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PART ONE




ABOUT PROBLEM
GAMBLING






Prologue



‘Sweating on the win’




My heart is pounding. I am standing on my toes, every muscle in my body tense as I watch the horses hurtling toward the finishing post. All I can think of is winning; winning just that amount of money that will let me draw even again. I just need this one piece of luck and I’ll be free again. The last three races have cost me dearly, I’m down to my last few pounds and if I lose again, I know I’m in real trouble. Excitement, fear, panic – these are the emotions overwhelming me, all mixed in together, what a buzz. This is a real high. Look at them go, my horse is edging in front, I’m going to win, I know I am . . .


I had no intention of betting on the horses today. I’m sick of being behind all the time, borrowing money from friends for lunch, no money to take the kids out, the car needs repairs and Emma, my wife, wants to go on holiday this Easter. This has been going on for the last four years and at age twenty-seven, I should have at least some money to buy things for the family. Now was the time to be strong: I was determined without fail to pay this month’s rent. Already two payments behind and some more bills to come, I kicked myself for betting last week when I already had the money. I should have known better. But then, when I read the form guide and saw that one horse I knew was a certainty running over its favourite distance and at those odds, I just had to grab the chance. A win of this size would solve all my problems. The thought of that win just wouldn’t go away, running through my mind constantly. The urge to gamble was too great, nothing else mattered, I had to place that bet no matter what. No thought of the possibility that I could lose ever entered my head.


I felt bad about lying to my wife that I was called in to do some overtime. It was a bit risky, too, because she could ask for the money to buy Rachel the shoes she needed for school. But this was the only way to leave the house without suspicion. I’d kick myself if this horse won without me backing it. It happened before and I was really angry. I blamed Emma for making me go to that damn party. I would have been five hundred in front and not in this mess now. I’m not making the same mistake twice. Anyway, she’ll be happy enough when I give her some of the winnings. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.


Gee, I hate that wave of numbness that comes on when you lose your last penny. That horse would have won if the damn jockey didn’t pull it so early. His fault totally – but that doesn’t make me feel any better. Look at what I’ve done: I’m behind again, I’ve lied to my wife, Rachel will miss out again. To make matters worse, what will I tell Emma about the supposed overtime pay? I know, I lent it to Peter, he had to pay some medical bills for his wife. No question that Emma will swallow that one.


This is getting out of hand. No more, I promise. I get nothing out of gambling except feeling miserable and down and I keep taking it out on the family. It’s not fair, I should wake up to myself. No more, I promise for sure.


Yes!! The horse has won, I’ve done it! I knew I would, no sweat. Gee, I feel great, on cloud nine! Three hundred pounds, what a beauty, I’m on a roll here. I can pay the bills now. But listen, I could double this three hundred on the next race. With six hundred the next few rent payments would be easy. I will win again, I’m positive. Yes, I’ll go for it. If I start losing, I’ll stop when I’m down to two hundred. I promise.


Alan


Five games into the season, I now know the best soccer team that will win. Bill said that my knowledge of the game is superb and that I could win big if I backed my favourite team. I did initially dip my toe in the water and placed a small bet on a head-to-head win against the second ranked team. It came off as predicted. I did the same the next match. At work I kept boasting how good my skills were. I started to believe that this is where the money lay. I started to bet big but the next game, my team lost. I discounted this because two of the top players were off their game. I thought that I would double my bet in the following few games to catch up on my losses. I could hardly believe that the team is in a losing streak and I am way behind. I keep boasting that I pick the winning team to my friends but I am way behind. I will double again next game and hope they will win, otherwise I will be in real strife with my mortgage payments.


Jim
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What is gambling and when is it a problem or a disorder?


In time, many things change and many things remain the same. The Mirage Casino Hotel, Las Vegas, scene of my most recent conference presentation, and almost forty years since my first. There are new table card games on offer and the gaming machines that are resplendent with vibrant sounds, flashing lights and appealing sophisticated graphic designs. Yet the lure and attraction of the casino table games and electronic gaming machines still provokes the identical sense of excitement and desire to be in with the crowd and the action that was evident so many years ago. Let me reflect on that memorable first experience.


