration level. I’m not going
to play harder, because theoretically I should play at an optimal level in either case. If, however, I
were playing for $500, I would be so afraid of losing that I couldn’t play my normal game.

Most of our sample recalled having played for stakes outside of their comfort zones.
Invariably, these episodes resulted in substandard play, a financial setback, and an
unpleasant experience. Not wishing to repeat the scenario, they quickly gravitated to
betting levels that fit their comfort zones. High stakes players have more elastic comfort
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zones, partly because they have ‘deep pockets’ and, being accustomed to big money
games, they tend not to get flustered in pressure situations.

The notion of tolerance also surfaced in our interviews, in that, some golfers reported
being under-aroused when playing for less than their usual stakes. Some high and mid-
level players claim that their performance, satisfaction and excitement diminish when
nothing material is riding on the match. As one respondent told us: ‘for these players, the
love of the game has been replaced by the love of the wager.’

While both golf and gambling produce frustrating moments, by and large our informants
perceive gambling on golf to be a positive leisure experience that offers pleasure and
satisfaction, win or lose. When on the course, the challenge is stimulating. After the
match a win provides gratification and a loss mild disappointment, in either case the
feeling is temporary. The vast majority of players maintain a consistent approach to golf
course gambling in that they risk a similar allotted amount each time they play. They also
realise that because of the skill and handicap factors in golf, wins and losses tend to
balance out over the long term.

Discussion
In embarking on this study we sought to understand and interpret a popular gambling
scenario (betting on games of physical skill, specifically golf, in a private club setting)
and use the findings to compare and contrast what is known about other gambling formats
and settings. As this is an exploratory study using convenience sampling methods and
focusing on just two private golf clubs in the same city, we are not in a position to make
definitive judgments. Our commentary is deliberately conservative in keeping with the
sampling and the research methodology limitations.

Scholarly papers on gambling topics routinely treat the activity as a unitary phenomenon,
when in fact heterogeneity and multidimensionality characterise the activity (Ladouceur
and Walker 1996; Thompson 1998). Gambling scenes (Martinez 1983) vary widely
according to game format (luck versus skill, continuous versus non-continuous games,
player versus player or player versus house, etc.) and the social, cultural and situational
context in which the event occurs. Added to the mix is the knowledge or skill individuals
bring to the game and their psychological make-ups.

Scholars recognise that this melding of gambling formats, contexts and player
competencies produces distinctive gambling outcomes and behaviours that range from
salutary to hazardous (Ladouceur and Walker 1996). A salutary gambling experience -
one that is generally beneficial to the participants and not harmful to society - might
include gaming formats that require an element of skill, are honestly run and provide fair
odds; played by mentally capable individuals who have met their personal, social and
vocational responsibilities; using discretionary funds that can afford to be lost; and who
are treating the activity as a pastime rather than a compulsion (Thompson 1998). On the
contrary, a hazardous gambling experience - one that jeopardises vulnerable individuals
and endangers society at large - might include long hours spent playing non-skilled,
continuous-type games featuring oppressive odds, by disordered gamblers who can ill
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afford to lose. In other words, in some instances gambling can be a rational, entertaining,
stimulating and uplifting activity; in other circumstances, the activity can be construed as
irrational, uninspiring, pathological and dissipating.

Collins (2000) has discriminated between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ pleasures when assessing
the morality or immorality of gambling. Collins juxtaposed gambling on games of skill
and gambling to spice up playing for fun (higher) against gambling that he called
mindless, mechanical, boring and stultifying (lower). Collins maintained that ‘higher’
gambling can be enlivening, and if done temperately, can contribute to a satisfying and
fulfilling life, whereas he views ‘lower’ gambling as an unwise use of time, money and
energy - in effect, a squandering of gifts. Collins challenged scholars, public policy
makers and treatment specialists to distinguish between higher and lower gambling
scenarios for the purpose of facilitating the one and curtailing the other.

Based on our observations and interviews and in an attempt to develop a grounded theory
of physical skill-based gambling formats we contend that golf course wagering is largely
a salutary gambling experience for the following reasons:

Game structure
Golf course gamblers orchestrate their own wagering conditions, in that they negotiate
the gambling format as well as the level and frequency of betting. And, depending on
their skill level, to varying degrees they control their own shot making, which is the
pivotal factor in winning or losing. Herein lies a critical difference between Walker’s
(1992) observations of bridge and poker players and the golfers that we studied. Even
though bridge and poker are skill-based games, Walker (p.57) concluded that ‘the
potential role of skilful play is over-estimated and the actual skill used is less than
believed.’ In golf, playing skill is so crucial that a handicap system was devised to
equalise competition. The handicap system is a great leveler, because in theory,
competitors of contrasting skill levels start the match on even terms. Players who
regularly shoot their handicap rarely lose money and golfers who fall short of their
potential are helped in the long run because their handicaps rise, thus improving their
chances in future matches.

Social context
Rosecrance (1985) and Hayano (1982) described the interaction pattern of the poker and
horseplayers they studied as ‘a form of comradeship.’ In using this designation they refer
to a specialised and limited association focusing on a shared interest in the activity but
not necessarily on friendship. Conversely, our findings indicate that golf course gambling
promotes group cohesion through regular foursomes and 19th hole gatherings. Our
respondents are generally on congenial terms with their playing partners in that they are
familiar with one another’s occupations, family situations, place of residence, and travel
preferences; in many instances they socialise as couples away from the golf course.
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Notwithstanding the interest our respondents showed in one another’s lives, the
‘ephemeral role’ (Zurcher 1970) concept is also pertinent to this study. The idea that
temporary roles are chosen as a way to meet social-psychological needs that are unmet in
permanent everyday living. For example, in the context of a ‘materialistic culture that has
become increasingly regimented and standardised’ (Smith and Abt 1984, p.125), golf
course gambling may provide an outlet for individual creativity and achievement in a
situation that offers a clearly defined outcome.

Golf foursomes, like Zurcher’s friendly poker game, are sustained through cordial
relations, but at the same time, players are expected ‘to learn, compete and to maintain
the pace and stability of the game’ (p.175). Zurcher also identifies structured ‘buffer
zones’ - interludes that help ease players into and out of their ephemeral roles. Similar
buffer zones were evident in this study: the first being the pre-match socialising that
occurs on the practice range, putting green and first tee as players wait for everyone to
arrive and the match to start. The second transition occurs at the 19th hole where the just
completed round is discussed and players gradually slide back into their day-to-day roles
of husband, businessman, etc. An important feature of this assembly is the creation of an
atmosphere where all parties ‘can emerge with honour and good character affirmed’
(Goffman 1967, p.247). In this setting losers can be ribbed about errant shots and winners
can be teased for being lucky. This playful banter solidifies the group, allows each player
to emerge with self-esteem intact and sets the stage for future encounters (Abt, Smith, and
McGurrin 1985). Players who upset these group dynamics or who detract from the
pleasure of the outing tamper with the sanctity of the ephemeral role and may find
themselves relegated to finding another foursome.

Scarcity of problem gambling symptoms
Problem gamblers are prone to seek dissociative states, borrow excessively, chase losses,
avoid intimacy, manipulate others through lying and conning, be incapable of delaying
gratification and place their families and jobs in jeopardy (McGurrin 1992). With a few
minor exceptions, these behaviours were not found in our sample. In Rosecrance’s (1985,
p.85) terms, our sample of golfers appear to have developed ‘appropriate coping
skills…which facilitate participation in a manner whereby losses are kept within
manageable parameters.’

Problem gamblers are generally unhappy with their life circumstances, they use gambling
as a coping strategy to become engrossed in fantasy and reach an altered state of identity
(Jacobs 1989). Conversely, the private golf club members that we observed and
interviewed appeared content with their life circumstances. For this group, gambling is
generally secondary to playing an intrinsically challenging sport; gambling heightens
arousal and enjoyment levels but is not an attempt to escape reality. Also, perseverance in
golf by way of taking lessons and diligent practice is rewarded with skill improvement,
whereas the same dedication applied to pure chance gambling formats ‘is doomed to
failure and bound to be financially hazardous’ (Walker 1996 p.237). Neal (1998) found
that even in the skill-based activity of horse race betting where the house edge is lower
than most other gambling formats, the punters he studied all lost in the long run.
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Problem gamblers are also known to have erroneous perceptions about probabilities and
the amount of control they can exert in a gambling situation, engage in magical thinking,
and believe in luck-control strategies (Hayano 1982). The golfers that we studied are
more realistic - by and large they accept luck for what it is, an unpredictable occurrence
that cannot be harnessed. They also believe that in golf you make your own luck through
preparedness, that over many rounds luck balances out and that the most important factor
where luck is concerned is how you deal with bad luck. The ability to accept bad luck in
stoical fashion and recover from tough situations is a trademark of champion golfers. As
is common in other gambling situations, there are golf equivalents to ‘bad beats’ and
‘going on tilt’ and the same correctives apply; that is, containing one’s emotions and
focusing on the task at hand (Browne 1989).

The private golf club gambling that we observed always occurred in social groupings as
opposed to machine or lottery gambling where solitary play is common (Wynne
Resources 1998). The betting that occurs amongst golfing foursomes serves as a check on
ill-advised gambling behaviour. The stakes are mutually agreed upon and if one
member’s betting is perceived as reckless, friends will caution or rein in a player that gets
carried away. Playing golf alone is possible, but one cannot gamble when playing alone.

Self-selection
The ambience of golf course gambling is generally untainted in comparison to most
commercial gambling establishments. For example, the criminal element, unemployed
and homeless people inhabit British betting shops (Neal 1998); drug dealers, money
launderers and loan sharks are known to frequent western Canadian casinos and race
tracks (Smith and Wynne 1999); and Martinez (1999) describes Las Vegas as ‘a city that
attracts all sorts of characters with low moral standards.’  In making this comparison we
recognise that private golf course gamblers comprise a narrow portion of the social
spectrum; there is a self-selection process involved in private golf course membership and
hence, our sample. To wit, the earlier reported Peter Harris Research Group poll of avid
American golfers found its sample scored much higher than a cross section of the
American public did on questions dealing with the degree of satisfaction they have with
their health, happiness and personal lives (Deford 1998).

Private golf club members are an advantaged group compared with many other circles of
society in that they are generally highly educated upper income earners who have
positions of power and influence in the community; whereas problem gamblers are more
likely to be poorly educated and low-income earners or unemployed (Wynne Resources
1998). On the surface, at least, one group has highly developed life skills and appear to be
‘successfully’ managing their lives, while the other group seemingly has limited life skills
and is apparently struggling. Gambling has greater currency for the underprivileged
because it offers hope, momentary relief and a possible dramatic lifestyle transformation
if there is a ‘big win.’  Since the advantaged group is already prospering, gambling is
viewed as a pastime rather than a potential life-changing event. Based on this logic, our
sample selection probably excluded most individuals predisposed to developing a
gambling disorder.
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As for gambling on golf being primarily a masculine pursuit, Spanier’s (1990)
observations on the dearth of female participation in other skill-based gambling
endeavors may have relevance in this context: ‘Despite an increasingly competitive
society, girls do not seem to have the same need as men to assert themselves over one
another…to win a woman has in some direct way to deny her femininity, to be hard,
cunning, and aggressive’ (p.150).

Psychological benefits
Judging from their commitment to the sport in terms of hours and money invested the
majority of our sample view golf as a constantly stimulating goal-directed activity and
thus a fertile milieu for flow experiences. Golfers get clear and instant feedback and
challenges can be manipulated to suit varying skill levels. There is also the ongoing
kinesthetic challenge of trying to master the various strokes, along with the enjoyment
derived from being with friends in aesthetically pleasing surroundings. For the most part,
gambling is an invigorating part of the golf outing because it helps narrow player
concentration, offers the potential of monetary gain (unlike commercial forms of
gambling, golfers compete on the basis of established handicaps and there is no house
edge) and provides an opportunity to display culturally approved character traits.

In addition to financial risk there is social risk in these encounters because they are
viewed as tests of one’s character. Routine role performance in this context consists of
adhering to golf etiquette, playing at a reasonable pace, engaging in pleasantries, and
exercising emotional control. Respect is garnered by demonstrating  ‘coolness’ (Lyman
and Scott 1970) when appropriate; or lost, when a player creates or mishandles an
embarrassing situation. Examples of ‘coolness’ in this context include: consistent
superior play in pressure situations, handling adversity with equanimity (for example, no
emotional outbursts, no obvious body language or tone or timbre of voice revealing signs
of agitation), skillful use of humor and clever repartee and strict adherence to the rules (to
the point of a player calling a penalty on himself, even though no one else may have
noticed). Needless to say, examples of losing one’s cool involve a failure to maintain
composure, untoward emotionalism, expressions of anger, lapses in judgment and poor
performance (especially under pressure). Obviously, individuals are not ‘cool’ or ‘uncool’
all the time, as golfers constantly struggle to control self and situation on the course.
Players who regularly exhibit coolness are seen as having strong character and are
desirable playing partners. Conversely, uncool players are marginalised in the private
club environment; they either find groups that tolerate their antics, modify their behaviour
or wind up playing alone.

As noted in the results section, gambling on golf is not without its downsides. Instances
of chicanery and duplicity do arise that undermine the legitimacy of the contest.
Sandbagging, though not commonplace, exists in private golf club settings; however,
strong deterrents prevent the practice from becoming widespread. These include the
embarrassment and humiliation of being confronted, the difficulty in finding playing
partners and, in extreme cases, suspension of playing privileges or expulsion from the
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club. By comparison, ‘bluffing’ has been described as ‘the essence of poker’ (Spanier
1990, p.13); the practice of giving false impressions about the strength of one’s hand is
part of the dynamics of competition. There is no legitimate counterpart to bluffing in golf
course gambling; any deceptive practice is considered a violation of golf’s honour code.

Golf course gambling can get out of hand when a high stakes golfer’s skill fails to match
his self-confidence. Frustrated with losing, doubling up on bets, and trying to recoup golf
course losses in a 19th hole card game is classic chasing behaviour. Chasing on a
moderate scale does occur with a few upper level bettors however, on the golf course
doubling up is not always an ill-advised strategy, because with no house odds to contend
with, the gambler may have a realistic chance of winning. While for the most part, our
respondents showed fiscal responsibility, we heard legendary tales of $40,000 losses and
car keys handed over to the winner. It is important to note however, that this seemingly
destructive scenario may not always be problematic; depending on the player’s bank
account, it might be an affordable loss. For example, Michael Jordan purportedly lost
$1.2 million in a series of head-to-head golf matches (Esquinas 1993). While this would
be a staggering hit for most mortals, it was small change for Jordan. There is also the
point that golf course gamblers find comfortable niches in the betting hierarchy and for
the most part treat gambling as a leisure activity that is unlikely to spill over into their
everyday lives. Foursomes are usually comprised of friends or acquaintances, and while
the competition may be spirited, there is usually no desire to create hard feelings or cause
severe financial hardships for one another. Unlike commercial forms of gaming where
there appears to be few pangs of conscience about taking anonymous patrons for all they
have.

While not always the case, golf course gambling can be a cause of slow play. With
money at stake some players become more deliberate as evidenced by studying putts
from all angles, precisely measuring distances from the hole and consulting with partners.
In this instance, a normal four-hour round can take an extra 15 or 30 minutes. Slow play
is the bane of all golf courses; there is constant pressure from club professionals and
course marshals to speed up play, regardless of the perceived importance of the match or
the stakes involved.

