
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling has come to be seen as a legitimate 
entertainment activity. This is far from its previous 
status as a sinful activity. Gambling is now taken for 
granted as a harmless fun that people can choose to 
enjoy. In a previous study, one of the researchers of 
this study proposed the ‘comfortable orthodoxy’ to 
describe this new status of gambling. Within this 
orthodoxy, people can make informed decisions 
about whether they want to gamble. It is argued that 
many people gamble without a problem and only a 
small number of people experience harm. Thus, it is 
the lack of self-control of people with a gambling 
problem that needs to be corrected.  

The comfortable orthodoxy suggests that gambling 
regulations should not hinder the enjoyment of 
people who gamble recreationally. Regulations should 
focus on minimizing the extent of problem gambling. 
However, little attention is paid to the environmental 
factors and characteristics of gambling products that 
can increase the risk of problem gambling. 

According to the researchers, the comfortable 
orthodoxy is evident in the gambling regulations of 
many countries. Gambling regulations are based on 
the notion of ‘responsible gambling’, as outlined in 
the Reno Model. Critics of the Reno Model have 
argued that it places the burden of responsibility on 
people to control their gambling and fails to consider 
broader issues of gambling harm. In Victoria, 
Australia, the licensing process of electronic gaming 
machines (EGMs) offers no guidelines on how to 
appropriately measure gambling harms and benefits. 
It is accepted that gambling can bring benefits such as 
revenues and jobs. In this study, the researchers 

explored the views of stakeholders familiar with the 
EGM licensing process. The aim was to understand 
how the comfortable orthodoxy and responsible 
gambling might manifest in stakeholders’ responses.     

What the researchers did 

The researchers interviewed stakeholders who had 
knowledge and experience in the EGM licensing 
process in Victoria, Australia. Stakeholders included 
representatives of local councils or gambling venues, 
expert witnesses, and regulators. Twenty-one 
stakeholders were interviewed between November 
2015 and April 2016. Participants talked about the 
harms and benefits of gambling, the licensing process, 
and ideas for change in the process. The interviews 
were recorded and transcribed. The researchers sent 
the interview transcripts to the participants for their 

What you need to know 

The ‘comfortable orthodoxy’ suggests that 
gambling is taken for granted as a legitimate 
entertainment activity. It is assumed that people 
can make informed decisions on whether to 
gamble or not. Similarly, the widely accepted 
notion of ‘responsible gambling’ emphasizes 
personal choice and responsibility. Critics have 
argued that it fails to consider broader issues of 
gambling harm. The researchers interviewed 
stakeholders familiar with the licensing process of 
electronic gaming machines in Victoria, Australia. 
They found that the comfortable orthodoxy, 
responsible gambling, and personal responsibility 
were evident across the interviews. The 
researchers suggested a need to focus on a public 
health model rather than responsible gambling. 
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approval. Four participants did not respond and their 
data could not be used. The researchers analyzed the 
interviews of the remaining 17 participants.  

What the researchers found 

The researchers found evidence of the comfortable 
orthodoxy even though participants were not 
explicitly asked about it. All participants expressed the 
view that gambling is a legitimate entertainment 
activity. Furthermore, they considered gambling as a 
personal choice. Participants stated that EGM 
gambling is not for themselves, but it is an option for 
people if they choose to do so. This was the case even 
for participants who expressed concerns about harm.  

Participants also felt a need to avoid passing judgment 
on people’s entertainment choices. Thus, there is a 
taken-for-granted view that gambling should be 
available to people if they choose to do so. This is 
similar to what is often expressed in government 
gambling policies and documents. What was missing 
from the interview responses was a consideration of 
environmental or societal influences on gambling 
behaviours.  

Participants with a vested interest in advancing EGM 
gambling typically brought up the low prevalence rate 
of problem gambling. These participants avoided the 
issue of harm while affirming personal responsibility. 
For example, a participant who was responsible for 
managing several venues mentioned a low rate of 
0.9%. For this participant, people would not have 
experienced harm if they had self-control and 
gambled responsibly. A participant who was an expert 
witness mentioned the failure of gambling venues to 
address how they would deal with problem gambling 
during the licensing application process. Other 
participants questioned if venue staff and 
management actually adopt responsible gambling 
practices in how they engage with people with 
problem gambling. 

Another common theme in the interview responses 
was that additional number of EGMs would not lead 
to further harms. Many participants stated that 
gambling is well established in the community. For 
these participants, harms already exist since the 

introduction of EGMs a few decades ago. Thus, 
further gambling opportunities will not add much. 
Here, the argument that harms already exist was used 
to advance the interests of maintaining revenue.  

How you can use this research 

This study could be useful to policy makers, 
regulators, and other stakeholders. The researchers 
suggested a need to shift from a responsible gambling 
model to a public health model. Doing so could lead 
to more effective initiatives without having to rely on 
the ability of people to make informed decisions. 
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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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