Atlantic City, early 1980s, Bally’s Park Casino Hotel: the venue for my first international conference on gambling and risk-taking. It was also my first exposure to a casino. I hurried through hotel registration, deposited my luggage in my room, tipped the bellboy and with excited anticipation headed for the gambling floor. The cascade of noise, lights and movement of people all added to the dazzling atmosphere. Straight to the roulette table where I stood for several minutes watching others play and becoming familiar with the house rules. I took out the one hundred US dollars that I had set aside for gambling – the maximum I would allow myself to lose – and exchanged it for gambling chips. They were blue, I recall. The minimum stake was five dollars. Luck went my way, and after twenty minutes I was well in front. My urge satisfied, I left the table three hundred and sixty dollars richer. Tomorrow I would return and make more.


Early that next evening, several other delegates and I returned to the tables. Confident that my luck would continue, I chose the same roulette table and began playing. No win came. What was wrong, I asked, had they changed the wheel, was the croupier spinning the wheel differently? Soon the winnings from the day before had disappeared. I was down to my last twenty dollars of the allocated gambling kitty. My heart was pounding as I watched that last spin. I had to win. It didn’t happen. I felt a surge of anger. It was directed toward me: why didn’t I quit while I was in front? Now what would I do? I had lost not only my initial kitty but my winnings as well. I thought, ‘I must draw out some more cash and try and win that money back. I’ll stop once I win back the amount I lost, the amount that really belongs to me.’


I hastily retreated to the ATM machine conveniently located nearby, intent on taking out some of my holiday money to use to win my money back. But as I approached the machine I slowed down. Stop, I thought; I’m falling into the same pattern, the same trap, described by many of the gamblers I treat.


Let’s deal with this situation sensibly, I said to myself. First, relax, slow down, reduce my level of arousal and feeling of agitation and pressure to obtain more money. Now, let’s rethink the consequences of what I am doing. If I take my holiday money and lose that, how will I feel? Miserable and more angry at myself. And what will I do then? Take out more money to chase my losses? And if I lose that as well? Will I keep doing the same thing until I lose everything? If I have no money, then I will not be able to do what I had planned for my holidays. I will certainly be unhappy and remorseful.


I argued with myself. I could win, I insisted, my luck is bound to change.


Let’s be realistic: gambling pushed me into this situation, more gambling won’t get me out. My clients have taught me this through their own behaviour.


But the money I lost is rightfully mine; I should try to get it back.


Rubbish; the money I spent was for entertainment. I bought some excitement and enjoyment from the casino operators. The money is not mine, it’s theirs. They provided me with an opportunity for fun, playing roulette, in exchange for payment. This is much the same thing as when I pay the box office for a ticket to enjoy myself at the cinema. If the show is bad, I don’t go back to the ticket office and ask for my money back, do I? I accept that my money is gone. The same principle applies to gambling.


So I decided to learn from my clients’ behaviour and avoid being trapped by the same pitfall. I relaxed and challenged my thoughts, considering the consequences of how I would feel when, not if but when, I lost again. Cut and accept my losses and do not create more problems; this was the proper approach.


It was not easy the next two days, watching others gamble and experiencing the urge to try my luck again. But applying what I had learnt about the process from my clients and the techniques described in this book, I resisted the impulse to return to the roulette. I lost my kitty as expected, but no more; and then, having returned home, went on to spend a most enjoyable few days holidaying in Hawaii.


Decades later, in Las Vegas, exactly the same process and decision-making were applied with exactly the same results; I had fun gambling what I could afford and intended to spend, and left for home with no regrets or guilt.


With help from this book you can overcome your gambling compulsion and raise the overall quality of your life by improving your financial position, your relationships with others and your ability to cope more effectively with pressure. The aim of this self-help guide is to help you regain control over your compulsive gambling habits by giving you a greater understanding of what gambling is and teaching you ways in which you can challenge and correct your distorted thoughts about gambling. It may not be easy, but remember: the results depend on the effort you put into helping yourself.