Summary
This study builds on Walker’s (1992, 1996) ideas about playing games of skill for money.
In this instance we have gone beyond the games requiring mental acuity that Walker has
investigated (bridge and poker) and examined a physical skill-based gambling format
(golf course wagering). In general we concur with Walker’s observations about betting on
games of skill, in particular, that the gambling format is conducive to improving one’s
quality of life and is unlikely to attract disordered gamblers. Conversely, we found
Walker’s notion of ‘false beliefs’ less applicable to golf course gambling because players
get clear and direct feedback and the influence of luck is minuscule in the long run.
These perceptions led us to conclude that golf course wagering is a salutary form of
gambling.
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Further study is needed to identify other gambling formats and settings that enhance
participants’ quality of life. If salutary and hazardous gambling environments can
ultimately be differentiated, it may be possible to reduce the incidence of disordered
gambling as well as devise public policy that promotes salutary gambling formats and
negates the destructive elements found in hazardous gambling scenarios.
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Abstract
Lotteries have one of the highest penetration of use in the population of all
products.  Although alleged to have the lowest level of “addicted” play,
reported purchase appears to reflect patterns that suggest high levels of
habitual behaviour.  In an attempt to test this, a stochastic preference model (a
NBD) was applied to nine quarterly cross-sectional surveys of residents of the
State of Florida.  The results suggest that habit, in the pattern of the NBD,
provides an accurate prediction and possible explanation of Lotto product
play.  The implications of these findings for marketers are that there will be
little effect of promotion on the size of the market once it matures.

Introduction
Lottery marketers and public policy makers appear to share the assumption that the level
of lottery game play, either in penetration of the population or frequency of purchase, can
be influenced by mass media efforts such as advertising and publicity  (Mizerski,
Williams and Forrest 1998). In many countries such as the United States (US) and United
Kingdom, state owned lotteries are commonly regarded as the market leader in gambling
promotion, adopting advertising and marketing tactics in much the same way as the
management of many mass consumer products. This marketing approach is credited with
making lottery games more attractive to consumers (Davidson 1996) and the most
popular form of gambling in virtually every market in which lottery is legally available
(Productivity Commission 1999). For example, large state lotteries in the US routinely
pay $25 million or more a year for advertising their products (Mizerski et al. 1998).
Critics (Karcher 1989; Selinger 1993) charge that lotteries use this money to primarily
target ‘vulnerable’ groups such as ethnic minorities or youth. They further suggest that
lottery advertising falsely increases the expectations of winning large amounts of money
(Blaszczynski 1998). These inaccurate expectations then are alleged to fuel
disproportionate Lotto ticket purchase by vulnerable groups (Woods and Griffiths 1998).
However, Australian studies suggest that lotteries have the lowest level of problem
gambling at 0.28% of all lottery players. By comparison, electronic gaming machines
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(EGMs) are associated with the highest level of problem gamblers with 9.27% of all
surveyed EGM players (Productivity Commission 1999, p.6.54).

This study suggest that one major unexplored causal factor in playing Lotto, and perhaps
other forms of gambling, is the expected stochastic nature or repeat purchase behaviour.
A model of this pattern of behaviour is discussed and tested on responses from nine
quarterly surveys of potential Lotto purchasers. The findings are discussed in terms of
their potential application for causal explanations of continued and problem gambling,
and the modification of gambling behaviour.

Empirical evidence
Previous studies of consumer response to marketing activity provide no support for the
efficacy of long-term lottery marketing activities, except the degree of retail distribution.
They found that there is little beyond the size of jackpot prizes (Heines 1993) and
population growth (Gullay and Scott 1995; Mason, Steagall and Fabritius 1998) that
statistically explains game sales. There are, however, demographic differences in the user
profiles for different lottery games (Mizerski et al. 1998).

Alternative theory
One possible reason for finding little effect of promotion is that most lotteries have
reached maturity so that little beyond large jackpots affect these rather stable product
markets. This ‘jackpot effect’ appears to have no influence on sales following the
winning of a large jackpot (Heiens 1993). In the few areas where lotteries compete, such
as the border areas of adjoining states, these markets quickly stabilise in terms of brand
share for competing lotteries. Because lottery tickets/games usually rely on retailers,
require shelf space and are frequently purchased, they appear to reflect the salient factors
that identify a fast moving consumer package good. If that is the case, the purchase of
some lottery games may reflect an underlying stochastic pattern often observed in many
consumer and industrial markets that have frequent purchases with multiple brands
(Ehrenberg 1972; East 1997).

The general theory associated with the recognition and application of patterns of
behaviour is often referred to as NBD-type models or Stochastic Preference (Morrison
and Schmittlein 1988; Wagner and Taudes 1987). These models are often very accurate
in predicting usage, future purchase incidence and brand choice based on only behaviour
or reported behaviour over a period of time. No attitudinal or marketing variables (e.g.
advertising expenditures) are input to the models.

Their primary application has been in situations of frequent choice in an environment of
stationary/static choice options. These conditions roughly approximate stable mature
product categories, arguably the situation in most product markets (East 1997). However,
these stochastic models appear rather robust and may be useful in applications for
categories in the growth or decline stages (Uncles, Ehrenberg and Hammond 1995).

The negative binomial distribution (NBD) model is perhaps the most widely reported of
the stochastic models. Initially discussed by Greenwood and Yule (1920) in terms of the
incidence of recurring diseases and accidents, it was first introduced into the marketing
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literature by Ehrenberg in 1959.

In general terms, the NBD model is best applied to study purchase behaviour for total
product category, or a single brand. A derivation of the NBD, the Dirichlet, is used to
predict brand shares in a product category. The outcome of applying the NBD to data
about past behaviour are estimates of future penetration of population use, and estimates
of usage by groups (e.g. non-users, heavy and light users) over time. Although the NBD
model does not use marketing (e.g. advertising expenditures) nor attitudinal data (e.g.
attitudes, beliefs, intentions), it is often quite accurate (Morrison and Schmittlein 1988)
and can be more accurate than using cognitive data (Ehrenberg 1959; Ehrenberg,
Goodhardt and Barwick 1990).

Baseline patterns
The NBD model has two characteristics. The first is that the purchase incidence over a
fixed period of time in a population takes on a Poisson distribution. 29 The second is that
the purchasing rates (some purchase frequently, some rarely) in a population fit a Gamma
distribution. Although each individual may well have a strong cognitive basis for their
decision30, the population of users can often be accurately described with a stochastic
model using only past behaviour (Ehrenberg 1972). The patterns of behaviour predicted
by an NBD model can also be used to gauge the impact of marketing activities on
purchasing by providing a ‘normally expected’ or baseline of users and usage. This
baseline can then be used to compare with data about purchase under conditions of
marketing activities. In a sense, the NBD reflects the influence of past, arguably habitual,
repetitive behaviour in a market. Past behaviour or habit is seen as the major cause of
future behaviour (Ouellette and Wood 1998).

The NBD model has not been previously applied to the study of gambling behaviour. If
the NBD would fit the data, this paradigm would suggest that there is a normal and
expected pattern of frequent purchase where a minority of purchasers accounts for most
of the purchases. This would happen irrespective of most marketing efforts except for
distribution (Ehrenberg 1972). The ability to break the ‘habit’ in a group of buyers is not
the norm when marketing most consumer package goods (Ehrenberg et al. 1994). Most
marketing successes involve repositioning the use of the product.

Applying these findings in consumer package goods to gambling would tend to suggest
more behavioural explanations for continued gambling, the modification of gambling
behaviour, and the often assumed link between regular and problem gambling
(Productivity Commission 1999).  For example, it may be that the usage reflected in
lottery products is no different from non-gambling items such as toilet paper and
toothpaste, and thus reflects the expected pattern of use in many products. In this case,
pathological patterns would be expected to show significant differences from NBD

                                                                
29 Discrete distribution involving events whick take place relatively infrequently when only a small
subinterval of time is being considered.
30 See Zajonc and Markus (1982, 1985) and Tsal (1985) for critiques on the appropriateness of that
assumption.
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expected patterns in either penetration of the population or the amount of purchase.

Heavy versus light users
One closely associated theme to the NBD pattern in purchases is that there are usually
few or no demographic differences between the light and heavy users of a product
category (Hamond, Ehrenberg and Goodhardt 1996) with the same ‘partitioning’ or
benefit (Rossiter and Percy 1997). Only non-users would be expected to differ from the
user groups (generally light and heavy) if a stochastic or habit-driven process is a major
influence on purchase in the category.

Although the literature consistently reports the regressive nature of gambling activity on
the income of gamblers, it rarely reports how the heavy use gamblers differ from their
light use neighbours along demographic or psychographic factors. Combining all forms
of gambling into a single gambling product category (Productivity Commission) may not
be appropriate. ‘Reason for play’, and thus type of player, would be expected to differ
between games (Lotto, EGM, etc.).

Hypothesis
The objective of the following hypotheses is to determine if there is evidence to support
that Lotto game purchase conforms to the NBD model. In order to do this, several
reported manifestations of NBD behaviour were tested on a population of users.

If an NBD was applied to gambling (lottery) data, one would not expect a significant
difference between the proportion of users and their usage derived from the NBD model,
compared to actual lottery play.

• H1:  There will be no significant difference between the proportion of actual (heavy
and light) purchasers of Lotto and the NBD predicted distribution.

• H2:  There will be no significant difference between the proportion of purchases
accounted for by heavy and light users/buyers of Lotto compared to NBD predicted
purchase.

Further, the NBD theory would suggest that heavy and light purchasers would not be
significantly different in terms of their demographic background.

• H3: There will be no significant difference between heavy and light users/purchasers
of Lotto games in their reported gender, level of education, income, ethnicity and
age.

No research has reported on whether there would be psychographic differences between
heavy and light users. However, Ehrenberg, Goodhardt and Barwick (1990) reported that
attitudinal responses conformed to NBD-based expectations.

• H4: There will be no significant difference between heavy and light users/purchasers
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of Lotto games in their terms of perception of their present financial situation.

Methodology

Sample
In media reports of state lotteries, there is very little coverage of any game other than the
popular, highest jackpot, Lotto game. This game usually has six or more numbers to
match the weekly jackpot numbers drawn by the Lottery provider. The Lotto product is,
however, only one of many multi-million dollar products promoted by state lotteries.
Other types of lottery games include instant tickets or ‘scratch-its’, Keno, video poker,
video lottery terminals and a number of other number draw games with varying prizes
and number choices. The availability of these different games varies by jurisdiction.
However, very few academic or empirically-based reports review the marketing of Lotto
(Miyazaki et al. 1998).

In an effort to explore the potential stochastic nature of purchasing the Lotto game, data
from the Florida State Lottery will be used. This USA state has been one of the most
successful in the sales of lottery games (Mason, Steagall and Fabritius 1997). The data
used was collected at a time when no adjacent states offered any lottery games, and a
two-year period from the introduction of the Lotto game into the state. Soon after its
introduction, the Lotto game in Florida was considered to be in the mature stage of its
product life cycle, with generally stable game sales. Lotto jackpots have been shown to
be very significant factors in sales (Heiens 1993), and the jackpot level for Lotto did
occasionally vary significantly during this pre-‘Powerball’ time period (Mason, Steagall
and Fabritius 1997). Nonetheless, little or no lag effects of jackpots are expected based on
past research (Heiens 1993, 1999).

The data came from a nine-wave series of phone surveys conducted by a commercial
market research firm for the Florida State Lottery. The surveys collected self-reported
demographics, psychographics, attitudinal and purchase information from quota-based
samples of approximately n=800 each. The samples were developed to represent the
demographic profile of the state resident population, and used different respondents on
each quarterly survey. Therefore, the survey data provided cross-sectional data over time.
These nine waves are representative of the findings for other waves collected after two
years of Lotto sales (Heiens 1993).

Measures
Interviewers asked the respondents in all nine surveys if they had played Lotto in the last
two weeks. They also asked how many tickets31 the respondent had purchased over those
14 days. Those respondents that provided a yes or no about their play in the previous two
weeks, and also reported the number of tickets they purchased (98% of those who played
responded), were used to determine the ‘penetration’ and ‘purchase frequency’
(Ehrenberg 1972) of the Lotto game. The use of number of tickets rather than frequency

                                                                
31 ‘Tickets’ is the term used for a game purchased because of its common use in the population sampled.
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of purchase does not invalidate the use of the NBD (Ehrenberg 1972; Morrison and
Schmittlein 1988).

The interviewers also asked a series of demographic questions. The respondents’ answers
to questions about their gender, age, household income and education will be used to
ascertain if there are differences in demographic profiles (hypothesis three).

The respondents were also asked to provide a gauge of their perceived financial situation
(just getting by, living comfortably, doing better than ever and unsure). Like questions
considered psychographic, this response provides a measure of self-perception, and is
often thought to be significantly associated to Lotto purchase (Clotfelter and Cook 1989).
This response will be used to test hypothesis four.

Results

Penetration and number of tickets purchased
Table 1 provides the data for determining the penetration and ‘frequency’ 32 for each
survey. As an example of the information, note survey wave one. That initial survey was
the largest of all the waves with n=1001 final respondents. Of the 1001 individuals in the
total sample, 847 provided (1), a yes or no response to the question that asked if they had
purchased a Lotto ticket or game in the last 14 days, and (2) reported the number of
tickets they had purchased over that two week period. Then, 688 of those 847
respondents who had purchased Lotto represented 81.2% of the sample of relevant
respondents. The average number of tickets purchased in the relevant population (n=847)
was 13.1 (East 1997).

Table 1: Sample Profile by Quarterly Wave
                                                             WAVE

Group 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Total sample 1001 800 800 800 800 800 800 800 800
14 day
purchase data1 847 703 700 710 746 676 638 637 610
    No 159 126 228 213 219 223 232 225 234
    Yes
(penetration)

688
81.2

%

577
82.1

%

472
67.4

%

497
70.0

%

527
70.6

%

453
67.0

%

406
63.6

%

412
64.7

%

376
61.6%

        Light2 293 232 208 243 223 206 179 201 182
        Heavy3 395 345 264 254 304 247 227 211 194
Average
tickets
purchased4

13.1 13.9 12.6 10.4 12.4 9.5 10.9 10.5 9.5

                                                                
32 Number of tickets purchased will represent frequency of purchase in this study.
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1 If purchased, gave number of tickets
2 Light =1 to 5 tickets in last 14 days
3 Heavy = 6+ tickets in last 14 days
4 Purchased by 14 day purchase sample

Of the 688 purchasers in wave one, 293 respondents reported buying from one to five
tickets in the last 14 days. These will be labeled the ‘light users’ based on previous
research (Mizerski et al. 2000). The ‘heavy users’ are those who purchased six or more
tickets for the Lotto game over the 14 day period. Non-purchasers total to the 159
respondents who reported not buying a Lotto game over the last two weeks.

Figure 1 provides a plot of the penetration of Lotto game purchase, and the average
number of tickets purchased by the population who provided purchase information for all
nine waves of surveys. Survey one began approximately six months from the start of the
sales of the Lotto games.

Source: Florida State Lottery

The penetration of ‘users’ was highest at 81.2% of the relevant sample in the first wave of
surveys. The level of participation consistently dropped through to the last survey
(61.2%), over two years later. This appears to be a typical pattern in lottery products and
many consumer package goods (East 1997).

Figure 1: Penetration and Average Number of Tickets 
Over Nine Quarterly Waves
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The average number of tickets in the relevant population also showed a decline, but had a
sudden increase about midway in the series of surveys. While the penetration of game
play is more stable than the average ticket sales, there is an association between
penetration and ‘frequency’ (number of tickets) through the surveys. This association
would be expected if an NBD model fits the data, and was initially noted in the consumer
area by Ehrenberg (1972).

Distribution of buyers
The NBD statistic was applied to the penetration and average purchase ‘frequency’
(number of tickets) figures calculated for the nine quarterly samples. Both NBD
predicted/expected and the actual proportions of buyers in the non-user, light user (one to
five) and heavy (six +) groups are presented in Table 2. For example, in wave one, the
NBD model expected that 49% of the users would purchase six plus Lotto tickets in 14
days, while the actual proportion (observed) who said they purchased six plus Lotto
tickets was 46.6% of the sample.

