
 
 

What this article is about 

Gambling research has a strong focus on the individual. 
This approach affects how we consider and approach 
the issues of gambling and problem gambling. An 
outcome is that most gambling studies look at 
individual gamblers’ characteristics, intentions, and 
actions. Few studies have made use of sociological 
theories to understand the social contexts of gambling. 
In this article, the authors discuss the potential of the 
German sociologist Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory. 
The authors propose five ways that the theory can 
critically inform gambling research.  

What was done? 

The authors outline how Luhmann’s systems theory can 
inform gambling studies to move beyond an individual-
based approach.  

What you need to know 

1) Gambling as a system  

Luhmann’s systems theory views social structures and 
processes as being independent of individual actors. 
Rather, systems are based solely on communication. A 
system is self-sufficient and can reproduce and maintain 
itself based on its own elements, resources, and logic. 
Thus, one system can be distinguished from another. 
Humans take part in a system by communicating based 
on its logic. Systems are closed in the sense that they 
take into account their environment (and other 
systems) from their own logic. At the same time, 
systems interact with their environment and are open 
to the influences from other systems.  

Gambling as a system would be part of a social system. 
The question is whether gambling should be considered 
a function system or a subsystem. 'As a function system, 

it performs a particular societal function other systems 
are less capable of. Gambling may also be considered a 
subsystem, such as one under the economic system 
since money plays a central role.     

The authors propose a diagram of the gambling system 
and its environment. Other systems in the environment 
include economy, medicine, entertainment, politics, 
law, technology, science, psyche, family, and intimate 
relationships. The authors suggest seeing gambling as a 
system that communicates based on either ‘stake’ or 
‘no-stake’. The stake can be anything that can be 
treated as such – money, health, etc. If we understand 
gambling as a function system, then economy, health, 
and family are all processed into the gambling system 
based on its logic. This approach opens up new ways of 
studying gambling as a social phenomenon.   

2) The gambling experience 

For the systems theory, the impact of gambling on 
human psychology is an interaction between the 
gambling system and its environment. For example, an 
emotional reaction to a loss can make people stake 
more money to continue gambling. This reaction 
reproduces the gambling system. Another example is 

Why is this article important? 

In this article, the authors discuss how the German 
sociologist Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory can 
inform gambling research. The authors outline five 
potential ways. Most importantly, research 
informed by a systems theory can move beyond 
the focus on individual actors. It directs attention 
towards social structures and processes, which can 
help avoid blaming specific groups or persons.    
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the impact of problem gambling on families and 
intimate relationships. Conflict occurs when systems 
process gambling using different logic. Chasing losses 
may be viewed by the family or intimate relationship 
system as putting trust on stake, but by the gambling 
system as a stake to win.      

3) The regulation of gambling economics 

Economy is a core function system in society. Since all 
systems have their own communication, the gambling 
industry looks at regulation from the economic 
perspective of how it affects revenue. That means other 
perspectives, such as public health, will be excluded. 
Luhmann’s systems theory can provide insights into 
how economics and politics interact to affect gambling 
regulation. It may help explain why countries and states 
adopt different regulation despite their similar 
economic interests in gambling. This can shed light on 
what kind of regulatory changes are possible and under 
what conditions.  

4) Gambling providers as organizations 

Luhmann’s systems theory also allows the study of 
gambling organizations as systems. For Luhmann, 
organizations have their own logic that cannot be 
traced back to individual actors. Their decision-making 
may be influenced by the diverse logics of economics, 
politics, law, science, and other systems. Organizational 
decisions are based on communication involving either 
‘selected’ or ‘rejected’. Once a decision is reached, 
other options disappear. This decision becomes the 
premise for future decisions.  

This view of organizational decision making may explain 
how gambling organization systems are built upon 
earlier decisions and justifications. A selected decision 
for responsible gambling measures becomes the basis 
for future decisions in harm prevention. This can lead to 
the exclusion of other more effective measures. For 
gambling companies, the goal of increasing profits or 
preventing unlicensed gambling justifies the 
introduction of new addictive games.  

5) Systems theory as a methodological programme 

The authors suggest that Luhmann’s systems theory not 
only offers a theoretical framework, but also a 

methodological programme to ask how research 
questions are formed and studied. The focus on systems 
avoids reducing social phenomenon to individual 
preferences and actions.  

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for researchers, policy makers, 
and others who are concerned with the issues of 
gambling and problem gambling. 
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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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