What is gambling?


Gambling is an attractive form of entertainment that most people have enjoyed at one time or other in their adult life at least on one or more occasions. In contemporary society, it is common for people to play cards for money with family members or school friends; to play bingo, fruit machines (electronic gaming machines found in arcades in the UK with no age restrictions) and other forms of gaming machines; to purchase lottery or raffle tickets or enter sweepstakes; and to bet off-track or visit casinos. Many of these activities can be either in land-based venues or through the Internet using computers, smartphones or tablets. All these activities are regarded as fun and are socially approved forms of leisure. Gambling in the company of friends, the possibility of winning and the gambling environment with its noise and lights all combine to make the experience attractive and exciting. Dreams of vast wealth and changes in fortune also entice people to try their luck: a jackpot could easily help pay off the mortgage, or mean an overseas holiday or a new car. However, most people are realistic: they hope to win, but really expect to lose. They only stake money that they can afford to lose. Although there may be a sense of disappointment at having lost, there is no concern about it by either the gambler or family members. It is apparent that the physical arousal generated by the prospect of winning is experienced as excitement and is the main factor attracting people to gambling.


What exactly is gambling and how do we distinguish it from other risk-taking activities? Perhaps the simplest explanation of what gambling is has been given by two American psychologists involved in the treatment of problem gamblers, D. W. Bolen and W. H. Boyd. They described gambling as ‘the wager of any type of item or possession of value upon a game or event of uncertain outcome in which chance, of variable degree, determines such an outcome in order to obtain some gain/profit’.


We can say that there is general agreement that there are at least six essential components included in gambling:




1.    Two or more parties are involved (one can be an organisation).


2.    Events are based on uncertainty/chance.


3.    Items of value are redistributed according to the outcome of those uncertain/chance events.


4.    Items of value are not limited to money.


5.    Participation is voluntary.


6.    Participation is motivated by a desire to obtain a gain.





While the item of value that is staked is usually money, there have been cases in which people have bet possessions, property and even the sexual favours of their wives or daughters. According to one anecdote, a London police constable in the late 1800s chanced upon two shabbily dressed men in a quiet, foggy side street. One man was assisting the other, who appeared to the constable to be trying to hang himself from the lamppost. When he attempted to intervene and save the man from what he thought was suicide, the constable was told in no uncertain terms to go away and mind his own business. It transpired that one of the men was so sure that he had the winning hand in a game of cards that he bet his life he would win. Unfortunately, he lost and was now in the process of paying his debt.


Specifically excluded from the definition are activities that involve some degree of risk but do not include the transfer of items of value. This extends to such risk-taking behaviour as hang-gliding, crossing the road or driving fast – despite popular statements, for example, to the effect that ‘the traffic is so heavy these days that it’s a gamble trying to cross the road without being hit’. All gambling involves risk but not all risky behaviours involve gambling.


Gambling in society


There is nothing new about gambling, nor is it a peculiarly modern phenomenon. It is interesting to follow the development of gambling through the ages to shed some light on how society has reacted to problem gambling. Evidence exists to show that people have been gambling since ancient Egyptian times, 4000 years BC. Archaeological findings reveal that six-sided dice were used by the Etruscans and Romans around 900 BC and that in idle moments, Greek and Roman soldiers keenly wagered on the turn of numbered chariot wheels. This was the forerunner of roulette, a device refined by the French mathematician Blaise Pascal and introduced to England in 1739. It entered America in the nineteenth century and Australia as recently as 1973, where the game is now so popular that every Australian state and territory has one or more casinos.