Table 2: Observed to NBD Expected Proportion of Purchasers and Proportion of
Tickets

WAVE 1 WAVE 2 WAVE 3
NBD NBD                  NBD

Observe
d

Expecte
d

Observe
d

Expecte
d

Observe
d

Expected

Proportion of Users

Non 18.8 19 17.9 18 32.6 33
Light 34.6 32 33.0 32 29.7 30
Heavy 46.6 49 49.1 50 37.7 37

X2 0.33 0.05 0.02
df 2 2 2
p <.85 <.98 <.99

Proportion of Tickets

Light 10.1 8 9.1 7 11.4 9
Heavy 89.9 92 90.9 93 88.6 91

X2 0.58 0.67 0.72
df 1 1 1
p <.45 <.41 <.40

WAVE 4 WAVE 5 WAVE 6
NBD NBD                 NBD

Observed Expected Observed Expected Observed Expected
Proportion of Users

Non 30.0 30 29.4 29 33.0 33
Light 34.2 34 29.9 32 30.5 35
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Heavy 35.8 36 40.8 39 36.5 32
X2 0.003 0.22 1.23
df 2 2 2
p <.99 <.89 <.54

Proportion of

Tickets

Light 14.4 11 10.8 9 15.4 13
Heavy 85.6 89 89.2 91 84.6 87

X2 1.17 0.40 0.51
df 1 1 1
p <.28 <.53 1.17

Table 2: Observed to NBD Expected Proportion of Purchasers and Proportion of
Tickets (cont)

WAVE 7 WAVE 8 WAVE 9
NBD NBD                   NBD

Observed Expected Observed Expected Observed Expected
Proportion of Users

Non 36.4 36 35.3 35 38.4 38
Light 28.0 32 31.6 33 29.8 33
Heavy 35.6 32 33.1 32 31.8 29

X2 0.89 0.11 0.58
df 2 2 2
p <.64 <.95 <.75

Proportion of Tickets

Light 13.5 11 15.5 12 16.9 13
Heavy 86.5 89 84.5 88 83.1 87

X2 0.64 1.18 1.31
df 1 1 1
p <.42 <.28 <.25

Source: Florida State Lottery
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Although the predicted and actual are not identical, the distributions are similar in this
first, and all the following eight waves. Using a (2x2) X2 statistic on each wave, none of
the waves had significant (p>.05) differences between the distribution of observed and
NBD predicted proportions of purchases in the two Lotto user and one non-user groups.
The finding that the proportion in each of user / nonuser group was not significantly
different supports the first hypothesis that there is a strong stochastic element in Lotto
play. It also suggests that the stochastic/habit influence appears to have exerted itself
within 24 weeks of first playing the game.

Distribution of volume by user group
The percent of tickets accounted for by the light (one to five) and heavy (six plus)
purchasers, derived from the NBD and actual data, are also presented in Table 2. Looking
again at wave one, the observed data shows that the light users / purchasers account for
10.1% of sales while the heavy user/purchasers made 89.9% of the purchases. Non-users
obviously account for no purchases so they are not shown.

Note that the NBD statistic predicted that light users would purchase 8%, and heavy users
would account for 92% of the sales. The actual and NBD predicted figures appear to be
similar to each other in all nine waves. Applying a separate (2x2) X2 to each wave found
no significant differences (p>.05) between the observed and NBD predicted distributions.
The closeness of fit for the NBD for both the proportion of buyers and the proportion of
tickets by user group, for all nine waves (over two years), tends to support the second
hypothesis. Given support of the first two hypotheses, the NBD appears to provide a
close approximation for predicting Lotto game purchase.

Demographic Differences by User Segment
Given the close approximations of the NBD to actual user distributions for Lotto
purchase, one would not expect there to be differences in the demographic background of
the light and heavy user groups because of the clear evidence for a stochastic pattern.
However, non-users would be expected to be different, and they were in separate
analyses. For brevity of response, only wave four data will be used to test this third
hypothesis. It was representative of the relationships found in all other waves and chosen
by random for analysis.

The respondents’ gender, level of education, household income and ethnicity were coded
as categorical data. The proportions of actual light and heavy users (in the last two
weeks) for these groups in wave four are shown in Table 3. For example, 49 percent of
the light users were male, while 46.9 percent of the heavy users were male. A X2 statistic
was used to test for potential differences in each of the four categorical independent
variables. There were no significant differences (p>.05) found. Table 3 shows the results
of these tests.

Table 3: Proportion of Select Demographics by Lotto User Group in Wave Four

Demographic Light Users (1-5) Heavy Users (6+)



International Gambling Studies Vol 1, Sept 2001 142

183 Gender
Male 49% 46.9%

Female 51 53.1
X2=0.24, 1df, p=.35

Education

Some Grade School 1.7 2.0
Some High School 5.4 6.8

Graduated High School 30.8 37.6
Some College 30.8 27.6

Graduated College 24.2 21.6
Graduate / Professional 7.1 4.4

X2=4.43, 5df, p=.49

Income

Under $10,000 6.8 4.0
$10,000-19,999 20.5 19.4
$20,000-29,999 25.1 21.6
$30,000-39,999 18.7 22.5
$40,000-49,999 15.5 11.0
$50,000-59,999 4.1 9.3
$60,000-69,999 2.7 5.3
$70,000 or more 6.4 7.0

X2=11.1, 7df, p=.13

Table 3: Proportion of Select Demographics by Lotto User Group in Wave
Four (cont)

Ethnicity
Asian 0.4 1.2
Black 7.6 10.3

Hispanic 6.3 7.1
Anglo 84.4 81.0
Other 1.3 0.4

X2=3.27, 4df, p=.51

Age
Mean 45.0 45.6

t= -.366, 482 df, p=.714
Source: Florida State Lottery
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The respondent’s age was a metric dependent measure so a t-test was used to test for
possible differences between light and heavy user average age. There was no significant
difference by age (t=-.366, df=482, p=.72). The lack of a significant difference on these
independent variables supports the third hypothesis, and the evidence for a stochastic
pattern of Lotto purchase.

Difference in perceived financial status
The light and heavy user group responses to their perceived financial status were also
coded as categorical data and are shown in Table 4. For example, 28.8 percent of light
users used the ‘Just getting by’ response, while 24.7 percent of the heavy users chose that
answer. Using a (4x2) X2 statistic to test for differences between the proportion of light
and heavy users / purchasers revealed that there were no significant differences between
the two. This supports the fourth and final hypothesis.

Table 4: Comparing Perceived Financial Situation by Lotto User Group in Wave
Four

Perceived Financial Situation

Light Users (1-5) Heavy Users (6+)
Just getting by 28.8 24.7

Living comfortably 58.9 59.8
Doing better than ever 11.9 15.1

Unsure 0.4 0.4
X2=3.57, 4df, p=.47
Source: Florida State Lottery

Summary and conclusions
Survey respondents’ reported play of the Florida state lottery game of Lotto appears to
closely follow the purchase behaviour predicted by the NBD model, at least for the first
two years of play covered by the data. This observation is due to the close fit of the NBD
predicted to observed purchase behaviour, and the finding that light and heavy users, as
defined by the NBD statistic (East 1997), are demographically similar (Hammond et al.
1996). This was further augmented with the similarity of the two user groups’ perception
of their current financial situation, or a psychographic variable. In essence, the two user
groups appear to be very similar, except for the number of tickets they buy.

Some cautionary comments need to be made. The measures that were used had a different
purpose than their use in this paper. Different phrasing of the questions, metric responses
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and additional questions on different areas of demographics, psychographics or cognitive
processes may yield different results. Other states and jurisdictions in other countries may
not experience the repeat purchase patterns reflected in this states’ Lotto game. A wide
range of cultural, governmental and economic factors may influence purchase patterns.

Only a few Lotto (Mizerski et al. 1999) and EGM (Mizerski et al. 2000; Mizerski and
Jolley 2001) games have been tested for the NBD pattern, where it has been supported.
These results cover only two US states and Australia. Although the NBD pattern appears
widespread in several other countries (e.g., Japan, UK, and Germany) and in over 100
product categories in which it has been tested, there are environments and categories in
which it does not fit (Sharpe and Riebe 2000). Therefore, any extrapolation must be done
with caution.

It could be argued that another possibility for no changes to the NBD pattern is that the
Florida State Lottery advertising was rather consistent in its use of paid media. Only
comparisons of periods of differing levels, or no advertising, could rule out advertising
effects. Heiens (1993, 1999) has reported on his analyses of Colorado Lotto sales and
their relationship to paid media, press coverage and Lotto jackpot. He found that the mass
media had no significant effect on changes in sales. This finding was based on several
test periods of nil and varying levels of advertising expenditure. Even the very strong
effect of jackpot size did not carry on to the next week’s sales.

Support of the NBD does not rule out other explanations and theoretical paradigms (East
1997) of Lotto repeat purchase. Some work has been done in testing and comparing the
NBD against attitudinal-based alternatives on some consumer package goods (Baldinger
and Rubinson 1997), but not without its detractors (Dyson, Farr and Hollis 1997;
Ehrenberg 1997). Other assumptions about the stochastic nature of stable market
purchase behaviour (Ehrenberg 1972; Bass, Jeuland and Wright 1976) may provide a
better fit to the data. Future research should look at testing these and other competing
models.

Because the Lotto jackpot was stable, it was not possible to measure the nature of play
when jackpots significantly increase as in several ‘roll-overs’. Perhaps new ‘users’ are
brought in, and/or those who usually purchase, purchase more. Future research is needed
to investigate this phenomenon. However, the almost negligible effect of a claimed
jackpot on subsequent play would be expected with a stochastic pattern of purchase
(Heiens 1993).

Information about the demographic background and cognitive processing of Lotto
purchasers has yet to yield insight about lottery game decision-making (Heiens 1993; Wu
1979; Clotfelter and Cook 1989). Nonetheless, critics of Lotto games blame marketing
activity such as advertising and promotions for initiating and boosting Lotto play
(Karcher 1989), often to ‘vulnerable’ ethnic segments and underage  players (Selinger
1993; Davidson 1996; National Gambling Impact Study 1999; Productivity Commission
1999).
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Mizerski et al. (1998) showed that game purchase and advertising recall were not
associated. Heiens (1993) reported little if any advertising effects in his analysis of
Colorado lotto sales six years into its lifecycle. It appears that there is a lack of empirical
justification for the critics’ fear of lotto marketing efforts once the category matures, and
maturity appears to happen shortly after its introduction. The fit of the NBD suggests a
strong and predictable stochastic basis for Lotto purchasing, and one that is primarily
dependent upon past play/purchase. Some would refer to this as a habit-driven purchase
(East 1997; Ouellette and Wood 1998).

On the other hand, there may be an argument for expecting strong effects of advertising,
promotion and distribution when Lotto games begin in a market (Borden 1942; Steiner
1998; Hodgson et al. 2000). Further research into relationships in the introductory and
growth stages needs to be done to see how initial purchase patterns are developed. For
example, cognitive-based decision-making is argued to have its biggest influence at the
early stages of a product’s life cycle (Borden 1942; Hodgson, Mizerski and Mizerski
2000). The results from this study first looked at reported behaviour six months into the
Lotto, when it appears to already reach maturity/stability. Research that looks at a Lotto
start-up in the first six months may provide different results.

The stochastic pattern of Lotto game purchase would also suggest that advertising to
market or demarket (discourage demand for products or services) (e.g. social marketing)
gambling like Lotto would be rarely effective in gaining changes beyond that forecast by
the NBD pattern. Past research on other products suggest that either promotion for
gambling, or not to gamble, needs to significantly reposition the reason to buy/not buy
the gambling product (East 1997).

Attempts to influence the frequency or average number of tickets purchased by
purchasers would be expected to do poorly given the NBD pattern. This is based on
extensive research on promotion efforts with consumer package goods (Ehrenberg et al.
1994) where few examples of success can be found. Advertising for most fast moving
consumer products appears to be effective in brand switching (Barnard and Ehrenberg
1997) once the category matures. Lottery markets differ in terms of competition so the
application of this proposition has not had any test beyond the two US state Lottos,
Florida and Colorado, discussed.

Finally, the link between amount of gambling and being a problem or pathological
gambler bears review given the NBD pattern in purchase. Most consumer product
categories that have been tested, that are frequently purchased and in the mature stage of
their life cycle, have and NBD pattern of repeat purchase. The ‘80-20 Rule of Thumb’
(Anschuetz 1997) in marketing proposes that twenty percent of potential buyers will
account for eighty percent of sales. The actual breakdown is now left to NBD type
stochastic models. Heavy use of Lotto and other gambling products should reflect the
expected heavy use with any product that has similar penetration and frequency of use.
Suggestions about heavy purchase as a risk factor (Productivity Commission 1999) or
associated with pathological gambling need to account for this ‘expected’ pattern.
Perhaps significant deviations from the NBD can provide diagnostics of a group of users.
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This is how it is presently used in marketing research (Ehrenberg 1997) and future
research may show how it can be applied in the gambling area as well. The relationship
of heavy purchase of EMG play to measures of ‘problem gambling’ shows only a weak
relationship of amount of purchase and ‘problem gambling’ in a sample from Australia
(Mizerski and Jolley 2001). These findings are only preliminary and must be evaluated in
light of the sampling method employed to capture ‘regular gamblers’ (Productivity
Commission 1999). Future research can explore how frequency of repeat purchase may
be associated with all aspects of gambling behaviour.
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Abstract
The rapid growth and greater competition among casinos has resulted in a
number of firms being financially impaired while others are being forced into
mergers and consolidations. Many US gaming regulators have adopted
regulations for monitoring the financial stability of casino properties. These
regulators typically use financial statement analysis tools for measuring the
financial stability of the gaming properties. This has traditionally consisted of
measures derived from the income statement and balance sheet while ignoring
the statement of cash flows. At this time, there is little information on how to
read the statement of cash flow, let alone how to analyze this statement.
While prior studies have been mixed on the informational content of cash
flow information, they conclude that cash flow information does help explain
many of the changes in the balance sheet and income statement and thus helps
in the understanding of changes that have taken place in a corporation. This
type of information should lead to a better understanding of the financial
stability of gaming properties. The use of cash flow ratios along with the
traditional ratios should provide additional assurances about the liquidity and
solvency of gaming corporations.

Introduction

The last ten years have seen substantial growth in the casino industry. Prior to 1989, full-
scale casinos with table games and large numbers of slot machines were limited mainly to
the United States and specifically to the states of Nevada and New Jersey. Outside the
United States, a large number of countries limited casinos to high stake roulette and
baccarat.33 But since the 1990s casinos have been built in the majority of states within the
United States while many other parts of the world have developed casinos similar to

                                                                
33 During the 1980s large US-style commercial casinos had been introduced to several Australian states
(McMillen 1992).
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those of the United States. The increase of casinos worldwide, while leading to more
acceptability of casinos and more patrons gaming, has also resulted in the dispersion of
premium players over greater numbers of casinos and lower overall profits for each
casino. For example, a recent study found dramatic drops in profitability of the Nevada
gaming industry. It also found that more than a third of Nevada casinos are running losses
(Eadington 2001). The rapid growth and greater competition has resulted in a number of
firms being financially impaired while others have been forced into mergers and
consolidations.

The proliferation of legalised casino gambling along with impaired casinos has forced
state governments to examine their policies on the initial granting and subsequent
renewal of gaming licences. State governments have a vested interest, that is, maintaining
gaming tax revenues, in doing everything to ensure that the casinos they license are
financially viable business entities. They believe that it could cause major problems for
the industry if casinos could not meet payments when customers hit major jackpots or
win large sums of money. As a result, regulations have been issued which require
continuous monitoring of casino properties to verify their financial viability and
solvency. If problems arise, the regulator has the ability to appoint trustees to take over
these properties.

Financial viability, solvency and stability must be clearly defined if regulators have the
capability to take over properties. That is why jurisdictions with legalised casino
gambling have incorporated criteria for assessing the financial viability of both new
casino applicants and existing licensees. In addition, these same jurisdictions provide
rules and regulations which address the statutory obligation of a casino licensee to
establish and maintain its financial stability. Nevada and New Jersey were the initial
jurisdictions that established the criteria for financial stability. Other newer gaming
jurisdictions in the United States (US) adopted regulations similar to those of Nevada and
New Jersey.

One of the criteria for assessing financial stability is the use of financial statement
analysis. This has, since the implementation of financial stability criteria, consisted of
ratio measures derived from the balance sheet and income statements. Yet, the Financial
Accounting Standards Board (FASB 1980) in the United States recognised that there
could be significant differences between income and cash flow as a result of accruing
adjustments for earnings and expenses. The Board pushed for the development of the
statement of cash flows. This statement, issued in 1987, became a required statement
(FASB # 95) for reporting entities in 1988. Although this has become a required
statement in the US, there are still many countries that do not require it. For example,
Germany and the Netherlands have no requirement while other countries still prefer the
statement of changes in funds and others still use different definitions of cash flow
(White, Sondhi and Fried 1998).

