
 
 

What this research is about 

Morality policies are those involving public issues that 
raise conflicts and debates over moral values. These 
policies are specific to time periods and cultural 
contexts. A morality policy in one country may not be 
considered as such in another country. Cultural 
opportunity structures (COSs) are the social 
organizations and networks, that define the resources 
needed to engage and rally the public over an issue in a 
country. The presence of COSs do not necessarily invoke 
public and political debates over moral values; the issue 
must also be framed as involving value conflicts. Thus, 
understanding the frames is key to identifying if a policy 
is a morality policy or not.  

Past research has distinguished between three types of 
morality policies. Manifest morality policies involve an 
unavoidable debate over values, usually about ‘life and 
death’ issues (e.g., abortion). Latent morality policies 
are not necessarily value based but can be framed as 
such. They involve issues in which the economic 
benefits are concentrated in a few hands while the 
costs are passed onto the wider public. Addictions, such 
as gambling and drug use, are likely to be latent 
morality policies. Nonmorality policies are those where 
values play no role. This study explored gambling in Italy 
as a latent morality policy. The researchers examined 
the framing of gambling and the presence of COSs at 
both national and local levels.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers analyzed two sources of data. The first 
source consisted of 17 interviews: 12 were with 
politicians at the regional or municipal level, and five 
were with key informants from the civil society who 
were active in preventing gambling.  

The second source of data included national political 
debate surrounding the Balduzzi Decree and local laws 
and regulations. National debate was examined through 
plenary sessions and meetings of the Chamber of 
Deputies, the Senate, and various Commissions, along 
with local laws and regulations from 70 municipalities in 
three regions – Lombardy, Liguria, and Apulia.  

The researchers first discussed the COSs that might 
favour more restrictive gambling policies at the national 
and local levels. They then presented the findings from 
their analysis of the two data sources. 

What the researchers found 

Gambling COSs in Italy 

In Italy, national policy took a liberal approach to 
expand the gambling market during the late 1980s to 

What you need to know 

Using Italy as a case study, the researchers 
discussed gambling as a latent morality policy. They 
showed the importance of applying a multilevel 
approach, because the framing of gambling and the 
cultural opportunity structures are different at the 
national and local levels. The researchers identified 
six different frames of gambling: 1) morality; 2) 
health and social; 3) security and public order; 4) 
economic and fiscal; 5) institutional; and 6) citizens. 
In national political debate, emphasis was on the 
health and economic frames. The morality frame 
was more likely to be found at the local level along 
with the institutional and citizen ones, where civil 
society actors (e.g., religious organizations) could 
exert influence for more restrictive gambling laws 
and regulations.  

Framing gambling as a morality policy 
in Italy 
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2011. The main driver was potential tax revenue. The 
Balduzzi Decree was passed in 2012 but fail to impose 
more restrictive conditions. The Monti Cabinet eased 
the passing of the Decree by using the vote of 
confidence, which did not permit a full political debate. 
Moreover, smaller political parties favouring restrictions 
had minimal role in the process, as the Roman Catholic 
Church.  

In 2012, regional and municipal governments started to 
pass laws and regulations to restrict the growth of 
gambling in local public spaces. At the local level, there 
are opportunities for civil society actors, like grassroots 
groups and religious organizations, to lobby for tighter 
gambling policies. In Italy, religious organizations are 
active in promoting local laws and regulations. They also 
play an active role in the creation and circulation of 
news and information. Religious organizations are the 
actors most likely to shape the moral debate on 
gambling at the local level.  

Framing gambling in Italy 

The researchers identified six frames of gambling. The 
morality frame was the only one to touch on moral 
values. This frame could be distinguished between 
gambling as a private behaviour and the moral role of 
government. The first viewed the gambler as a social 
victim and gambling as a condition leading to moral 
ruin. The second emphasized that the government must 
limit gambling to protect the public.  

The health and social frame presented gambling as 
threatening to people’s health and social welfare, and 
required interventions. The security and public order 
frame presented gambling as threatening to the public 
order because of illegal activities and other damages to 
the community. The economic and fiscal frame 
emphasized gambling as a burden to the economy (e.g., 
healthcare costs), or as a source of revenue (e.g., tax 
and licensing fees).  

The institutional frame emphasized the responsibility of 
various government levels. The citizens’ frame had a 
populist rhetoric where local politicians presented 
themselves as being closest to the citizens and their 
needs. In contrast, national politicians were presented 
as being distant from citizens’ needs and more likely to 
favour the gambling industry’s interests.  

National political debate mainly used the health and 
economic frames. Health aspects were contrasted with 
economic issues, and political responsibility linked to 
these two aspects. The morality frame was more likely 
to appear in local debate.  

How you can use this research 

This study could be used by future research to explore 
gambling COSs and frames in other national contexts.   
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York University 
to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in safer gambling policies, standards, 
and practices. The work we do is intended for 
researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators and 
operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.  

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca.  