Playing cards originated in twelfth-century China and reached Europe through Spain around the mid to late 1300s. Lotteries existed in early Roman days. Lots, that is the casting of numbers, were used by early courts in determining guilt, dividing property and electing politicians. Lotteries became popular as a means of raising funds for public projects. Queen Elizabeth I introduced lotteries to England in 1569 to finance public projects and the support of the poor. Lotteries raised funds for the American War of Independence: George Washington is reputed to have purchased the first ticket. According to an article by the Chicago crime commissioner Virgil Peterson, published in 1950, by 1790 ‘the lottery mania appear[ed] to rage with uncommon violence . . . Unscrupulous promoters incited the get rich mania among the people.’ Horse racing, as John Day has noted, is ‘a couple of thousand years older than Christianity’; Homer, Ovid and Herodotus were among the earliest of turf writers. Although public races were common in eleventh-century London, thoroughbred racing evolved from the horse-breeding interests of King Henry VIII (1509–47). The sport gained status as a national pastime under King James I (1603–25), was suppressed only temporarily during Oliver Cromwell’s reign and came to be formally regulated following the establishment of the Newmarket Jockey Club in 1750.


The poker machine, also known as the fruit or slot machine, was invented by the American Charles Frey in 1895 and has gained popularity as one of the most profitable gambling devices ever invented; as one anonymous writer put it, ‘No other machine was ever invented from which profits derived were so fabulous on so small an investment, and with so little effort.’ With technological advances, these machines have evolved into electronic gaming machines offering multiple games and the capacity to bet multiple credits on multiple lines. Graphics and sounds coupled with linked jackpots increase the entertainment and excitement value. It has now become the form of gambling that individuals in treatment report as contributing most to their problems.


Sociological and anthropological studies have shown that gambling is a near-ubiquitous phenomenon, found in almost every race and culture throughout history. The only exceptions are a few Native American and Australian aboriginal societies in which wealth is owned collectively rather than personally by individuals.


In Western society, socio-political forces have brought about a major change in attitudes toward gambling since the early decades of the twentieth century. In 1931, Nevada was the only state that permitted certain forms of gambling; now, with the exception of two, all states in the USA allow one or more forms. In England, the 1960 Betting and Gaming Act, which legalised off-course betting, ushered in a rise in gambling activity, a trend now clearly visible across Europe. Since the 1970s there has been unprecedented support for gambling as a legitimate form of community leisure activity, promoted by an extensive social, economic and political infrastructure.


Of significance, the advent of the Internet in the 1970s has led to a dramatic change in the gambling environment. What we have witnessed in the last four decades, and more so in the last, is not only the widespread use of communication globally, but also the degree to which it has become common in daily routines. Online shopping, banking, chatting, information gathering, emails and gaming are now commonplace activities. The implications for gambling are complex and pervasive. Individuals are now no longer restricted to land-based venues. Gambling is available 24/7 through a range of platforms including smartphones, tablets and laptops. National boundaries no longer exist in relation to gambling; someone in one country has ready access to regulated or unregulated online sites operating in other countries. It means effectively that anyone can gamble on virtually any form at any time they are inclined to place a bet.


The popularity of gambling is all the more interesting because of the absence of any obvious explanation of the drive to engage in this kind of behaviour in the form of an underlying biological need or a substance that could be seen to produce a physiological response, as in alcohol or drug use.


Heavy media promotion undoubtedly has an important influence on children and adolescents in encouraging them to see gambling as an exciting leisure activity. Advertising glamorises gambling and lures people into it by giving the misleading impression that winning is a routine event and that most players come out as winners.


One of the more pervasive influences has emerged in the context of sports betting. The options offered by online providers are now heavily marketed and advertised through the media to the extent where individuals can gamble not only the outcome of sporting events but those of elections and royalty naming a baby, to name but a few. Gambling-related advertising is often posted around sporting venues, odds offered by sporting commentaries during televised games and gaming logos of sponsorship companies prominently displayed on sports uniforms and related apparel. In this way, sports betting has become normalised, with under-aged children becoming heavily exposed to gambling, leading them to adopt the view that gambling is a standard and integral part of sports. This has been referred to as the ‘gamblification of sports’, and the ‘sportification of gambling’. It should therefore come as no surprise that sports-betting activities represent a growing and increasingly lucrative industry. But the downside is that younger adults are now becoming more involved and consequently experiencing hardships.