This paper argues that the statement of cash flows provides relevant information that
complements the traditional financial analysis currently being used to monitor financial
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stability. The paper reviews prior findings which show that cash flow information
provides relevant information when used to evaluate liquidity and solvency. It also
discusses the development of specific cash flow ratios in other industries that could be
applicable to the gaming industry and provides a set of suggested cash flow ratios for
possible use. Given that these ratios are not currently in use within the gaming industry,
the authors apply these ratios to a group of gaming corporations in the United States to
provide a starting point for comparative analysis. The authors conclude that this
information can provide additional relevant information for decision making by any
national or international gaming jurisdiction.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. First, the concept of financial
stability, as currently defined in the Nevada and New Jersey gaming jurisdictions, is
explained. Second, an argument is made that cash flow information provides relevant
information for analyzing financial stability. Third, a review of prior studies identifies
cash flow ratios currently being used. The methodology is described and the results are
then discussed. Finally, the conclusion, limitations and further suggested analysis or
studies are provided.

Financial stability defined by Nevada and New Jersey
The Nevada Revised Statute (NRS 463.0129) articulates the public policy reasons for
controlling entrance into Nevada’s gaming industry and reviewing the performance and
licences of participants in the industry. In terms of a policy for financial stability, the
statute indicates that:

All establishments where gaming is conducted shall therefore be licensed, controlled and
assisted to protect the public health, safety, morals, good order and general welfare of the
inhabitants of the state, to foster the stability and success of the gaming industry and to
preserve the competitive economy and policies of free competition of the state (NRS
463.0129).

The regulatory effort to foster the stability and success of the gaming industry was further
strengthened by including within NRS 463 a provision which allowed the Nevada
Gaming Commission to suspend or revoke the licences of individual licensees or a
gaming establishment. NRS 463B (Supervision Chapter) provides for the appointment of
a supervisor to manage and control a gaming establishment when the licensees are
determined to be unsuitable or financially unstable.

New Jersey became the second state in the United States to legalise casino gambling,
with the passage of the Casino Control Act on June 2, 1977. This law, which was codified
as NJSA 5:12, required any applicant for a casino licence to ‘establish by clear and
convincing evidence the financial stability, integrity and responsibility of the applicant’.
What constituted clear and convincing evidence of financial stability was left to the New
Jersey Gaming Commission.

New Jersey’s gaming industry hit bottom from 1989 to 1991. Take-over attempts and a
bad economy in 1989, 1990, and 1991 resulted in casinos with highly leveraged balance
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sheets and a wave of defaulted obligations and restructuring (Christiansen 1991). In 1992,
the New Jersey Gaming Control Commission proposed changes in the original
regulations to provide for continuing assessment of the financial stability of its casinos.
These regulations were adopted and then amended. The most recent changes were placed
into law in 1996 (NJAC, 19:43-4.1-4.5).

New Jersey’s regulation 19:43-4.2, financial stability, now requires that:

a) Each casino licensee or applicant shall establish its financial stability by clear
and convincing evidence in accordance with section 84(a) of the Act and this
subchapter.

b) The Commission may consider any relevant evidence of financial stability
provided, however, that a casino licensee or applicant shall be considered to be
financially stable if it establishes by clear and convincing evidence that it meets
each of the following standards:

1. The ability to assure the financial integrity of casino operations by the
maintenance of a casino bankroll or equivalent provisions adequate to pay
winning wagers to casino patrons when due. A casino licensee or applicant
shall be found to have established this standard if it maintains, on a daily
basis, a casino bankroll, or a casino bankroll and equivalent provisions, in
an amount which is at least equal to the average daily minimum casino
bankroll or equivalent provisions, calculated on a monthly basis, for the
corresponding month in the previous year. For any casino licensee or
applicant which has been in operation for less than a year, such amount
shall be determined by the Commission based upon levels maintained by a
comparable casino licensee;

 
2. The ability to meet ongoing operating expenses which are essential to the

maintenance of continuous and stable casino operations. A casino licensee
or applicant shall be found to have established this standard if it
demonstrates the ability to achieve positive gross operating profit,
measured on an annual basis;

 

3. The ability to pay, as and when due, all local, State and Federal taxes,
including the tax on gross revenues imposed by subsection 144(a) of the
Act, the investment alternative tax obligations imposed by subsection
144(b) and section 144.1 of the Act, and any fees imposed by the Act and
Commission rules;

4. The ability to make necessary capital and maintenance expenditures in a
timely manner which are adequate to ensure maintenance of a superior
first class facility of exceptional quality pursuant to subsection 83(I) of the
Act. A casino licensee or applicant shall be found to have established this
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standard if it demonstrates that its capital and maintenance expenditures,
over the five-year period which includes the three most recent calendar
years and the upcoming two calendar years, average at least five percent of
net revenue per annum, except that any casino licensee or applicant which
has been in operation for less than three years shall be required to
otherwise establish compliance with this standard; and

 

5. The ability to pay, exchange, refinance or extend debts, including long-
term and short-term principal and interest and capital lease obligations,
which will mature or otherwise come due and payable during the license
term, or to otherwise manage such debts and any default with respect to
such debts, the Commission also may require that a casino licensee or
applicant advise the Commission and Division as to its ability to meet this
standard with respect to any material debts coming due and payable within
twelve months after the end of the license term.

A financial statement interpretation of financial stability
The financial stability measures initially developed by the Nevada and New Jersey
regulatory agencies, (and adopted by other US state agencies) evaluate two different
functions, a company’s current liquidity and its long-term solvency. Current liquidity
reflects a company’s ability to meet its current commitments by generating cash from
operations and paying off these current commitments. Long term solvency reflects a
firm’s ability to generate enough cash to meet long term commitments such as principal
and interest payments on long term debt and, as described by the New Jersey Gaming
Commission, the ability to meet needed capital improvements (NJAC 1996).

Both the Nevada gaming regulators and the New Jersey regulations suggest various
financial ratios that are derived from the income statement and the balance sheet for
providing a standard to evaluate financial stability. The standard approach used by
gaming regulators is to evaluate the income statement for positive earnings and then use
the balance sheet to evaluate liquidity.

Gaming regulators evaluate income in terms of return on revenues to determine the
capability to generate cash to meet expenditures. Gaming regulators traditionally use the
current ratio and the quick ratio to evaluate liquidity. These represent balance sheet
evaluations. For the evaluation of long-term solvency and going concern issues, gaming
regulators use the traditional measure of solvency by applying the debt to equity or debt
to total assets ratio.

Time for additional cash flow analysis
Both the Nevada and New Jersey regulators developed their evaluation techniques before
the Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) in the United States issued FASB #95,
The Statement of Cash Flows in 1987. The equivalent international standard IASC #7 was
issued by the International Accounting Standards Committee (IASC) in 1994. Nevada
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and New Jersey regulators have yet to change their analysis techniques to incorporate the
additional information provided by the statement of cash flows. Bankers and creditors
argue that cash flow information provides incremental information for additional
assurances of financial stability. The cash flow information used by other industries
should also be used by gaming industry regulators when evaluating financial stability.

Cash flow information: is it relevant?
Numerous research studies have been performed that evaluate the usefulness of cash
flows information. These studies can be broken into two groups. The first looks at the
relevance of cash flow information in determining relative returns in the market. The
second looks at relevance of cash flow information for predicting bankruptcy. While
efficient market studies do not have a direct bearing on financial statement analysis, the
studies do provide a basis for use of cash flow information.

One way to empirically test the usefulness of cash flow numbers is to test for changes in
the valuation of companies as a result of the cash flow numbers. There have been a series
of studies that have taken this approach and have obtained mixed results. For example,
the studies by Schaefer and Kennelley (1986), Casey and Bartczak (1985) and Rayburn
(1986) all found that cash flow disclosures provided weak evidence of valuation relevant
information over and above that contained in disclosed earnings numbers.

The major short fall of these studies is that the researchers were using different
definitions of cash flow, all of which were surrogates of cash flows. A sampling of their
definitions of cash flow includes: (1) the percentage change in net income before
depreciation and amortization, (2) working capital from operations and (3) the percentage
change in net income before depreciation and amortization and changes in current
maturities in long-term debt. Rayburn (1986) provided the closest approximation of the
current cash flow from operations by taking net income and adjusting it for changes in
working capital, depreciation and deferred taxes. This information was derived from
income statement and balance sheet data.

There have been recent studies by Green (1999) and Cheng, Liu and Schaefer (1996) that
have used cash flow from operations as reported under Statement of Financial
Accounting Standards No. 95. Their findings conclude that cash flows have incremental
valuation relevance beyond earnings. Yet a study by Pfeiffer and Elgers (1999) found no
statistically significant differential valuations of operating cash flows compared to
earnings components.

Bankruptcy prediction is a second area where the use of cash flow information was
thought to provide relevant data. Studies by Gombola and Ketz (1983) and Gombola,
Haskins, Ketz and Williams (1987) found predictive capabilities in the cash flow
variables. Yet Casey and Bartczak (1985) suggest that the information does not provide
additional value over the accrual ratios. Again, prior to the issuance of FASB #95, most
studies of corporate distress define ‘cash flow’ as net income plus nonworking capital
expenses. These definitions omit changes in current assets and current liabilities as well
as other non-cash transactions.
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More recent research such as Bowen, Burgstahler and Daley (1987) and Livnat and
Zarowin (1990) examined the informational content of cash flows relative to net income.
The results do not show additional information content in cash flow data over that found
in accrual based earnings data. However, these studies did conclude that the cash flow
information is useful and that individual components of CFO provide incremental
information. Another recent study by Lancaster, Stevens and Jennings (1998) that
evaluated the relationship between liquidity and accrual income versus cash flow found
that cash flow from operations is significantly related to both the current ratio and the
cash conversion cycle and has significant incremental explanatory power relative to
accrual income.

While empirical research studies are mixed in terms of the informational content of cash
flow data, analysts and bankers have incorporated cash flow ratios in their analysis for
many years. A study by Gibson (1983) indicated the relative importance of cash flow
information in the loan assessment process long before FASB 95 was a required
statement. The study asked commercial loan officers to rank 59 different ratios in order of
importance in their loan processing decisions. The top ten ratios included: cash
flow/current maturities of long-term debt (ranked #3) and cash flow/total debt (ranked
#9). These cash ratios also appeared as part of the officers’ ongoing monitoring process.
Reporting of cash flow/current maturities of long term debt was included in 60% of all
loan agreements while cash flow/total debt was included in 36% of all loan. In the same
year Fraser (1983) argued that cash generated from operations should receive more
emphasis when doing financial analysis and that any liquidity ratio should measure the
ability of the firm to generate cash to meet its cash needs. He therefore advocated that
analysts examine cash flow from operations and liquid cash assets. These amounts
provide the potential cash flows necessary to meet current liabilities.

The use of cash flow analysis has been cited in the literature in several industries.
Johnston and Zipprich (1992) explain how different definitions of cash flow (also
referred to as discretionary cash flow) can lead to confusion and misunderstanding. Fitch
Investment Service developed the cash flow adequacy ratio to measure the corporate
credit of chemical companies (Plishner 1994). In addition, analysts from the health care
industry stress the value of cash flow ratios to help assess the viability of hospitals
(Prince 1998).

The studies by Gibson (1983) and Fraser (1983) support the explanatory capabilities of
the statement of cash flow in relation to the other financial statements. These studies
argue that the cash flow statement can provide information with greater reliability. They
suggest that the statement of cash flow should be considered essential to any evaluation
of financial information. The statement of cash flow also provides key information
relating to liquidity, solvency, and financial flexibility. While the balance sheet does
provide a company's existing cash and current asset position, Kieso and Weygandt
(1995), among others (see for example McConville 1996; Giacommino and Mielke 1993;
White et al. 1998; and Rujoub, Cook and Hay 1995), hold that using only the balance
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sheet to ascertain liquidity does not provide sufficient information about a company's
ability to meet current obligations.

The classic illustration of such a problem is W. T. Grant, which reported
reasonable amounts of working capital provided by operations. However, too
much of its working capital was tied up in receivables and inventories. A review
of its net cash flow from operating activities would have shown the significant
lack of liquidity and financial inflexibility that eventually caused the company's
bankruptcy (Kieso and Weygandt 1995, p.1231).

Given the importance of the statement of cash flow in understanding and verifying the
changes that have taken place in the other financial statements and in providing needed
information about liquidity and solvency, the statement of cash flow and related cash
flow information should be receiving at least equal, if not greater, weight in the financial
stability evaluation process.

Identifying relevant cash flow ratios
Cash flow information is being used widely in the banking community. Lenders have
traditionally used cash flow data because of repayment concerns. They are looking for
assurance that the likelihood exists that cash flows will be sufficient for a business to not
only meet current operating commitments but also to repay any bank loan. Thus, they are
concerned with liquidity and solvency; the same concerns facing gaming regulators. They
found, however, that traditional ratios were inadequate for their purposes because they
were based on end-of-period balances. Subsequently, lenders have focused their efforts
on measures that look at the magnitude of profits and cash flows relative to debt service
and other requirements. These measures place greater emphasis on cash flows and
earnings available to all claimants (not just owners) before taxes.

Lenders have developed various cash flow ratios for use in making lending decisions.
They have redefined traditional ratios as well as developed new ratios. But, unlike the
traditional balance sheet ratios that have evolved over many years, these cash flow ratios
have not as yet become common practice nor have they reached a common consensus on
the definition of each ratio and what is included in the ratio. A search of the literature on
cash flow ratios found a wide variety of definitions being used and a constant refining of
these definitions. See for example the changing views of this author on various cash flow
ratios (Mills 2000; Mills and Yamamura 1998; and Carslaw and Mills 1992, 1991a,
1991b). No studies have been done that validate a specific ratio as being a good predictor
of business failures. At this time, the authors are only suggesting that specific cash flow
ratios might provide additional assurances that would complement traditional ratio
analysis. The authors do not take credit for the suggested ratios presented in this paper
but think that they represent a common consensus derived from other research. Only
through use of cash flow ratios and follow up studies will we know which ratios might
eventually prove to be relevant.
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As previously noted, the financial stability measures developed by gaming regulators
specifically focus on a company’s current liquidity and its long-term solvency. Thus
analysis is based on two categories: 1) short-term liquidity ratios and 2) ratios useful for
assessing solvency and going concern. While a review of prior research found many
variations of ratios that can be used, the authors are suggesting the use of cash flow ratios
which correspond to the traditional ratios used for liquidity and solvency.

Cash flow liquidity ratios
US regulators are especially concerned with a casino’s ability to keep its doors open and
meet major payments for various jackpots and gaming wins by patrons as well as its
current payroll. Short-term liquidity ratios measure the entity's ability to meet these
current obligations. Traditional liquidity measures have included the current ratio, income
to current debt payments and interest coverage ratio. As previously noted, these ratios,
especially the current ratio, have proven to provide misleading indicators of the liquidity
of a company. Cash flow ratios that could provide additional assurances about the
liquidity of a company include: 1) cash flow to net income, 2) cash flow to current
liabilities, 3) cash flow to current debt payment, and 4) cash interest coverage. The first
ratio should be included because it provides analysts with a clear understanding of the
difference between cash flows and net income. The other three ratios are ratios that are
commonly used in the credit industry (Gibson 1983). Components of these cash flow
ratios are provided in Table 1.

