
 
 

What this research is about 

Governments may legalize different types of gambling 
to increase tax revenue. This way, the government 
can collect more tax money without increasing 
incomes, sales, or property taxes.  

Video gambling terminals (VGTs) are electronic slot 
machines. VGTs may be especially risky for causing 
problem gambling because they allow people to 
gamble and lose a lot of money quickly. In the USA, 10 
out of 50 states have legalized VGTs in non-casino 
venues such as bars. For example, the state of Illinois 
legalized VGTs in non-casino venues in 2009. By 2017, 
Illinois had over 6000 non-casino venues with VGTs. 

In 2017, non-casino VGTs in Illinois generated $300 
million in tax revenue. So, legalizing VGTs in non-
casino venues generated substantial income for the 
government. However, we do not know who is 
contributing to this tax revenue the most. Research 
shows that people with lower incomes tend to spend 
a greater proportion of their money on gambling. If 
this is true for VGTs, then people with lower incomes 
are contributing more to the taxes collected from 
VGTs than people with higher incomes. 

This study looked at the number of VGTs in different 
areas of the state of Illinois in 2017. Specifically, the 
researchers wanted to know if there were more VGTs 
in more disadvantaged neighborhoods. They also 
tested if people spent more money on VGTs in more 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers used information about the number 
and location of VGTs in Illinois in 2017. They recorded 
the number of VGTs in specific zip code areas (similar 

to postcode areas). Then they compared the number 
of VGTs in an area with other information about that 
area. For example, they calculated the density of VGTs 
in an area, which is the number of VGTs per 10,000 
people living in that area. They also calculated the 
amount of money spent on VGTs per person. 

Next, the researchers used the American Community 
Survey from 2016 to understand the 
sociodemographic characteristics of the zip code 
areas. These characteristics included: 

i) The percent of people living in poverty. 
ii) The average income per person. 

What you need to know 

Governments can increase their tax revenue by 
legalizing different forms of gambling. For 
example, the state of Illinois in the US legalized 
video gambling terminals (VGTs) in non-casino 
venues in 2009, and VGTs now generate millions in 
taxes. However, people with lower incomes may 
contribute more to VGT taxes than people with 
higher incomes. 

This study looked at the number of VGTs in 
different areas in Illinois in 2017. The areas were 
defined at the zip code level. The researchers 
compared the number of VGTs, and the amount of 
money spent on them to the sociodemographic 
characteristics of people living in those areas. They 
found that areas with lower average incomes and 
higher poverty rates had more VGTs and spent 
more money on VGTs. So, although VGTs increase 
tax revenue, they may put a greater burden on 
people who have lower incomes.    
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iii) The percent of people who are veterans (who 
may be at higher risk of problem gambling). 

iv) The percent of people who are unemployed. 
v) The percent of people with different education 

levels (i.e., high school or less than high school). 
vi) Racial demographics, such as the percent of white 

people and the percent of black people as 
compared to other races. 

vii) Distance to the nearest casino. 
 

The researchers compared these characteristics to the 
density of VGTs within an area. They also compared 
these characteristics to the amount of money spent 
on VGTs within the area. This allowed them to test 
whether these characteristics are linked to VGT 
density and spending within the area. 

What the researchers found 

The researchers’ main goal was to see if areas that 
were more disadvantaged had more VGTs and greater 
VGT spending. To test this, they compared the 
poverty rates and average incomes in different areas 
to VGT density and spending. They found that areas 
with more people living in poverty had a higher 
density of VGTs. These areas also had higher spending 
on VGTs. The researchers also found that areas with 
lower average incomes also had higher VGT density 
and higher spending on VGTs. So, it appears that 
people who live in more disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods contribute more to VGT tax revenue. 

The researchers also looked at secondary factors 
related to VGT density and spending. They found that 
areas with a greater percentage of veterans also had 
higher VGT density and spending. However, there was 
no link between unemployment rate and VGT density 
or spending. Next, they compared education to VGT 
density and spending. They found that areas with a 
higher percentage of people with high school 
education had higher VGT density and spending.  

Finally, the researchers found that areas with more 
white residents had higher VGT density and spending. 
In contrast, areas with more black residents had lower 
VGT density and spending. They also found that areas 
that were further away from a casino had more VGTs 
in non-casino venues. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that lower income areas pay 
more taxes through VGTs than higher income areas. 
So, although VGTs increase tax revenue, they may put 
a greater burden on people who have lower incomes. 
The authors suggest that more research should be 
done to understand why there are more VGTs in more 
disadvantaged areas. 
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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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