While it is true to say that most people win on occasion, and that some of these wins may be large, the odds remain in favour of the house and invariably the vast majority of people lose in the long term. Even the gambling industry acknowledges that in all but the most unusual circumstances, individuals are guaranteed to lose the longer they play. Studies have shown that most gamblers almost always return their winnings through further gambling. There is a tendency not to be satisfied with the amount won, to believe that more money can be gained by continued gambling.


Exactly how many people participate in some form of gambling is determined by the availability and accessibility of gambling facilities. The greater the availability of gambling outlets, the greater the number of people who participate. And the greater number of people who participate, the greater the number of those who are placed at risk of developing a problem – of becoming what are popularly known as ‘compulsive gamblers’. As gambling becomes more popular and new forms are introduced, increasing concern is being expressed by welfare organisations and by mental health professionals who recognise and deal with its darker side: the personal, social and economic impact of problem gambling. For example, the failing health of the 70-year-old who goes without food in order to have money to play the slot machines; or the pain of a family coping with the suicide of the father and the crisis of a ten-thousand-pound debt.


Before we look more closely at excessive and problem gambling, let us first pause and consider some of the terminology used to describe it, and some of the forms that gambling takes.


Terms used to describe problem gambling


To avoid confusion, it is important to differentiate the various terms commonly used of people who have lost control over their gambling behaviour.


Most people are probably most familiar with the term ‘compulsive’ gambling through its association with Gamblers Anonymous – a self-help group for people who experience recurrent uncontrollable urges to gamble. However, uncontrolled gambling has also been referred to as ‘excessive’, ‘addictive’, ‘dependent’, ‘neurotic’ and ‘pathological’. More recently, use of ‘gambling disorder’ is becoming more common as a less pejorative label. Although used interchangeably, these terms do have important differences from a scientific point of view. For example, the popular description ‘compulsive’ is not really accurate when we consider the specific psychiatric definition of the word. In psychiatry, a compulsion refers to a persistent urge to carry out a behaviour that the person wishes to resist but is unable to because of high levels of anxiety and a fear that something bad will happen. It describes a condition known as obsessive-compulsive disorder in the broader class of anxiety disorders and is used to cover such behaviours as ritual hand-washing or repetitive checking. The person suffering the condition wishes to stop the behaviour because it is irrational and causes distress. The behaviour is motivated by a drive to reduce anxiety, and not for excitement or any positive gain.


This is not the case with ‘compulsive’ gamblers, who are, on the contrary, highly motivated to carry out their behaviour. They gain immense subjective excitement and arousal from gambling. The pressure to stop often comes from outside sources, in particular from people around them who recognise the financial ruin and personal distress caused by patterns of excessive gambling behaviour. This frequently puts the gambler in a position of conflict with those close to him or her. However, once you admit that gambling is causing problems either to yourself or to your loved ones, or both, then you are on the way to recovery.


In the mid-1970s, gambling entered into the medical arena as a recognised condition or disorder. In 1975, pathological gambling was included in the International Classification of Diseases, the international diagnostic system for categorising diseases, as a habitual behavioural disturbance. Then, in the early 1980s, largely through the efforts of the late Dr Robert Custer, an American psychiatrist, the term ‘pathological gambling’ came to be widely recognised and used in the field of mental health. Contributing to this was the inclusion of pathological gambling as an impulse control disorder in the American Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM for short) in 1980. ‘Pathological’ is a medical term suggesting the presence of an underlying disease process. Its use in this context implied that pathological gambling was in some way a mental illness or disorder, with many features suggesting its equivalence to an impulse control disorder or to an addiction.


This disease model has been severely criticised, particularly by John Rosecrance, a professor of criminal justice who was tragically injured in a motor vehicle accident in outback Australia after presenting a seminal paper at a gambling conference, on the grounds that it unjustifiably medicalised a social behaviour. He and other clinicians have argued strongly that ‘pathological’ gambling is not a disease but a behaviour that falls on a continuum ranging from social and intermittent at one end through regular and heavy to excessive at the other: there is no real difference between the merely heavy and the ‘pathological’ gambler except for the amounts gambled. As a result, to get away from the medical disease model, many health professionals now prefer the neutral description of ‘problem’ gambling.