Table 1: Cash Flow Liquidity Ratios

Cash Flow to Net Income
    CFO
Net Income

Cash Flow to Current Liabilities           CFO
Current Liabilities

Cash Flow to Current Debt Payments              CFO
Current Debt Payments

Cash Interest Coverage CFO + Interest Paid + Taxes Paid
            Interest Paid

One of the components of these ratios is the ‘cash flow from operations’ (CFO) taken
from the ‘statement of cash flows’ (SCF). Cash flow from operations is derived from net
income from operations by adjusting net income for all none cash transactions (accruals)
such as depreciation and working capital changes. The argument is that net income no
longer reflects true cash flows that are essential for evaluating a company’s liquidity.
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The cash flow statement requires cash flow disclosure by the functional areas of
operating, investing and financing cash flows. The cash flow from operations (CFO)
represents all cash inflows and outflows from operations. A positive operating cash flow
allows a company to pay its bills, its creditors, and its shareholders and to grow and
expand. It says that the company has been able to meet all its current obligations and has
cash left over to meet other needs. A negative operating cash flow means a company has
to look at other sources of cash (investing or financing) to meet current obligations; but
these sources will eventually dry up if operations are not successful.

Cash flow to net income ratio
The first ratio, ‘cash flow to net income’, provides a measure of the difference between
actual cash flows and income. It is expected that the ratio should always be greater than
one because the major differences are the result of depreciation and amortization, non-
cash flow items. In general, CFO should be positive and increase over time because in the
long run, it provides the resources to service debt, invest in growth, and reward
shareholders. Keep in mind that CFO represents the excess cash available after meeting
all the current commitments and thus represents what is available to meet future
commitments.

Wide dispersions in this ratio should call for immediate investigation to determine the
cause. Changes in cash management policies can have an immediate impact on this ratio.
For example, if the company extends its payment period on accounts receivables or
changes its credit policies on accounts receivables or accounts payables. Significant
growth in income can result in negative CFO for brief periods, as the required increase in
working capital more than offsets growth in income.

Cash flow to current liabilities ratio
‘Cash flow to current liabilities’ represents an overall measure of the capability to meet
future current liability commitments. It differs from the traditional current ratio which
assumes that current assets are capable of being converted to cash fast enough to meet
current liabilities. It actually provides evidence that cash is currently being generated fast
enough to meet current liabilities. While a positive cash flow provides evidence that
current commitments have been met, this ratio, from a trend perspective, provides
information on the direction of the cash flows relative to increases in current liabilities. If
the trend is negative, it could mean that revenues are not being converted into cash
quickly enough to meet current liabilities. This ratio avoids the issues of actual
convertibility to cash, turnover and the need for minimum levels of working capital
(cash) to maintain operations.

Cash flow to current debt payment ratio
The ‘cash flow to current debt payment’ provides a means of determining how easily a
firm can meet its maturing debt payments. This ratio is the cash basis version of the
traditional debt coverage ratio. It is also a ratio that is commonly used in the credit
industry. The traditional ratio uses income before interest and taxes which, as previously
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noted, included many non-cash adjustments. The CFO to current debt payment ratio
differs from the previous ratio (CFO/current liabilities) in that it only includes those
debts, that if they are not met, could result in default and possible bankruptcy. A negative
trend points to possible liquidity problems in the future.

Cash interest coverage ratio
The ‘cash interest coverage’ ratio is similar to the traditional cash interest coverage ratio
but it includes actual cash flows from operations rather than the accrual based net income
and the accrual based interest expense. Major differences in trends between the two ratios
should be reason for further investigation. Downward trends in this ratio should spark
concern. An argument could also be made to combine both the current debt payment and
interest payments to see the firm’s capability to meet both principle and interest
payments.

Cash flow solvency and going concern analysis ratios
Probably the biggest question raised by lenders is whether the firm has the ability to meet
future cash commitments on an ongoing basis. The traditional ratios used for solvency
and going concern include the debt to equity ratio and the net income to total debt ratio.
While these ratios, from a trend perspective, provide evidence of potential future
problems in meeting long term commitments, cash flow from operations provides a much
clearer picture of the capability to meet these commitments. Traditional ratios derived
from the income and balance sheet statements have not been effective in providing the
answer to this question although they are still commonly used. The cash flow ratios that
could provide a better view of future cash flows for normal operations include: 1) free
cash flow; 2) capital expenditure ratio; 3) CFO to debt ratio; and 4) cash flow adequacy.

The New Jersey and Nevada gaming authorities conclude that casinos must maintain their
exiting properties in proper repair as part of the evaluation of financial stability. New
Jersey in fact requires casinos to apply 5% of their net revenues toward capital
maintenance (NJAC.19:43-4.2, Financial Stability,1996). Thus, the question becomes
whether these corporations have adequate cash flows to make these capital expenditures.
The free cash flow and capital expenditure ratios would provide regulators with the
answer to these questions. The other two ratios represent common ratios for evaluating
long term solvency in the credit industry (Gibson 1983; McConville 1996). A description
of these ratios along with the components is provided in Table 2.
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Table 2:  Cash Flow Solvency Ratios

Free Cash Flow CFO - Capital Expenditures

Capital Expenditure Ratio             CFO
Capital Expenditures

CFO to Debt     CFO
Total Debt

Cash Flow Adequacy                         CFO
Average Debt Maturity Over Next 5 Years

Free cash flow
An increasingly popular cash flow measure is ‘free cash flow’. Free cash flow provides a
measure of a company's ability to meet its operational obligations. Enterprises, which do
not have free cash flow, will need to find additional financing opportunities or require the
selling off of enterprise assets to meet future commitments. It implies a lack of financial
flexibility. Free cash flows appear in a multiple of forms as provided by analysts,
creditors and annual reports (Mills et al. 2001). This measure is commonly calculated as
cash flow from operations minus capital expenditures. But others argue that current debt
commitments should also be subtracted to arrive at free cash flow (FCF). A perusal of
annual reports provides extreme examples of the different uses of the term free cash flow.
See, for example, Station Casino, Mandalay Resort (formally CircusCircus) and Coca-
Cola.

Station Casino’s FCF (1998) is defined as earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation
and amortisation (EBITDA) plus operating leases. Mandalay Resort (2000) defines free
cash flow as the discretionary cash available after paying income taxes, interest expense
and scheduled payments of principal, and ordinary capital expenditures. Coca-Cola
(1999) defines it as CFO less business reinvestment. First Interstate Bank (Nevada), on
the other hand, defined total free cash as:

FCF  =  Net profit after taxes + interest expense (accrued and capitalised)
+ Depreciation and amortization + operating lease expense + rental

expense - Dividends declared - actual capital expenditures.

In many instances analysts and creditors, such as those at First Interstate Bank, still use
surrogate cash flows instead of the CFO taken from the SCF.

Not only are there differences in what is included in free cash flow, but there can be real
differences in what is included in each component. For example, there is a wide range of
items included and excluded in the component, ‘capital expenditure’. Large differences
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can arise between various companies due to the use of actual capital expenditures versus
an estimate of the amount required to ‘maintain’ operational assets.

‘Free cash flows’ is one cash flow measure that both the Nevada and New Jersey gaming
regulators have implemented as a measure of solvency. Nevada requires companies to
provide actual capital maintenance figures which they subtract from CFO (Nevada 1999).
New Jersey uses CFO less 5% of net revenue (NJAC. 1996). Since many companies do
not publicly provide actual capital maintenance, the authors suggest that the calculation
follow the approach provided by the New Jersey gaming regulators

Capital expenditure ratio
The next measure of solvency is the ‘capital expenditure’ ratio. It is important that
whatever definition is used for the free cash flow ratio should also be incorporated in the
capital expenditure ratio for consistency. The capital expenditure ratio reflects the belief
that a firm’s long-term solvency is a function of (1) its ability to finance replacement and
expansion of its investment in productive capacity; and (2) the amount of cash left for
debt repayment after paying for capital investments. The capital expenditure ratio
measures the capital available for any additional internal reinvestment. When the capital
expenditure ratio exceeds 1.0 the company has enough funds available to meet its capital
investment, with some to spare to meet debt requirements. The higher the value, the more
spare cash the company has to service and repay debt.

CFO to debt ratio
‘CFO to debt’ provides a measure of the time frame it would take to generate enough
cash to meet long term commitments. The traditional ratio of debt to equity provides
trend information that tells a creditor that as more debt is taken on, there is more risk for
the creditor. On the other hand, the CFO to debt provides a better picture of whether there
is enough cash being generated to actually meet those future debt commitments. This has
become a very common ratio used by many credit analysts and bankers. If cash flow is
decreasing compared to the debt level, this ratio would suggest future solvency problems.

Cash flow adequacy ratio
The CFO to debt ratio looks at total debt and the capability to meet it in the future. The
‘cash flow adequacy’ ratio provides a more near term of solvency. Again, different
versions of this ratio are being used by various credit analysts (McConville 1996). It
measures the ability to meet commitments in the next five years. The ratio uses the five
year average maturity of long term debt. This ratio reiterates the fact that a company
needs to generate enough cash flow to meet future cash flow commitments such as long
term debt. If the company cannot meet its five year cash flow needs, its going concern
must begin to be questioned. By using a five-year average, the analyst is capable of
looking forward and obtaining a better idea of the capabilities to meet long term
solvency.
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Methodology
Since no common cash flow ratios are being currently used, we were uncertain what the
actual ratios would look like and decided that a pilot study of US based gaming
corporations would provide a stepping stone for further research. Because we wanted to
be able to analyze these ratios using trend analysis, we wanted to obtain a minimum of
three years of data. This caused a real problem because in the last few years there has
been substantial consolidation in the gaming industry. As mentioned, the growth of the
gaming industry left many firms in financial difficulty and resulted in the selling off and
or the merging of firms. The end result was an initial group of 25 publicly traded US
corporations. The group of corporations ranged from very small corporations with assets
of less than $100 million to those in the billions of dollars.34

A review of these 25 corporations found a natural grouping into three groups categorised
by total asset size. Seven corporations were in the under $250 million group , eight
corporations in the $250 million to $1 billion group, and 10 corporations in the over $1
billion group. While we started with 25 corporations and used these in the 1997
calculations, as a result of mergers, this group dropped to 24 in 1998 and to 22 in 1999.
Table 3 provides additional information on which corporations were included in each
grouping for those years.

Table 3: Corporations per grouping

Less Than $250 Million in Total Assets
Corporation 1999 1998 1997 1996
Black Hawk Gaming • • • • 
Century Casinos • • • • 
Jackpot Enterprises • • • • 
Lady Luck Gaming Corpa • • • 
Monarch Casino and Resorts Inc. • • • • 
MTR Gaming Group • • • • 
President Casinos, Inc • • • • 

$250 Million to $1 Billion in Total Assets
Corporation 1999 1998 1997 1996
Ameristar Casinos • • • • 
Anchor Gaming • • • • 
Argosy Gaming Company • • • • 
Harveys Casino Resortsb • • 
Hollywood Casino Corp • • • • 
Isle of Capri Casinos Incc • • 

                                                                
34 Unless otherwise stated, amounts refer to US currency.
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Players Internationald • • • 
Riviera Holding Corporation • • • • 

Greater Than $1 Billion in Total Assets
Corporation 1999 1998 1997 1996
Aztar Corporation • • • • 
Boyd Gaming Corpe • • • • 
Circus Circus (Mandalay Resorts) • • • • 
Harrah’s Entertainment Inc • • • • 
Hollywood Park (Pinnacle Entertainment) • • • • 
MGM Grand Inc • • • • 
Mirage Resorts • • • • 
Park Place Entertainmentf • • • 
Station Casinosg • • • • 
Trump Hotels and Casino Resorts • • • • 

a Lady Luck merged with Isle of Capri on 03/02/00.  Last annual report shown in U.S. Securities and
Exchange Commission EDGAR Database (www.sec.gov/cgi-bin/srch-edgar) EDGAR was 1998.
b Harveys Casino Resorts went private in 1998.  Last annual report shown in EDGAR was 1997.
c Isle of Capri Casinos Inc was formally Casino America Inc. until 9/28/98.  1996 annual report is under
Casino America Inc.
d Players International merged with Harrahs on 3/30/00.  Last annual report shown in EDGAR was 1998.
e Boyd Gaming Corp changed fiscal year ends from 6/30 to 12/31.  The 1997 annual report covers 6
months.
f Park Place Entertainment was the casino operations of Hilton until 12/98.  1997 numbers come from 1998
annual report.
g Station Casinos changed fiscal year ends from 3/31 to 12/31.  The 1998 annual report covers 9 months.

Current resources that publish industry information are mixed as to which companies are
included in the calculation of industry ratios. Standard & Poor’s Industry Surveys (2000)
provides very little industry ratios. Instead, ratios are provided for individual companies
within an industry and the reader is left to make the comparisons or calculate the overall
industry ratios.

Dun & Bradstreet Industry Norms and Key Business Ratios (2001) provide ratios based
on a ‘typical’ company. ‘Typical’ is defined as the median or mid-point of all companies
categorised by total assets and total sales. Ratios are calculated for the upper, median, and
lower quartile. However, Dun & Bradstreet caution the user against assuming that ratios
in the upper quartile represent the best condition.

The Risk Management Association (RMA) Annual Statement Studies (2000) (formerly
Robert Morris Associates) categorises companies by total assets and total net sales.
Within total assets and total net sales companies are divided into six groups:

Total Assets Total Net Sales
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$0 - $500,000 $0 - $1,000,000
$500,000 - $2,000,000 $1,000,000 – $3,000,000
$2,000,000 - $10,000,000 $3,000,000 – $5,000,000
$10,000,000 - $50,000,000 $5,000,000 - $10,000,000
$50,000,000 - $100,000,000 $10,000,000 - $25,000,000
$100,000,000 - $250,000,000 $25,000,000 & over

Source; RMA Annual Statement Studies, pp. 11-12, 1228-1229

Ratios are calculated for each group. RMA notes that because one company with
abnormal numbers or small sample size can cause group ratios to be unrepresentative of
the group as a whole, they generally will not publish a group if there are less than ten
companies for that group.

Because of the large variations in both total assets and total net sales, we believe the most
appropriate way to calculate the ratios was to model our approach after RMA’s method.
A review of these 25 corporations found a natural grouping into three groups categorised
by total asset size. Seven corporations were in the under $250 million group, eight
corporations in the $250 million to $1 billion group, and ten corporations in the over $1
billion group. While the number in each group is below the minimum of ten companies
suggested by RMA, we feel the overall sample size of 25 companies combined with the
large variations in size justifies our decision.

Cash flow ratios were calculated for a three-year period, from 1997 to 1999. This was
done by adding the accounts for every corporation within a group and using those total
numbers in the calculation of the ratios that evaluate liquidity and solvency. For example,
in the ‘less than $250 million’ group, the cash flow to net income ratio was calculated by
dividing the total cash flow from operations for all seven corporations in that group by
net income for all seven corporations in that group.

Results
Table 4 presents the calculations per group. The small number of corporations in each
grouping resulted in some major swings in ratios from one year to another. One or two
corporations can have a significant impact on the group mean. In the $250 million to $1
billion group, the cash flow to net income ratio increased between 1998 and 1999 from
9.05 to 67.54, respectively. Two significant causes for this increase is the change in
Hollywood Casino’s net income (loss), from ($1,605,000) to ($81,761,000) and the
change in Isle of Capri’s cash flow from operations, from $65,218,000 to $130,481,000.
The ‘less than $250 million’ group also shows a large increase in the cash flow to net
income ratio between 1998 and 1999. The change in net income for Monarch Casino and
Resorts, Inc., from $3,759,782 to ($584,865), can explain the majority of the change in
the cash flow to net income ratio.
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Table 4.   Group means

CASH FLOW

LIQUIDITY RATIOS
LESS THAN

$250 MILLION
$250 MILLION
TO $1 BILLION

GREATER THAN
$1 BILLION

1999 1998 1997 1999 1998 1997 1999 1998 1997
Cash Flow to Net Income 13.72 3.07 (1.45) 67.54 9.05 10.66 4.94 3.71 2.84
Cash Flow to Current
Liabilities

0.279 0.700 0.642 0.800 0.883 0.934 0.942 0.808 0.860

Cash Flow to Current
Debt
     Payments

0.409 11.36 5.42 5.50 7.95 7.49 38.30 26.68 7.65

Cash Interest Coverage 3.31 2.43 2.21 5.24 2.84 2.89 3.44 3.52 4.03

CASH FLOW

SOLVENCY RATIOS
LESS THAN

$250 MILLION
$250 MILLION
TO $1 BILLION

GREATER THAN
$1 BILLION

1999 1998 1997 1999 1998 1997 1999 1998 1997
Free Cash Flow (000’s) (1,893

)
(8,756

)
(4,700

)
1,536 9,481 (9,893) (276,7

66)
(212,17

6)
(153,9

73)
Capital Expenditure Ratio 0.846 0.489 0.602 1.02 1.28 0.803 0.473 0.439 0.502
Cash Flow to Debt 0.197 0.125 0.125 0.153 0.177 0.178 0.145 0.115 0.160
Cash Flow Adequacy 1.62 0.728 0.643 2.03 3.32 5.64 1.23 1.50 2.42

The smallness of the samples also resulted in some significant standard deviations.
These standard deviations can be explained by analyzing the financial results of one
or two corporations. When the corporation in question is removed from the ratio
calculation, the standard deviation becomes reasonable. For example, in the ‘greater
than $1 billion’ group, the cash flow adequacy ratio for 1999 resulted in a standard
deviation of 521.43. An analysis of the firms within the group showed that The
Mirage had a cash flow adequacy ratio of 1650.64. Further analysis revealed that The
Mirage had an extremely low Average Debt Maturity number, which resulted in the
abnormally large ratio. When The Mirage was removed from the calculation the group
mean decreased from 1.23 to 1.01 and the standard deviation decreased from 521.43
to 1.19.

