
 
 

What this research is about 

In the UK and many other countries, mainstream 
cultural ideals present that the ‘proper’ route to 
wealth and success is through hard work, thrift, and 
personal will. Gambling is seen as being irrational and 
deviant, and gamblers are regarded as lazy and 
lacking in work ethic. Research studies that draw on 
social class theories usually focus on the ‘working 
class poor’ who gamble. There is also a heavy focus on 
the minority of people with problem gambling. Little 
research has looked at gambling as an ordinary 
practice within everyday life.  

Social class is neither fixed nor static. More recent 
research on social class has aimed to understand how 
people’s accounts of their social class position and 
identity change over time. People in the working class 
are often denied the economic, cultural, and social 
resources that are available to the middle class. 
Research has documented the discomfort, status 
anxiety, and fear of shame among people who move 
upward socially. A change in social status also marks a 
loss of contact with friends and community, either 
real or imagined. This study aimed to examine the 
connections between social mobility and gambling. It 
looked at the ways people offered an account of 
gambling, when describing their journey of upward 
mobility.  

What the researchers did 

The researcher obtained data from the Mass 
Observation Archive in the UK. The Archive was 
founded in 1937 and aimed to maintain records of 
everyday lives through a panel of around 500 
volunteers (the ‘Observers’). Currently, there are 500 
Observers who receive a ‘Directive’ three times a 

year. The Directive invites them to write freely about 
their experiences, views, and feelings on a topic.  

The researcher used data from the 2013 Directive 
Gambling and Households, which asked about 
personal experiences and memories of gambling. 
Replies were received from 214 Observers. The 
researcher selected 24 accounts that talked about the 
issue of gambling and social mobility over time. The 
accounts were written by 14 women and 10 men. 
Eighteen were in professional white-collar jobs, two in 
manual work, one unemployed, and one retired from 
a higher-grade professional job. Based on their 
occupation, it appeared that most of the Observers 
were of the middle class at the time of data collection. 

What you need to know 

This study explored gambling as an everyday 
practice in relation to social class and social 
mobility. The researcher examined 24 accounts of 
personal experiences and memories of gambling. 
These accounts were written by people who had 
moved upward in the social class ladder. In these 
accounts, gambling was associated with childhood 
poverty, insecurity, and other negative effects on 
the family. The journey of upward mobility was 
described as following cultural values of hard 
work, thrift, and talent. This was opposed to 
wealth and success brought about by gambling, 
which was not considered a legitimate route to 
betterment. Present-day gambling was also 
contrasted with the problematic type of gambling 
in the past. Overall, this article shows that class-
based identity is formed and reformed in everyday 
practice like gambling. 
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What the researchers found 

Many of the Observers made reference to their 
working-class origin in their accounts of how they now 
occupied a higher social class position. They described 
their childhood memories of gambling in great length. 
Gambling was associated with poverty, insecurity, and 
other negative effects on the family. Some Observers 
described gambling as reckless spending by their 
father who was unemployed. In these accounts, 
gambling served as a metaphor of a past from which 
the Observers sought to distance themselves.   

All of the Observers gambled, with some gambling 
more regularly than others. The Observers 
distinguished their present-day gambling from the 
problematic type of gambling in their childhood in 
two key ways. First, they presented their journey of 
upward mobility as following the cultural values of 
hard work, thrift, and talent. This was contrasted with 
wealth and success brought about by gambling, which 
was not considered a legitimate route to betterment.  

Secondly, the Observers described their gambling as 
being in control and being less about the ‘big win’. 
The Observers set themselves apart from the 
stereotyped lottery winner who showed off newly 
acquired wealth through flashy and tasteless ways. 
Winning money through gambling was described as 
helping to relieve some of the everyday stresses and 
uncertainties around financial matters. These included 
paying off mortgages and paying for annual holidays. 
For the Observers, status anxiety could arise due to 
the lack of economic security that people with a 
middle-class background have. Thus, on the one hand, 
the Observers distinguished themselves from ‘others’ 
in the past and present who were found to be 
‘culturally lacking’. On the other hand, they presented 
themselves as fitting into their current middle-class 
status. 

Gambling also played a role in securing or threatening 
social networks and social relationships. The 
Observers described participating in gambling in a 
group of people, such as colleagues in the workplace. 
Opportunities to gamble as part of a group 
contributed to a feeling of belonging. Thus, gambling 
served to protect social relations and ensure 

membership in a given social group. It also removed 
the threat of loss of contact with friends in the event 
of a big win among the group.  

How you can use this research 

This research could be useful to researchers and 
problem gambling prevention providers. It offers 
insights into gambling as an everyday practice, 
through which social class identity is formed and 
reformed.  
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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. 
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