In the last two decades or so, clinical and neuroscience research has led to addiction as being the main model explaining why some people lose control over their behaviour. Firstly, it has been argued that there are similarities between gambling and substance-related addictions. The behaviour produces some excitement, arousal and/or changes in mood that is reinforcing and leads one to seek to repeat the response. With repetition, the behaviour becomes a habit but one that needs more and more intensity to produce the same effects – that is, tolerance to the behaviour or substance occurs. At the same time, stopping the behaviour or substance use leads to withdrawal symptoms that are unpleasant and eliminated only by resuming consumption. One primary characteristic is that the individual persists in consuming the behaviour or substance despite the serious negative consequences that emerge. Both in gambling and substance use, the negative consequences can be life-threatening for the former through depression and suicidality, and the latter, overdoses or physical illnesses.


Secondly, research in the domain of neuroscience has identified the role that brain chemicals (neurotransmitters) might play in making an individual likely to respond positively to behaviours or substances that alter mood states. Three neurotransmitters appear to be at work: serotonin, which influences impulsivity, norepinephrine or noradrenaline, which influences arousal, and dopamine, which affects mood and anticipation of rewards. Dopamine in particular has been linked to anticipation of rewards, cravings and urges similarly in gambling as in substance use. At the moment it remains unclear if the changes in brain chemistry represent a risk factor for developing addictive behaviours, or if they occur as the result of repeated excessive use.


In brief, the clinical findings that the causes, characteristics, clinical course, neurobiology and treatment of gambling disorders are similar in many respects to substance addiction have resulted in the condition being reclassified within the mental health field. In the latest edition of the American psychiatric diagnostic system (DSM-5, 2013), it has been relocated from the impulse-control to the substance-related and addictive category where it is subclassified as a non-substance behavioural addiction. ‘Internet addiction’ is another behaviour that is worthy of attention as a behavioural addiction but, as yet, has not been formally included alongside gambling disorder. Overall, this reclassification has consolidated the concept of gambling as an addiction.


Irrespective of brain chemistry being the cause or result of addiction, it is extremely important to avoid using brain chemistry as an excuse for failing to control behaviour. Brain chemistry does not control behaviour; that is the function of the frontal lobes of the brain that are involved in executive decision-making. One way to look at it with a common-sense view is to regard the brain chemistry as providing the drive or motivation to act in a certain way, whether to withdraw more money to gamble with, or to have another drink. The frontal lobe, however, is the captain steering the ship. It makes the final decision whether or not to follow a particular course of action.


Granted that it becomes more difficult to control urges when sitting in front of a gaming machine in a venue, or at the bar at a hotel, as compared to being a long distance from the venue. But, despite the strength of the urge, control over decision-making is still possible. What one cannot do is to continue making bad decisions using the excuse that ‘I have no control over my behaviour because my brain chemistry made me do it.’ This attitude leads to a defeatist position (or a justification to keep doing it) where one simply says, ‘What is the point? I have an addiction, addiction is the disease, the addiction has control of my behaviour, therefore why fight it?’


All these terms have their limitations. However, for the purposes of this book we will use ‘pathological’ gambling, ‘compulsive’ gambling and gambling disorder in an equivalent sense to describe gamblers who display clear signs of impaired control, often popularly referred to as ‘loss of control’. ‘Problem’ gambling is used to refer to the wider group of people who show some but not all signs of developing that condition. In this book we will concentrate on the group of people who are commonly described as compulsive gamblers. It is true that some compulsive gamblers are in reality heavy gamblers who have temporarily lost control. This distinction does not, however, affect the applicability of the step-by-step self-help guide in Part Two of this book, which can be used equally effectively by compulsive, problem and heavy gamblers alike.


Before we turn to the clinical features of compulsive gambling and how it may be overcome, we should first look at what it is about certain types of gambling that means they are more likely to cause problems.