Table 4 does provide some general views of the US casino gaming industry. The cash
flow to net income ratios show that many of these corporations have substantial non-
cash income or expenses since cash flow is typically three times or more higher than
net income. This implies that the use of income measures may not be a good basis for
evaluating liquidity and that cash flow would be a better measure. The solvency ratios
of free cash flow and capital expenditures provide evidence that many of the
corporations are expanding not from cash flow from operations but by other financing
activities. The free cash flow measure shows that there has been substantial capital
expenditures in excess of the internally generated cash flows. This implies that these
corporations will need to increase future cash flows to meet these future debt
commitments. This is shown by looking at the cash flow to debt ratio which is very
low. Yet, the cash flow adequacy ratio shows that in the near five year term, these
corporations are generating enough cash flow to meet current commitments.
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Conclusions
This study addresses the need for the casino gaming industry to incorporate
information from the Statement of Cash Flows in their analysis of casinos. The cash
flow statement has been in existence in the US for almost fifteen years. Other
industries have found that this statement provides relevant information for the analysis
of financial liquidity and solvency. The gaming industry has as yet not incorporated
this statement. It is time to use this statement to complement the traditional financial
statement analysis when evaluating liquidity and solvency.

As with any new undertakings, comparability of companies becomes easier once the
industry settles on standard ratios to use and standard definitions of these ratios. This
became evident in our attempt to develop common ratios and group means. The
results suggest that cash flow ratios may provide liquidity and solvency information
that is not apparent when using balance sheet and income statement information
alone. In addition, one company can significantly impact the group means, indicating
that perhaps the aggregation of information should be at the casino level or casino
type level.

There are several limitations to this study. First, this study used the 25 major gaming
corporations in the United States as a basis for financial analysis. Many of these
corporations have casinos in a variety of states and countries with each state or
company having its own operating requirements. There are also a variety of forms of
casinos ranging from riverboats with limited operations to wide open Las Vegas style
casinos. Currently, regulators evaluate a casino’s financial stability by applying
measures on a property by property basis within each gaming jurisdiction. The use of
corporate consolidated statements in this study resulted in the aggregation of a wide
range of gaming and non-gaming information which may have distorted the final
results. An additional study by jurisdiction and property would provide more relevant
group means. This is because jurisdictions collect their information by casino rather
than by corporation and thus have the capability to group these casinos by common
elements. For example, the Nevada Gaming Abstract (1999) provides financial
analysis information based on revenues, assets, and location. Thus, a regulator would
be able to do a comparison based solely on the Las Vegas strip casinos or on casinos
with gaming revenues over $72 million in the Reno market. However, cash flow ratios
are not included in this information.

Jurisdictional requirements also limit the results of this pilot study. For example, the
state of Iowa only allows riverboat casinos and restricts the amount of funds that
patrons can wager. The smallness of these operations would limit the value of any
study done on a national or international basis. Thus, it would be more relevant for
each gaming jurisdiction to apply specific cash flow ratios that are relevant for that
jurisdiction.

Third, this study did not provide a comparison of traditional financial statement ratios
to the suggested cash flow ratios. Such a comparison could provide additional support
for the use of cash flow ratios in conjunction with traditional ratios for evaluating
liquidity and solvency. At the current time, there have been no studies that evaluate
specific cash flow ratios in terms of their relative effectiveness. The intent of this
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paper is to provide some cash flow ratios that are currently used and which might
provide a basis for future studies dealing with financial stability or bankruptcy.
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Is Professional Gambling a Directly
Unproductive Profit-Seeking (DUP)

Activity?

Douglas Walker
Georgia College & State University

Abstract
Research on the economic effects of gambling is still in its infancy and
there have been numerous misconceptions propagated in the literature. For
example, recently in the Journal of Economic Perspectives (and elsewhere
in previous years) it was argued that gambling might, in some cases,
constitute a directly unproductive profit-seeking activity. This paper
explains why gambling (even by professional gamblers) cannot
legitimately be considered a DUP activity.

Introduction
There is a strong interest among policy makers and academics in understanding the
economic effects of casinos and gambling. This is a particularly interesting field
because it has attracted researchers from a variety of disciplines (economics, political
science, psychology, sociology and even environmental planning) and countries
(Australia, Canada, the UK and USA). But research on the effects of gambling is still
in its infancy, and there have been many misconceptions propagated in the literature.

One of the major issues of debate is the social costs caused by pathological gamblers.
Researchers have been experimenting with how to measure these costs, but there is a
more basic issue: What effects should be included in social cost estimates? This issue,
in turn, boils down to the appropriate definition of ‘social cost’. There has been no
single definition of social cost utilised in empirical studies, and the measurement of
social costs has been inconsistent.35 As a result, a meaningful comparison across
studies is not possible. Problems such as this tend to cloud the political debate
surrounding gambling.

An issue that originated with economists is the allegation that the act of gambling
may, in some cases, represent a ‘directly unproductive profit-seeking’ (DUP) activity.
If the allegation is true, then the social costs related to gambling are much higher than
previously thought. After a brief review of the gambling literature in which this
allegation is made, this paper discusses the public choice literature in which the term
DUP was originally introduced and applied. Upon closer examination, it becomes
clear that gambling, even by professional gamblers, cannot legitimately be classified
as a DUP activity. Setting aside faulty arguments clears the path for better research

                                                                
35 The general ‘social cost’ issue is beyond the scope of this paper. For detailed economic analyses of
the social costs of gambling, see the Australian Productivity Commission (1999), Walker (2001) and
Walker and Barnett (1999). These papers include extensive citations of relevant literature.
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and policy in the future. The purpose of this paper is to dispel one of the popular
myths about the economic effects of gambling.

Gambling as a DUP activity
Recently in the Journal of Economic Perspectives (Grinols and Mustard 2000) and
elsewhere (Grinols 1994; Grinols and Omorov 1996; Kindt 1994), researchers have
argued that in certain circumstances, gambling may be considered a DUP activity. For
example, Grinols and Omorov (1996, p.50) write, ‘Economists have long known that
for many gamblers and those who provide them gambling services, gambling is in a
class of activities called [DUP activities].’36 They quote Bhagwati, Brecher and
Srinivasan (1984, p.292) and define DUP activities as ‘ways of making a profit (i.e.
income) by undertaking activities which are directly unproductive; that is, they yield
pecuniary returns but produce neither goods nor services that enter a conventional
utility function directly nor intermediate inputs into such goods and services.’ From
this definition, Grinols and Omorov (1996, p.50) argue ‘an individual who does not
gamble for utility value, but to acquire money engages in income-reducing directly
unproductive activity.’37 Grinols and Mustard (2000 p.224) make the same argument
and give an example of when an individual ‘quits his job to earn a living as a
professional blackjack or poker player, gambling for money and not for enjoyment,
[and] reduces national income by his lost production.’38

Grinols and Omorov (1996, p.50), Grinols (1994, p.8) and Kindt (1994, p.567) cite a
30-year-old edition of Samuelson’s principles text, as if that particular volume should
be considered a time-honored authority on the issue of gambling:

There…is a substantial economic case to be made against gambling…it involves simply
sterile transfers of money or goods between individuals, creating no new money or
goods. Although it creates no output, gambling does nevertheless absorb time and
resources. When pursued beyond the limits of recreation, where the main purpose is to
‘kill’ time, gambling subtracts from the national income.39

In a nutshell, the Grinols/Kindt/Mustard/Omorov argument amounts to this: Some
people quit their widget-production jobs to become professional gamblers. If they do
not enjoy gambling, then from society’s perspective they are producing nothing of
value. The net cost of this to society is the value of the widgets not produced – Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) is lower. Grinols and Kindt consistently use this DUP
argument in their opposition to legalised casino gambling.

Non-technical problems with the DUP claim

                                                                
36 They provide no citations or other support for this claim. Their presentation misleads the reader to
believe that their allegation is supported by Bhagwati, Brecher and Srinivasan (1984). The Bhagwati et
al. work is discussed in more detail in Section III.
37 Marfels (1998, p. 416) provides a valid but brief attack on Grinols and Omorov’s interpretation of
DUP activities.
38 Grinols (1997) gives the same example. He seems to be the most persistent proponent of this view.
39 Marfels (1998, p.417) points out that the statement does not appear in later editions of the principles
text. Eadington (1995, p.3) has a slightly stronger reaction when he responds to Grinols (1994), noting
that the text appeared ‘when gambling was widely illegal, and when the perceived association between
organised crime and gambling was strong.’
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One is tempted to sympathise with Ignatin and Smith (1976, p.75), who write, ‘it is
difficult to understand why economists, who believe that gamblers must lose, do not
infer that the act of gambling must, therefore, provide utility.’40 Grinols and Omorov
(1996) and Grinols (1997) do admit that gambling provides utility for many gamblers.
However, they say ‘professional’ gambling may constitute a DUP activity. Eadington
(2000, p.226) asks, how many people are there like this?

Even if there is a substantial number of professional DUP gamblers who reduce GDP,
the whole idea seems trivial. People often make choices for which, under an
alternative choice, national income might have been higher. Are all such choices ‘bad’
because they decrease national income from some potential maximum? GDP is not
the perfect measure of wellbeing, after all.

Even if the professional gambler does not ‘enjoy’ gambling, we must assume that, all
things considered, he decides how to best spend his time.41 That is, his gambling
career (even though he may not enjoy it) including the expected return must be
preferred to any alternative career path, no matter how much utility he might have
received. If he is successful, his income and purchases rise, which would lead to
increased utility. If, on the other hand, the professional gambler fails to earn an
adequate living, we expect him to turn to some other method of earning a living.42

One further problem with the classification of gambling as a DUP activity is that the
professional gambler, even if he does not receive utility from gambling, may be
providing benefits to other players and even to the casino. Scitovsky (1986, p.192)
writes, ‘the active participants’ satisfactions from engaging in sex, social and
competitive sports, social games, gambling, etc., depend on the availability of equally
active participants as partners; and that kind of interdependence…is symmetrical.’
Further, he notes,

in social activities, like bridge, chess, tennis, football, or gambling, each active
participant both needs partners and provides one. In other words, he creates both demand
and supply, which complement each other and are mutually offsetting. That explains why
most such activities do not go through the market, which, in these cases, only performs
the ancillary services of providing the tools, the premises, the training, the bringing
together of partners, and occasionally provides a standby professional partner when
amateur partners are not available.

Thus, even in cases when the professional gambler does not enjoy his ‘career,’ others
may benefit from his choice.

                                                                
40 Microeconomic theory suggests that most gamblers probably receive some level of consumers’
surplus from the activity. For a discussion specific to gambling, see ACIL (1999, pp. 60-61). There
have been some recent empirical studies on the issue. For example, in studying the UK horse racing
industry, Johnson, O’Brien and Shin (1999) test for a utility component to gambling. When betting on a
horse, a person has the choice of paying a 10% tax on the wager or on the return (if the chosen horse
wins). The authors show that the first choice is always best from an expected wealth perspective.
However, as the size of wagers rises, the tendency to choose the latter rises. This suggests a
‘consumption value’ of gambling that rises as the size of the wager rises.
41 For convenience of expression, the author has referred to the typical gambler as male. It is
acknowledged that women also gamble, some of them as professionals.
42 Consider, as another example, an entrepreneur who starts his/her own business. If the business fails,
of course, the investor is not likely to ‘enjoy’ the experience. Is failed entrepreneurship therefore a
DUP activity?
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DUP activities in the public choice literature
Aside from the problems noted above, a review of the DUP literature from the early
1980s makes it clear that gambling cannot technically be considered a DUP activity.
Reading these papers, including Bhagwati (1982; 1983) and Bhagwati et al. (1984),
reveals that DUP is the general class of activities that includes ‘rent seeking’.
Bhagwati (1983, p.635) writes, ‘I call DUP activities the set of phenomena that
Tollison et al. call rent seeking.’43 Tollison (1982) uses the example of a monopolist
and explains: ‘To the extent that real resources are spent to capture monopoly rents in
such ways as lobbying, these expenditures create no value from a social point of view.
It is this activity of wasting resources in competing for artificially contrived transfers
that is called rent seeking’ (p.577; italics added). It is important to understand that the
activities amount to attempts to capture wealth transfers usually created by
government legislation (Johnson 1991, pp.328-329). In the case of a government-
created monopoly, rents are available to a potential monopolist, and so interested
parties compete to win the government’s favor. This lobbying for the monopoly
privilege is rent seeking or DUP. Gambling lacks the characteristics required to
classify it as rent seeking, since there is no artificially contrived transfer by
government.

Bhagwati (1982, pp.989-991) coined the term DUP and explains that, while most
DUP activities are related to attempts to influence government policies, they ‘can in
principle be government free or exclusively private.44 Thus, effort and resources may
be (legally) expended in getting a share of the “going” transfer by an economic agent,
what may be described as “altruism seeking.”’ Given that Bhagwati leaves the door
open for the possibility of private DUP activities, does gambling by a professional
qualify?

Consider first an example that follows directly from Bhagwati’s discussion. Let us
suppose that a church has announced that it will contribute $1,000 to local charities.
The administrators of soup kitchens, shelters, etc. might spend time and other
resources ‘lobbying’ the church for contributions. This lobbying constitutes DUP. It is
important that, as Bhagwati notes, there is a ‘going transfer.’ Otherwise, suppose a
soup kitchen privately convinces a church to donate some money it had not initially
intended to. This case is simply a voluntary, private transaction. The contribution was
not going to occur ex ante.

Is a casino bet by a professional gambler a ‘going transfer up for grabs’? No. It is not
the case that the casino will transfer a certain predetermined amount of wealth, and
the various gamblers compete for the casino’s favor. Rather, each time the player bets,
he agrees to the rules of the casino game. The gambler cannot lobby such that he wins
while excluding other players from the same opportunity. Each player that walks into
the casino has the potential to win, regardless of other players’ performance.45

                                                                
43 Tullock (1981, p. 391, footnote 2) explains: ‘Bhagwati is attempting to get the term “rent-seeking”
shifted to ‘directly unproductive profit seeking, DUP (pronounced dupe)’. I do not like rent-seeking as
a term and would agree that this revision of the language would be an improvement, but I suspect that it
is too late to make the change now.’
44 Bhagwati and Srinivasan (1982, p. 34) also make this point. Bhagwati (1982, p. 994) and Bhagwati
and Srinivasan (1982) explain that in some cases, DUP activities may be welfare enhancing.
45 In the extreme case, one could argue that the casino could be filled to capacity so that a given player
is unable to place bets.
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DUP activities refer to wasteful behaviour that is geared toward receiving a transfer
that is, by nature, rival. For example, if one firm receives the government’s consent to
become a monopolist, other firms are necessarily excluded from the privilege. If soup
kitchen A receives the $1,000 church donation, kitchen B does not. In contrast, my
placing a bet at a casino (and winning) does not preclude other players from also
playing, or even making the same bets. Put slightly more formally, in a standard rent
seeking/DUP case, say where n individuals compete for a monopoly right, n-1 of the
individuals will be unsuccessful. In contrast, if there are n professional gamblers who
are trying to make a living, it is not the case that n-1 must be unsuccessful. Indeed, all
n gamblers may earn a positive return.

