
 
 

What this article is about 
It became increasingly popular to gamble in casinos in 
the 1990s to mid-2000s. However, few casinos 
operated in the northeastern United States until the 
early 2000s. Those in operation were not easily 
accessible unless individuals lived or worked close by. 
Since then, several casinos were built in major 
metropolitan cities and became known as urban 
casinos. Several urban casinos were attached to 
existing racetracks and became known as racinos. 
Racinos are not new, but those within a certain 
proximity to major northeastern U.S. cities started to 
evolve in the early 2000s. Most racinos only operate 
slot machines known as video lottery terminals (VLTs) 
and electronic table games without live dealers.   

Some researchers have been interested in how the 
availability and accessibility of casinos, or casino 
proximity, affect problem gambling as well as the 
communities nearby. This article is a literature review 
on the topic of casino proximity and the impact of 
urban casinos on host communities. The author of this 
paper wanted to identify previous studies that 
examined this topic in the northeast part of the 
United States. Specifically, urban casinos 
concentrated in three major cities: New York City, 
Philadelphia, and Baltimore. 

What was done? 
The author searched research databases using key 
terms of interest, including casino proximity, casino 
accessibility, and casino communities. The author 
used these terms in multiple databases, including 
PsychINFO and ProQuest, and reviewed the articles 
that the searches identified. This resulted in 210 
articles, of which 55 met the author’s inclusion 
criteria. To be included, the articles had to meet peer-

reviewed standards, and be published between 
approximately between 2004 and 2019. 

What you need to know 
Historical overview 

The history of gambling in the United States is 
complex. Gambling laws differ by state although each 
state has legalized at least one type of gambling. 
Online gambling has grown in popularity recently but 
was only legalized by the first state in the U.S. in 2012. 
Revenues from casinos tend to be lucrative, although 
the way they are taxed depends on the state. 
Throughout history, gambling has been seen as an 
undesirable activity, usually associated with 
individuals from lower socio-economic backgrounds, 
and sometimes connected to organized crime. This 

Why is this article important? 
The gambling landscape in the United States is 
complex. Urban casinos became more popular in 
the northeastern United States in the early 2000s. 
The effect of urban casinos on the communities 
around them is not well-understood. The author of 
this paper compiled and summarized the literature 
on casino proximity and the impact of urban 
casinos on host communities along the northeast 
corridor of the United States. The author found few 
empirical studies on how urban casinos affect the 
communities they are in. Most urban casinos are 
placed in communities that already have a culture 
of gambling. These communities tend to have low 
socioeconomic status. Two theories have been 
proposed to explain how casinos might impact the 
surrounding communities. However, there is not 
yet much research that tests these theories. 
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perception has shifted in the past few decades with 
the legalization of gambling, and in particular casino 
gambling. Participation in casino gambling has 
increased due to the accessibility, availability, and 
acceptability of casinos.  

Casinos in the northeastern United States vary from 
resort-style or “destination” casinos to racinos. 
Philadelphia, New York City, and Baltimore all operate 
racinos. Racinos were traditionally not found in urban 
areas, so this is a new development. Most urban 
casinos and racinos are placed in communities that 
already have a culture of gambling. These 
communities tend to be poor and disadvantaged in 
socio-economic terms. To date, there is a lack of 
research on the impact of urban casinos and racinos 
on their host communities.  

Casino proximity 

There is not a consistent definition of casino proximity 
used in the literature. Some research has reported a 
greater likelihood of gambling-related problems when 
the nearest casinos are in areas within 10 to 50 miles 
of people’s homes. However, there is little research 
on the impact of the proximity of urban casinos, so no 
substantial conclusions can be made. 

Exposure and adaptation theories 

Two theories have been put forth to explain how 
casinos can affect their host communities. Exposure 
theory in relation to casino proximity suggests that 
casinos act as a “toxin” to communities, which could 
result in “infections” such as gambling-related 
problems. These problems could have possible 
negative outcomes on host communities and society 
at large. Individuals exposed to casinos, from either 
participating in gambling or from working in casinos, 
could become “infected.” Other social factors, such as 
gambling advertising, can also contribute to gambling 
participation.  

Adaptation theory is complementary and competing 
theory of exposure theory. It suggests that individuals 
can adapt to toxins over time and build resistance to 
them. As people become used to casinos in their 
communities, adverse reactions are expected to 
decline over time. For instance, there is evidence that 

people who have lived in Las Vegas for more than 10 
years, where casinos have been prominent for 
decades, gamble less than people who do not.  

However, there is limited evidence to support these 
theories. There have been no empirical studies to test 
the adaptation theory regarding urban casinos. 

Who is it intended for? 
This review is intended for researchers interested in 
urban casinos and how they affect their host 
communities. The author found limited research on 
the relationship between casino proximity and urban 
casino communities. There is a need for more 
research on the topic, especially on the 
socioeconomic outcomes. 

About the researchers 
Paulette J. O’Gilvie is affiliated with Capella University 
in Minneapolis, Minnesota, US. For more information 
about this study, please contact Paulette J. O’Gilvie at 
pogilvie@capellauniversity.edu. 

Citation 
O’Gilvie, P. J. (2022). The impact of casino proximity 
on northeast urban communities: A literature review. 
Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 9, 
Article 36. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-
01055-1  

Study funding 
No funding was identified for this study.

 
About Greo 
Greo has partnered with the Knowledge Mobilization 
Unit at York University to produce Research 
Snapshots. Greo is an independent knowledge 
translation and exchange organization with almost 
two decades of international experience in 
generating, synthesizing, and mobilizing research into 
action across the health and wellbeing sectors. Greo 
helps organizations improve their strategies, policies, 
and practices by harnessing the power of evidence 
and stakeholder insight. 

Learn more about Greo by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:pogilvie@capellauniversity.edu
mailto:pogilvie@capellauniversity.edu
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01055-1
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01055-1
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01055-1
mailto:info@greo.ca
mailto:info@greo.ca



