
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling occurs when people continue to 
gamble even though they suffer negative 
consequences from gambling. Evidence suggests that 
problem gamblers spend more time and money on 
gambling activities than people without gambling 
problems. Therefore, the amounts of time and money 
spent gambling have been used by researchers and 
treatment providers as one of the indicators to assess 
how severe people’s gambling problems are. 

Gamblers’ social environment during a gambling 
session is also important to consider when explaining 
problem gambling behaviour. A gambling 
environment consists of where the game is played, 
the rules of the game, the characteristics of other 
players, and the use of devices such as dice and cards. 
Gamblers’ social interactions and experiences within 
this environment can influence their decisions on how 
to use time and money in the game.  

The aim of this study was to investigate 
undergraduate students’ social interactions in three 
different gambling environments. It aimed to 
investigate how these interactions influenced their 
decisions about time and money. The environments 
explored were gambling with friends in a private 
setting, gambling at a casino, and gambling online. 

What the researchers did 

The University Student Gambling Habit Survey was 
completed by a random sample of undergraduate 
students across five postsecondary institutions in 
Quebec, Canada, in 2008. The purpose of the survey 
was to understand the gambling behaviours of this 
population. Some students were invited for a follow-
up study afterwards. 

The researchers analyzed data collected from focus 
groups and individual interviews for the follow-up 
study. The three focus groups were held with two 
non-problem gamblers and 13 gamblers with low risk 
of developing gambling problems. The interviews 
were held with seven moderate-risk gamblers and five 
problem gamblers. 

What the researchers found 

Both non-problem and problem gamblers indicated 
that they gambled with friends in a private setting to 
spend quality time together, and not to win money. 
Smaller amounts of money were spent, but play could 

What you need to know 

The aim of this study was to explore how social 
interactions in different gambling environments 
influence the amounts of time and money people 
spend on gambling. The researchers analyzed data 
collected from focus groups and interviews with 
university students. The gambling experiences of 
both non-problem and problem gamblers were 
similar. Gambling with friends was considered a 
social activity where winning was not the primary 
focus. The students felt ambivalent about 
gambling at a casino. Casino was a place for 
entertainment and fun, but also a place where one 
could lose track of time and money. Finally, 
compared to problem gamblers, non-problem 
gamblers were more distrustful of online 
gambling. The researchers argued that gambling is 
a social activity and the environment in which it 
occurs can influence how people negotiate and 
engage with the game. This in turn affects how 
much money and time they spend on gambling.  
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go on for hours. Gambling was not taken too seriously 
as teasing and cheating were allowed and money won 
was often returned in kind to other players. 

Both non-problem and problem gamblers said that 
gambling at a casino was fun and entertaining. But 
they also felt ambivalent about gambling there. They 
talked about casino as a place that could influence 
people to spend more time and money. Problem 
gamblers indicated that the excitement, especially 
from slot machines, encouraged them to spend more 
time and money than intended. The students spent 
more time in a casino when friends and family were 
with them. Many thought it was important to control 
their spending at a casino by sticking to a budget. 
Some expressed that gambling at a casino was a 
waste of money and a source of frustration. Negative 
opinions such as these could prevent students from 
spending a lot of money on casino games. 

Online gambling was a form of entertainment for both 
non-problem and problem gamblers. Both groups 
recognized that it was easy to spend more time and 
money playing online games than intended. Online 
gambling was considered more accessible and could 
be embedded in other daily tasks. A few students 
mentioned the attractiveness of online gambling sites 
and the constant promotions might influence them to 
play for longer time. Compared to problem gamblers, 
some non-problem gamblers said they distrusted 
online gambling providers and players. This distrust 
might keep some students from online gambling or 
betting large amounts of money. 

Overall, these findings suggest that the gambling 
environments have an impact on how people make 
sense of and manage their gambling experiences. 
Different gambling environments influence how they 
negotiate meaning and management of time and 
money spent on gambling activities. 

How you can use this research 

Treatment providers could use this research to inform 
their interventions and encourage healthier gambling 
behaviour. For example, they could support gamblers 
in making sense of the environments in which they 
gamble. Finding meanings may help gamblers become 

less stressed and less likely to lose track of money and 
time spent. More research is needed to understand if 
different gambling activities in different environments 
affect individual experiences. Future research could 
also investigate how new gambling technologies 
affect people’s connection to their gambling 
experiences.  
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Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (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 responsible 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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