Conclusion
Two points tend to discredit the DUP argument applied to gambling. First, to suggest
that a gambler could otherwise use his time producing widgets and GDP would
subsequently be higher is trivial. We all might have more ‘productive’ alternative
pursuits, though we have no way of knowing for sure what those are. Besides,
national income is not the only measure of wellbeing. More importantly, the relevant
public choice literature does not provide a foundation on which gambling may be
classified as a DUP activity (public or private). A bet in a casino is a voluntary private
market transaction between casino and player. There exists no rivalrous or competing
‘artificially contrived’ public transfer, nor a ‘going’ private transfer that is up for
grabs.

Whether the legalisation of casino gambling has been socially beneficial or not will be
debated well into the future; that general picture of gambling is beyond the scope of
this paper. The point here is not to suggest that gambling is either ‘good’ or ‘bad.’
Research into the economic effects of gambling is still primitive. Too often, it seems,
faulty arguments have made it into the literature, have gone uncorrected and are
perpetuated by other researchers. This makes the debate much more confused. Only
when past errors are corrected and more research is performed will citizens and
politicians begin to have a clear understanding of the effects of gambling on society.
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Book Reviews

Overcoming compulsive gambling:
A self-help guide using cognitive behavioral techniques

Alex Blaszczynski
Robinson, London, 1998

This book is part of Robinson Publishing's series "Overcoming..." (along with other
titles such as 'Overcoming Depression', 'Overcoming Anxiety' etc.). It is primarily
aimed at the lay reader who may be experiencing gambling problems within the
family although it will be of interest to almost any professional who works in the area
of gambling including those in the psychological and medical professions. The
author's main intention is to help all those who have lost control over their gambling
by providing step-by-step instructions in how to regain control over their behaviour.

The book is divided into two major sections. The first section (consisting of eight
parts and entitled "About Problem Gambling") provides an overview of problem
gambling which is used to set the scene before going onto the book's second section -
a seven-step self-help guide to overcoming problem gambling. Throughout the book,
the writing is highly accessible and is written more for those with a gambling problem
than those who research or work within the area. However, this is not a criticism as
the author clearly recognizes which is the most relevant audience to be writing for!

For those who know little about gambling apart from a personal perspective, the first
half of the book is a compact and comprehensible summary of the gambling field. For
those researching in the field there is little that they should not already know but
Blaszczynski does a very good job of summarizing key concepts and major debates in
an accessible way that cuts through much of the jargon found in highly academic
research papers. All the major areas that you would expect to be covered are included
such as a brief history about gambling within society, definitions and types of
gambling, characteristics of problem gambling, the different phases of problem
gambling, risk factors of problem gambling, psychosocial effects of problem
gambling (depression, suicidal ideation, anxiety, cognitive impairment, physical
symptoms etc.), the impact of problem gambling on the family, types of gambling
treatment and the goals of treatment (with a helpful overview of the abstinence vs.
control debate). As with any introductory book aimed primarily at lay readers, there
were places that I felt that I would liked to have known more but the author cannot do
anything but give the broadest of overviews in each of the chosen areas.

In the second half of the book, Blaszczynski goes on to describe his self-help
treatment approach in detail. The introductory section of this part of the book makes it
clear that many gamblers will need assistance above and beyond this book alone and
identifies such groups (for instance, alcoholics, those with suicidal tendencies, those
where gambling is not the primary problem etc.). He also gives a comprehensive list
of who might benefit most including the relatives of problem gamblers. The actual
program is implicitly embedded within the stages of change model that has been
popularized in other addictions (e.g. smoking) and is explained simply but
comprehensibly. Blaszczynski outlines his seven steps which in a paraphrased
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nutshell are:  (1) Motivation to establish outcome goals; (2) Monitoring the level of
gambling; (3) Controlling the gambling urge with a relaxation technique; (4) Learning
to identify 'trigger' situations; (5) Challenging irrational thoughts and beliefs about
gambling; (6) Preventing relapse; and (7) Eliciting family support. The text also
contains useful monitoring sheets and diary templates that the gambler can photocopy
and use to follow Blaszczynski's guide (there are also spare copies of these in the
appendices). In addition to this, at the end of each of the steps there is a helpful review
of each step. If I had any minor quibbles, it would be that the words 'pathological',
'problem' and 'compulsive' to prefix excessive gambling are used a little inconsistently
throughout the text; and there is only a single page concluding comment. However
these criticisms are so minor they do not detract from the utility of the book.

In summary, the book is accessibly written, does not contain copious references but
does have a useful (if somewhat small) "further reading" section and a list of useful
contact addresses. Primarily the book will be of most benefit to those who really need
it (problem gamblers and their families). But it will also be a useful addition to the
shelf of any medical or clinical psychology library not least because it gives a broad
overview of the issues in an easy to understand way.
Mark Griffiths
Psychology Division
Nottingham Trent University

Pathological Gambling: The Making of a Medical Problem
Brian Castellani
NY: State University of New York, Albany, 2000

With so few books in the field of gambling studies taking a sociological perspective
and even fewer taking an interactionist approach, the title of Castellani’s recent book,
Pathological Gambling: The Making of a Medical Problem (Albany, NY: State
University of New York, 2000), sounds most intriguing. The central arguments of the
book - that particular social and historical conditions have given rise to the emergence
of problem gambling as a medical issue, that this model emerged as dominant in the
United States because it served the purposes of a variety of different stakeholders
more or less well and that that this definition is not the only, or even the best, way to
understand problem gambling - are sound. However, the book contains several flaws
that detract alarmingly from these important insights.

The first section of the book presents the reader with a discourse on the theoretical
and methodological framework that Castellani has developed through an integration
of the perspectives of Michel Foucault and Anselm Strauss, two important
sociologists of the 20th Century. The second and lengthiest, section of the book uses
the narrative device of a criminal trial to present the perspectives of the major
stakeholders concerned with problem gambling in the United States and the historical
circumstances within which the “discursive strategies” of these stakeholders led to the
eventual dominance of the view of problem gambling as a medical issue. The third



International Gambling Studies Vol 1, Sept 2001 183

section of the book presents a series of recommended changes that Castellani believes
are needed to move beyond the limited, medicalised view of problem gambling.

Castellani presents some intriguing information about how gambling operators and
politicians have overcome the stereotypes of gambling as a “deviant” behaviour and
of operators as “organised crime” in the United States in the 1980s and 1990s. There
is also some excellent material on the strategies by which problem gambling came to
be defined as a legitimate concern of the fields of mental health and addictions
treatment and how problem gambling fit into the larger agendas of the medical and
psychiatric professions in the United States in this period.

The first section of the book, however, is flawed by Castellani’s use of the annoying
device of a casual conversation to present his theoretical perspective and
methodological approach. Few readers will have the patience to read more widely in
an effort to understand such concepts as “lateral complexity,” subversion of the
“vertical bias” and “negotiated order.” However, the nine pages that Castellani does
spend in an attempt to explain his use of these concepts are inadequate and leave even
sociological readers struggling to understand how and whether, he has managed to
transcend, as he puts it, the disciplinary boundaries of “psychology, economics,
history, philosophy and the rest of the social sciences” to make sense of a world that is
“non-linear, multi-layered and integrated, fuzzy, grey, polymorphous, non-causally
determined” (Castellani 2000: 10).

The weakness of the second section of the book is that Castellani has chosen to focus
on the historical development of problem gambling as an issue in the United States.
As a result, the book is likely to have only limited appeal to international readers.
While not all of the “discursive strategies” are unique to the United States - nearly all
of the arguments about problem gambling that Castellani presents from the industry
perspective, for example, have been made by gaming industries in other countries -
use of the courts to handle personal and political problems is not as common in other
parts of the world and readers outside the United States are likely to find the entire
second section of the book too ‘American’.

Perhaps the greatest flaw of the book lies in Castellani’s uncritical view of problem
gambling as an “immense social crisis” and an issue of “epidemic proportions“
(Castellani 2000: 4, 36, 142). This is a perspective advocated by Robert Goodman in
his book, The Luck Business (New York, NY: Free Press, 1995) which examines the
social consequences of the widespread legalisation of gambling. However, a careful
reading of Goodman’s book reveals that many of its assertions are based on
questionable sources of scholarship. A more thorough review of this literature would
reveal that statements about the inevitable increase of problem gambling that
accompanies increases in gambling involvement are just as much a “discursive
strategy” of gambling opponents and organizations that depend on providing services
to problem gamblers as the claims of gaming operators that these activities are simply
a form of entertainment. Castellani’s unquestioning dependence on Goodman - he
states that his own work is best viewed as a “companion piece to Goodman”
(Castellani 2000: 6) - represents a serious lapse in the critical sociological perspective
and detracts from the several substantial contributions that this book makes.
Rachel A. Volberg
Department of Psychology
University of Massachusetts



International Gambling Studies Vol 1, Sept 2001 184

The Age of Chance – Gambling in western culture
Gerda Reith
Routledge, London & New York, 1999

This, to put it mildly, is an ambitious book. Dr Reith (this was originally her PhD
thesis) seeks to demonstrate how the social meaning of gambling has developed over
the last 2000 years or more – as the representation of divine will, as an apparatus
adapted to heuristic purposes from which our understanding of probability emerged
and as an activity to counter the desolation of late modernity, amongst others. Indeed,
Reith argues that we occupy a world where the accelerating development of
capitalism and modernity and perhaps the death of God (Nietzsche has a strong
presence in this book), have produced an Age of Chance within which our primary
metaphysical state is that of deep anxiety about the uncertain nature of our being, a
phenomenon she calls “ontological insecurity.”

Thus, says Reith, chance has gone full circle for gamblers, resuming its original status
as an emblem of the sacred, acting through the medium of gambling to generate
meaning in a world where meaning is largely absent, yet desperately desired.

In assembling this argument, Reith ably invokes a range of theoretical support. The
work of Nietzsche, Walter Benjamin and Baudrillard is all utilised, as is that of
Aristotle, Bataille and, interestingly, Dostoevsky. There is an extensive survey of the
history of the perception and practice of gambling, drawn largely from a European
perspective and particularly from the British, although Las Vegas provides a site for
the discussion of interesting ideas about the way gambling sites have evolved into
simulacra and thus how Las Vegas might be thought of as “the capital of the twentieth
century”. A section of the book is devoted to a type of phenomenological study of the
world of the gambler, largely utilising the work of literary gamblers, which is where
Dostoevsky comes in.

Reith is fairly scathing of those who have pathologised gambling, interpreting this as
more or less indicative of the continued power of the Enlightenment notion of
‘balance’. Gamblers are irrational, deviant individuals in this view. In sharp contrast,
Reith sees gamblers as more or less appropriately “orientating [themselves] within a
world of pure chance … over which one has no control and in relation to which one is
entirely dependent” as Harvie Ferguson puts it in his preface to the book. In this
context, gambling should not be perceived as an illness, but a response to the
uncertainty of contemporary life.

The Age of Chance is thus an attempt to construct what amounts to a social theory of
the gambler’s world, which Reith believes is likely to be greatly useful for our
understanding of the world in general. In this, I am at one with her.

This book represents a watershed for those interested in this area of research,
combining as it does sound scholarship with an infusion of ideas about the way we
construct meaning. If I were to quibble, I would express disappointment that Simmel
is present in only a fairly fragmentary form, with his work on the importance of
money to the development of complex society largely untouched. Even more
fragmentary in this book is Max Weber who has a great deal to tell us about the way
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we construct meaning and indeed identifies the space where personal meaning is
generated within the hostile framework of modernity. A surprising omission from a
book that deals fairly carefully with chance and probability is Keynes, who had quite
a deal to say about these subjects, much of it directly relevant to the situation Reith
sets out to interpret.

The orientation of the cultural history that constitutes a large part of the book is very
European and it would have benefited, I think, from a more careful consideration of
the terrain of gambling in, say, Australia, where many of the conclusions that Reith
draws from the cultural history of British gambling might be interestingly challenged.
A more detailed discussion of the political economy of contemporary gambling might
have resulted from such a comparative approach. There is, I suspect, a deep
connection between the absence of meaning in contemporary life and the absence of
money and gambling is a field where these concomitant absences might usefully be
explored.

These are, however, minor misgivings. Reith has presented those of us who are
interested in using the tools of social theory in gambling research with a handbook
that opens numerous avenues for inquiry. Although scholarly in its orientation, it is
nonetheless accessible to the more general reader. It is, I believe, a book that should
orient and assist gambling researchers, practitioners and participants alike.

Charles Livingstone
Ashworth Centre for Social Theory
University of Melbourne

Super Casino: Inside the “New” Las Vegas
Pete Early
Bantam Books, 2000

The Real Las Vegas: Life Beyond the Strip
David Littlejohn (ed.)
Oxford University Press, 1999

24/7: Living it Up and Doubling Down in the New Las Vegas
Andres Martinez
Villard Books, 1999

These three books present various perspectives of modern-day Las Vegas; from the
viewpoints of casino executives and gaming industry personnel (Earley), Las Vegas
residents (Littlejohn) and a gambling-immersed tourist (Martinez). In an open-minded
and non-polemical fashion, the authors chronicle the social and economic forces
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behind the city’s explosive and indiscriminate growth and contemplate the
consequences of moving ahead so far, so fast.

On the one hand, Las Vegas is by far America’s fastest-growing city; it has an
enticingly low property tax burden; and it leads the nation in jobs created and tourists
attracted. Conversely, because gambling, sex and alcohol pervade the community, it
still carries the “Sin City” label and is nationally ranked at or near the top in several
dubious categories, including suicide, bankruptcy, crime, high school dropout and
alcohol consumption rates (Littlejohn, 1999). The indispensable condition for
economic survival in this single-industry city is the money spent by tourists in the
grandiose Las Vegas strip and downtown casinos. If Las Vegas is “a metaphor for
postmodern America” and “a reflection of our basest urges,” as the authors’ suggest,
then the image becomes the grotesque distortion of the funhouse mirror.

Littlejohn, editor of Real Las Vegas: Life Beyond the Strip heads a team of 15 Cal-
Berkeley graduate students - all with investigative reporting experience - and one
award-winning photojournalist who attempt to “peel off the strip” and depict the way
that Las Vegas inhabitants live, work and play. The final product is a montage of
essays dealing with such diverse topics as the plight of the homeless, the Hispanic and
African-American community experiences, the formidable labor unions, the real
estate boom, pawn shops, the sex trade, crime, water policy, the growth of
megachurches and life inside a Las Vegas high school. Giving a ring of authenticity to
the essays is the extensive background information garnered by the authors through
studying the local culture and interviewing key informants.

While the writing is uneven and there are no transitional links between pieces, the
book provides graphic snapshots of grungy, beneath-the-surface Las Vegas. While not
moralizing, the essayists’ generally gloomy portrayal of Las Vegas life makes
residing there seem decidedly unappealing. Even though many of the crises facing Las
Vegas are shared by other American cities - particularly those in the southwest
experiencing rapid growth - these cities differ from Las Vegas in terms of the wider
latitude they have to deal with their problems. Being under the thumb of the gambling
industry, as Las Vegas is, means that industry concerns are paramount and other
pressing matters are ignored or dismissed as being unimportant. In essence, the
industry and its political minions present the city as a glistening jewel and strive to
perpetuate the fantasy by not allowing reality to creep in. For example, vacationers
will encounter few homeless people on the strip; they exist in droves in Las Vegas,
but police keep them out of sight lest they disturb the visitors. The number of Las
Vegas pawnshops has more than quadrupled in the past decade, but they too are
unseen by high-rolling tourists. These lenders of last resort provide a valuable service
for casino casualties and low- and moderate-income residents, but because civic
leaders find them “seedy and objectionable” and not part of the image they wish to
portray, they are located on the scruffy side streets of downtown or in the down-
market suburb of North Las Vegas.