The common forms of gambling


The mediums of gambling are almost limitless. People bet between themselves on the outcome of an event such as who will win the next football match, how many goals will be scored or who will score the first goal. These are informal agreements between participants with no set rules beyond those agreed to by them. In reality, the range of this type of gambling is limited only by the imagination of the players.


On a more formal level, organisations may operate certain games or activities within a framework of rules and regulations governing how the business will be conducted, often under national legislation or strict government guidelines, which are imposed to minimise cheating and crime and to ensure fair play. Casinos and off-track betting are good examples of gambling systems run in this way. Online forms of gambling offer new challenges and complexities for regulatory control given the ability of individuals to bypass restrictions within a country by accessing offshore sites.


Over the years many different activities have been regarded as ‘gambling’. The list includes such pursuits as cards, dice, roulette and lotteries, as well as devices such as fruit or slot machines. You may be more surprised to learn that in the past even hobbies and sports such as tennis, walking and football were considered to be gambling mediums and were banned. Now, across the world organised betting takes place on the results of such disparate contests as elections and dog- and cock-fights, as well as on all major sporting events. Even promotional prizes offered by companies in pursuit of business and by retailers in shopping complexes constitute gambling.


Out of all this bewildering variety, four main categories of legal gambling can be identified: gaming, betting, lotteries and speculation.




•    Gaming is the exchange of money on the outcome of a game. This category includes card games, fruit machines, video-draw poker machines, slot machines, two-up and casino games such as baccarat and roulette.


•    Betting is staking money on the outcome of a future event. This category includes horse races (on the flat and over jumps), greyhound races, other sporting events and elections.


•    Lotteries are the distribution of money by ‘lot’ or number, and include instant ‘scratch’ cards, raffles and bingo as well as lotteries themselves.


•    Speculation is gambling on business, insurance or stock markets.





You may be puzzled to think that business and financial investments can also be regarded as gambling. Technically these activities meet the definition of gambling, but society has come to view them as falling within the bounds of economic activity. There are some grey areas such as day trading that can truly be considered gambling as the decision is based on the chance that a stock may rise or fall within a short time frame. In some cases, it might be worthwhile to accept day trading and stock-market investing as a form of gambling for anyone engaging in these activities to excess and for the wrong reasons. For these individuals, it may well be appropriate for them to obtain advice from an accountant or spouse or partner before placing trades, or having someone else manage the trades on their behalf. Many people now accept insurance as a means of protection and social security. Similarly with regard to business ventures and stock-market trading (but excluding trading in commodity futures and some other financial instruments), it is argued that outcomes are unpredictable, economic skills and sound business judgment are crucial elements brought to bear to minimise risk and maximise profits, and that far more than pure chance or luck is involved.


Which forms of gambling cause problems?


It should be clearly emphasised that not all forms of gambling lead to problems. Different levels of risk are associated with different types of gambling. Very few people experience impaired control over buying raffle tickets. There is a prolonged delay between the purchase of a ticket and its draw, and the draws are generally infrequent. On the other hand, many people suffer from slots, roulette, fruit-machine, horse-race or sports betting. Here, the delay between the ‘purchase’, that is, placing the bet, and knowing the outcome is very short, and the opportunity for further play is high; perhaps only a few seconds, several minutes or just a day or so.


It has been shown that those forms of gambling that readily lead to loss of control have two elements in common:




•    the opportunity to place single large bets (as in horse-racing, sports betting or casinos) up to several thousand pounds; and/or


•    the capacity for rapid continuous play bets where the interval between play is very short (a matter of seconds) and results are known, and pay-outs given, almost immediately (as in slots and fruit machines).





A further consideration is ease of access to gambling facilities. People are less likely to go to an off-course betting office or casino impulsively if it is located several miles away. The inconvenience of travel and/or parking vehicles is sufficient to cause them to reconsider the strength of their urge. This is precisely the reason why casinos in some countries require twenty-four hours’ notice of intent to gamble or are located in non-metropolitan areas: the delay imposed between the decision to gamble and gaining access to the facilities allows would-be gamblers a period in which the urge can dissipate and they can reconsider their intent.
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