
 
 

What this research is about  

Electronic gambling machines (EGMs) are among the 
most harmful forms of gambling. This is because the 
characteristics of EGMs prolong and reinforce 
gambling, which encourages people to form gambling 
habits. In Finland, EGMs are widely available in non-
casino locations. This wide availability may reinforce 
the habit-creating nature of EGMs.  

At the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, EGMs were 
initially closed from March to July 2020. They were 
then re-opened and closed repeatedly, depending on 
the pandemic situation. The current study examined 
how these closures and re-openings were experienced 
by people who gambled. This study also examined 
how these closures reinforced or broke EGM gambling 
habits, such as helping people choose not to gamble 
or to gamble using other products.  

A habit is defined as a tendency to act in a specific 
way. Habits can change when situations or conditions 
change. For example, the availability of gambling 
technologies, such as EGMs, may create tendencies 
for engaging in gambling behaviours. Therefore, 
limiting the availability of gambling technologies may 
reduce exposure to gambling and help to break 
gambling-related habits. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers collected qualitative data from an 
online questionnaire and from interviews during the 
spring of 2021. The online questionnaire was 
organized in collaboration with the University of 
Helsinki and the Finnish Association for Substance 
Abuse Prevention. Survey respondents had to have 
gambled in the past year or have been affected by 
someone else’s gambling, and be over 15 years old. 

Only the responses from 187 individuals who gambled 
were analyzed in this study.  

Interview participants were recruited in one of three 
ways: (1) among respondents who completed 
previous questionnaires and left their contact 
information; (2) from gambling-specific websites; and 
(3) through help and treatment organizations. 
Participants had to identify as actively engaging in 
gambling behaviours or as experiencing problems 
with their gambling. A total of 27 participants were 
interviewed alone or in groups. 

The questionnaire and interviews included questions 
about how the pandemic situation and related 
restrictions impacted participants’ gambling 

What you need to know 

Electronic gambling machines (EGMs) are widely 
available in non-casino locations in Finland. This 
availability may reinforce the habit-creating nature 
of EGMs. During the COVID-19 pandemic, EGMs 
were repeatedly opened and closed, depending on 
the pandemic situation. This study examined how 
the EGM closures and occasional re-openings were 
experienced by people who gambled and 
contributed to their choice not to gamble or to 
gamble using other products. Participants either 
completed an open-ended questionnaire or an 
interview. Findings suggest that EGM shutdowns 
forced (or allowed) participants to reconsider their 
relationship to these machines. The closures of 
EGMs reduced total consumption and harms 
related to gambling. But some participants spoke 
about shifting their gambling to online or other 
land-based products (e.g., lottery tickets). 
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consumption and habits. Participants were asked 
about their experiences of EGM and online gambling 
during the pandemic. Participants also provided their 
opinion on the treatment and prevention of gambling 
problems during the pandemic.  

What the researchers found 

About half of the questionnaire respondents (50.3%) 
were women, and most spoke Finnish (98.4%). Most 
were between 35 and 74 years old and had completed 
high school or attained a university degree. Similarly, 
about half of interview participants were women 
(48%) and most were between the ages of 30 and 65. 

Almost all participants were happy about the EGM 
closures and noticed the positive effects. The 
researchers found that about 21% of questionnaire 
participants spent less money on gambling during the 
pandemic. But 20% of participants spent more money 
on gambling. Almost half of participants (43%) who 
reduced their gambling primarily played EGMs before 
or during the pandemic.  

However, when EGMs reopened, about 55% of 
participants who had gambled on EGMs in the past 12 
months returned to EGM gambling at the same level 
as they had before the pandemic. About 19% played 
less than before and 26% stopped gambling.  

Some participants who previously gambled on EGMs 
spoke about maintaining their habits of not gambling. 
Most of those who stopped EGM gambling had only 
gambled on EGMs occasionally or recreationally 
before the pandemic. Others who had previously 
experienced problems with their gambling found it 
more difficult to stop EGM gambling. Often, these 
people sought additional help from gambling 
treatment and help associations or peer groups.  

Of those participants who substituted their EGM 
gambling with another form of gambling, 82% of 
participants substituted their EGM gambling habit 
with online gambling. Participants explained that this 
increase was because they experienced negative 
emotions, boredom, COVID-19-related anxiety, and a 
lack of other leisure options. Another 15% of 
participants shifted their gambling habits towards 

land-based opportunities (e.g., scratch card or lottery 
gambling) that were still available. Those who shifted 
to online gambling experienced more gambling-
related harms and had higher gambling engagement 
than those who shifted towards land-based 
opportunities. 

How you can use this research 

The findings can inform policies that reduce exposure 
to harmful EGMs in everyday locations. 
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