Casino corporations supply about fifty per cent of the campaign funds for winning
candidates in civic, state and federal elections. This political backing, along with a
non-adversarial press corps, has the desired effect of making elected officials
beholden to casino management and gives the gambling industry an overwhelming
influence on virtually every area of life in the Las Vegas valley. The Catch-22 is that
catering to the gambling industry sometimes conflicts with the public interest. To
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illustrate, a common theme in the Littlejohn book is the difficulty in establishing and
maintaining civic traditions and a sense of community in the face of a steady influx of
new residents, perpetual rebuilding and expansion, a gambling-based economy and a
24-hour service-sector workforce. This combination of factors has created, according
to one informant, “a city without a soul”.

The Las Vegas school system is underfunded and overcrowded - in some schools
there are daily double shifts - but because having a higher education is not a requisite
for a good paying casino job, there is no urgency to alleviate the problem. Teens in
Las Vegas face an overpowering double whammy - they lose their innocence quicker
and grow up faster because of their exposure to an abundance of temptations; yet
despite their worldliness in some areas, some seem to stay in a pubertal state longer.
Because of the city’s 24-hour lifestyle and a preponderance of one-parent families,
many Las Vegas children are not supervised carefully, which often results in a child’s
psychic and spiritual impoverishment and few life skills to cope with difficult
situations. Consequently living on the edge, as evidenced by racial conflict, teen
pregnancy, drug use and suicide, is commonplace and much higher than the national
average in the Las Vegas school system.

Las Vegas is a brazenly exhibitionist city that is based on “hustling”. Earley describes
the city as “an oasis for dreamers, get-rich-quick schemers and charlatans”. A hustler
is a type of con artist; and conning, by definition, involves manipulating others’
perceptions of reality and especially of one’s self, creating, in effect, false
impressions. The hustler’s main ploy is the “short con”—working a scam to take the
“sucker” for the cash (s)he has on them at the time, or as much of it as the victim will
part with. Sometimes the hustler goes for the “big con”: the essential feature is
“putting the mark on the send” that is, getting them to go away and return with larger
sums of money. The ideal “sucker,” “fish” or “pigeon” in hustler parlance is the
player who doesn’t realize that winning is highly improbable over the long haul and
makes him/herself available for more action on a regular basis. Littlejohn’s book
depicts hustling scenarios in a variety of ways including breast-augmented sex trade
workers who lie about what the customer is going to get; a police department that
refuses to issue a daily police blotter because too many crime stories might make the
city appear dangerous and reduce the tourist flow; and the dead-end lives of Hispanic
immigrants - the backbone of the service industry - toiling with shovels, hamburger
flippers and vacuum cleaners but remaining near the bottom of the social ladder.

Given this societal warping, why is Las Vegas America’s fastest growing city? Jobs
are a primary reason; each new hotel room purportedly creates two and a half new
jobs: one and a half at the hotel itself and one in the ancillary industries that help
service it. Although most of the work is in non-union service jobs, it attracts a third
world labor force seeking to improve its lot in the United States. Las Vegas is a
retirement haven because of the mild climate, relatively low cost of living and ready
access to gambling. Even though most retirees gamble responsibly in low-stakes
games at neighborhood casinos, these casinos thrive on the business because the
elderly gamblers use them as seniors’ centres and bring with them the two most
important ingredients for gambling: time and money. Corporations find a hospitable
business environment in Las Vegas because inevitably they pay lower taxes and
encounter fewer regulations than they did in their previous locales.
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Las Vegas is best known for its lavish strip casino-hotels, world-class entertainment
and cast of characters including criminals (Bugsy Siegel), gamblers (Jimmy the
Greek, Amarillo Slim), entrepreneurs (Steve Wynn) and entertainers (Liberace, Elvis
and Frank Sinatra), but precious little has been written about the unvarnished lives of
regular Las Vegans. Littlejohn and his colleagues provide a glimpse of sub rosa Las
Vegas - a blend of prosperity, misfortune and turmoil along with first-hand reports on
the whirl of daily life in this gambling-saturated community. Both politicians and
academics interested in the effects of widespread, easily accessible gambling will find
this book instructive.

Pete Earley’s Super Casino focuses on the inner workings of the Nevada casino
industry. The first half of the book documents the rise of corporate casinos with an
emphasis on Circus Circus Enterprises and profiles legendary Las Vegas builders such
as Buggsy Siegel, Jay Sarno and Howard Hughes. The second half centres on the
infighting and intrigue amongst Circus Circus corporate executives and the day-to-day
operations of its showcase casino-hotel, the Luxor.

Earley, a former Washington Post and Wall Street Journal reporter who has
previously written about spy rings and life inside a federal prison, was given free and
unconditional access by Circus Circus mandarins to attend meetings, interview staff
and observe life inside the Luxor and Circus Circus casino-hotels. The reader is
introduced to casino executives, dealers, floor managers and security officers; and
along the way we learn about the misadventures of a teenage prostitute, the joys and
heartaches of being a showgirl in a major musical revue and the tricks of professional
card counting and how casinos monitor and control it.

Earley’s book contains a curious combination of subject matter: part business history
and part vignettes of life in Las Vegas. The Circus Circus story, while interesting, is
not overly captivating by Las Vegas standards. Initially, the genius of Circus Circus
Enterprises was in targeting a different customer base than upscale properties such as
the Mirage and Caesars Palace – namely, working-class vacationers with children.
With the construction of the Mandalay Bay resort whose quarry is the baby boomer
generation looking for a high-class experience, the company recently became a player
in the ultra-luxury hotel-casino sweepstakes. For its ability to build super casinos
faster and cheaper than its competitors and running them more efficiently, Circus
Circus was recognized by industry peers as company of the year in 1996. All was not
sweetness and light in corporate headquarters, however, as outsized executive egos
fuelled ongoing internecine squabbles that made Nero’s Rome seem prankish by
comparison. Pride and envy seemed to be the emotions du jour in the executive suite
as CEOs plotted to keep hotshot associates from taking their jobs while at the same
time attempting to upstage their corporate rivals in building grander and gaudier
edifices. Sometimes this cut-throat competition produces unfortunate consequences;
for example, promising leaders get chewed up and spit out in the administrative power
struggles and in jockeying for position with the opposition, new casinos often exceed
their budgets and important details get missed in the rush to open first.

Among Earley’s more interesting anecdotes about daily routines in the Luxor is a
grisly account of a security guard thrashing a homeless man, a discourse on the ways
that dealers hide stolen chips (e.g. in a brassiere), a discussion about unprincipled
visitors who attempt to libel the casino by pretending to have been robbed or by
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feigning sickness or injury and the inside dope on how dealers hustle tips and get
patrons to place bets for them.

While not commenting directly on the broader moral issues of a gambling-based
economy, Earley does quote a cynical cabdriver who says:

Las Vegas is about only one thing: greed. Everyone here is trying to make a
buck off someone else’s misery. That’s cold, man, but it’s true. These casinos
don’t manufacture a product. They don’t produce anything. They just take
your money. And thousands of people come out here every day and gladly
hand it over. Why? They think they are going to win something for nothing.

For balance, Earley also conveys the frenetic energy and otherworldly splendor of Las
Vegas that makes it the world’s leading destination resort.

Earley is to be commended for providing an interesting, up-tempo and unflinching
portrayal of Las Vegas’ new super casinos. He also deserves credit for convincing the
senior executives of Circus Circus Enterprises to give him unrestricted entrée into
their operations without relinquishing editorial control of the project.

Martinez’s book, 24/7: Living it Up and Doubling Down in the New Las Vegas,
describes his headlong plunge into casino gambling armed with his publisher’s
$50,000 advance. Over a five week period when he stayed at ten different casino
hotels, Martinez risked his bankroll playing high-stakes blackjack, baccarat, roulette,
war and the slots. Like the previously reviewed authors, Martinez waxes philosophical
about the new Las Vegas: how it got this way, where it’s going and the possibility of
similar cities sprouting up in other parts of the world. Distinguishing “24/7” from the
other books is the tingle of excitement one gets in living vicariously through a
normally unassuming, prudent guy posing as a free-spirited high-roller and the quirky
sense of humor Martinez employs in describing the characters he meets, his gambling
experiences and the Las Vegas scene in general.

Martinez is no degenerate gambler; rather he is an Ivy League university law
graduate, former Wall Street Journal reporter and editorial board member of a big city
daily. The book has two major themes: a commentary on the ambience of the casino-
hotels where he stayed and played (ranging from the spectacular Bellagio to the
pedestrian Riviera) and the offbeat dramatis personae he encounters along the way
(e.g. conventioneers, a professional sports gambler, a retired Israeli soldier seeking to
be a blackjack authority and a minister who moonlights as a restroom attendant in a
topless nightclub); and Martinez’s own gambling escapades (he provides a running
tally of wins and losses which adds an element of tension and excitement to the book).

As a high-roller, Martinez gets “comped” (free meals, accommodation and airfare) at
most of the gambling venues. He is awarded this status because of the “action” he
gives the casino; that is, his willingness to play for high stakes over long periods of
time. Surprisingly, he is not an accomplished player. He knows basic blackjack
strategy but sometimes defies the odds on a whim - Martinez even plays war (the
child’s game where the highest card flipped over wins), which he admits is a
dummy’s game that his pet cat could play. He displays a fondness for roulette and
baccarat, sheer luck games with no optimal playing strategy, while eschewing poker
and sports betting, games that can be beaten by a sharp bettor. In his off-hours from
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gambling, Martinez reads Dostoevsky’s The Gambler to learn about the gambler’s
psyche. While his fortunes soar and dip, we learn firsthand of the exhilaration of a big
win and the despair of a “bad beat.” In a poignant moment near the end of the book,
he recalls a quote from Mario Puzo’s Inside Las Vegas: “Remember, a losing streak is
far more deadly than a winning streak is benevolent”.

Through his roller coaster adventures, Martinez gains wisdom but pays a high tuition
fee for the knowledge. In an introspective moment he wonders “why he has spent so
much time in these dreadful casinos, which at the end of the day, all bullshit aside, are
not in the business of rewarding extraordinary talent”. While not in the least an anti-
gambling crusader, Martinez occasionally peeks behind Vegas’ glittery curtain and
finds a repellent side to no-holds-barred gambling. For instance, he describes the
paycheck cashing gimmicks offered by local casinos as “predatory”; he acknowledges
that Las Vegas is a city “that attracts all sorts of characters with lower moral
standards”; and he admonishes the gambling industry for not doing nearly enough to
mitigate gambling abuse and addiction. He sums up the gambling industry’s cynical
perspective on problem gambling in the phrase--“You’ve made a losing bet and it’s
your problem”.

One of the experts Martinez consults to help fathom the idiosyncrasies of Las Vegas
is Hal Rothman, a UNLV history professor and author of the acclaimed textbook
Devil’s Bargains: Tourism in the Twentieth Century American West. Rothman tells
him that malleability is the key to Las Vegas’ survival, its ability to reinvent itself
time and again and to anticipate social trends and individual needs. A visit to Las
Vegas is a time-out from daily life; the city thrives by providing fun, excitement and
danger that cannot be found at home. And Las Vegans clearly understand that they are
“purveyors of amenity” - they give tourists exactly what they want and are willing to
pay for (gambling, cheap sex and easy living).

If you are keeping score, all three books are well written, they deepen our
comprehension of the Las Vegas ethos and are worthy additions to any serious
gambling scholar’s library. Littlejohn’s book offers more revelations because it covers
virgin territory. If casino expansion and management is your interest, read Earley. Or
if you prefer a combination of both and a dash of wry wit, try Martinez. Having
traveled to Las Vegas at least 15 times, I must admit that these books hardened my
pre-existing mindset toward Las Vegas; that is, it’s a marvelous place to visit on a
short holiday but probably not a place where you would want to put down roots.

Garry J. Smith
Alberta Gaming Research Institute
Dept. of Government Studies
University of Alberta
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Spielsucht. Ursachen und Therapie. (Pathological Gambling. Causes
and Therapies)

G. Meyer & M. Bachmann
Springer, Berlin, 2000

This book is an introduction into what constitute gambling problems and what you
might do about it. The examples are from results of research done in Germany, but
references to American and other mainstream research in the area are common
throughout the book. The German development and results are viewed through the
eyes of authors who are very knowledgeable about the research and research frontiers
in the world gambling research literature. As readers we get a good description of the
current state of gambling, gambling problems, gambling problem analysis and
gambling problems treatment in Germany. I wish we had more books of this kind,
which describes a country’s gambling and discusses it from the point of general
knowledge in the field.

The authors are well known Germans who have worked and written much about
gambling for the last two decades. The book is a rework of an earlier book from 1993.
In this book you have the feeling that they are striving to cover all aspects of their
topics. The book therefore is sometimes hard to read because of the authors’ fear of
leaving something important out. Here and there this makes it as interesting reading as
a telephone book. Maybe that is the downside of what is often referred to as “the
German Gründligkeit”.

But these are, after all, minor flaws; in general it is mostly a very readable text, the
points often illustrated by lively case histories. You see very little of the long
sentences and complicated idea twisting you often may find in German texts. I wish
this book was translated and adapted to an English reading public. I know of no other
book in the English language, which covers the most important topics about gambling
as well as this book.

It first describes the different kinds of gambling there are now in Germany. These
parts are often missing in texts about gambling from other countries. The gambling
industry that knows a lot about this often criticizes gambling research for not knowing
enough about the different kinds of gambling we are talking about in our texts. The
Meyer and Bachmann text is a good example of what we should do.

Next comes a description of pathological gambling drawing heavily on typologies
proposed by Custer and his co-workers and the diagnostically classification systems
now used (DSM and ICD). Different theories explaining gambling problems are
discussed and the authors propose a social learning variant of their own, stressing
three causal factors: the game itself, the person gambling and the environment.

More than half of the book is about treatment. Numerous studies of treatment in
Germany are mentioned and the different kinds of intervention used in Germany are
described, e.g. self-help, outpatient and inpatient treatment, treatments of families and
relapse prevention. I found these sections very informative about what treatments are
available in Germany, but maybe not critical enough about what international research
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so far may recommend as treatment of choice. The book gives an inside clinical view,
not a researcher’s point of view, when talking about treatment.

What is missing in this book, as in most texts about gambling, is solid data about
prevalence of gambling problems and representative samples of problem gamblers for
treatment. The authors are aware of this and have done a marvellous job of screening
for the most valuable tentative facts in their subject matter.

In short, Meyer and Bachman have written a good book. If you know some German,
read it. Otherwise, wait for the English translation and adaptation.

Sten Rönnberg
Institute of Applied Behavior Analysis, Ltd.
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International Gambling Studies, is a peer reviewed multidisciplinary journal
into gambling studies. Launched by a team of international experts with a
commitment to the highest scholarly standards, International Gambling
Studies will adopt a transnational and comparative approach to the
challenges that the global expansion of gambling poses in the 21st century.

International Gambling Studies seeks to:

• become a leading voice for analysis and research in gambling studies,
presenting work on the theory, methods, practice and history of gambling;

• encourage the application of perspectives from all social sciences
including sociology, psychology, anthropology, statistics, economics,
education, history, law, political science, community studies, management,
industrial relations, leisure and tourism studies;

• overcome the divide between theory and empirical research;
• advance excellence in gambling studies by integrating academic and

industry perspectives, encouraging comparative studies and critical
analysis;

• encourage articles that offer a new theoretical argument, provide new data
or use an innovative methodological approach or mode of analysis;

• give theoretical and analytical expression to the intellectual and policy
challenges in contemporary gambling;

• enhance the public relevance of gambling studies in the context of
contemporary society and global economic development; and

• appeal to a wide readership. While contributing to new developments at
the cutting edge of theory and method, the journal will be broadly
accessible to practitioners, students and policy makers.

International Gambling Studies features a forum section that will contain
review essays, symposia and debates. This section will encourage scholarly
debate, publishing reader’s responses to individual articles, short opinion
pieces and conference information.
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