
 
 

What this article is about 

The Reno model outlines a set of principles and 
guidelines for responsible gambling. It has had great 
influence over research and regulation in the past 
decade. The model has also been criticized, 
particularly for its emphasis on individual 
responsibility. In this article, the authors argue that 
some scholars have misinterpreted or misunderstood 
the Reno model to be inconsistent with a public 
health model. The authors describe the main features 
of both models, and claim that the Reno model is 
more focused on tactics to navigate a public health 
model.   

What was done? 

The authors highlight four main principles of a public 
health model to gambling. They then discuss how the 
Reno model is consistent with a public health 
approach. The authors make a distinction that a public 
health model is a strategic framework, while the Reno 
model is a tactical subset of that framework.  

What you need to know 

According to the authors, a public health model 
provides a strategic framework. It has a set of 
strategies that define long-term goals and objectives. 
These strategies set out a roadmap for specific 
activities and initiatives to prevent and reduce the 
harms associated with gambling. On the other hand, 
the Reno model is more narrowly focused on tactics 
to navigate the public health model. Tactics are a set 
of activities or multiple sets of activities that work 
together to achieve strategic goals and objectives.  

The authors suggest that there are four basic 
principles of a public health model: 

1) A public health approach considers scientific 
evidence with an impartial eye. As such, it needs 
to balance both the social costs and benefits of 
gambling.  

2) Public health knowledge is based on evidence 
from population-level studies. Most gambling 
research has focused on individual characteristics 
of gamblers, such as their thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviours. A public health approach 
encourages a shift from the individual to broader 
social, cultural, and economic forces. This 
includes understanding the prevalence of 
gambling and related harms across a population. 
There is also a need to understand why certain 
population groups are more vulnerable to 
gambling problems than others. However, taking 
a public health approach does not take away the 
importance of individual experiences.  

Why is this article important? 

In this article, the authors address the view that 
the Reno model is not compatible with a public 
health model to gambling. The authors outline 
four main principles of a public health model, and 
discuss how the Reno model is consistent with 
those principles. They claim that a public health 
model provides a strategic framework with long-
term goals and objectives, while the Reno model 
focuses on tactics to achieve those goals and 
objectives. The authors conclude that it is more 
fruitful to see the pubic health and Reno models 
as being complementary. Each contributes to the 
common aim of preventing and reducing 
gambling-related harms in its own ways.       

A discussion of how the Reno model 
complements a public health model for 
responsible gambling and harm reduction 
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3) A public health approach is proactive. It focuses 
on strategies that aim to prevent and minimize 
the harms of gambling. These include providing 
guidelines on how to gamble safely for the 
general public, tools to identify early signs of 
gambling problems, and systems for monitoring 
and reporting. Also, people are offered the 
choice to cut back or stop gambling depending 
on their desires and goals. 

4) A public health approach balances many 
different perspectives towards gambling. It 
engages local communities in the evaluation and 
debate of the long-term impacts of gambling. It 
includes a cost-benefit analysis to understand 
the impacts across different population groups.  

According to the authors, the Reno model is 
consistent with a public health model for responsible 
gambling and harm reduction. Both models assume 
that it is possible to have a safe level of gambling, 
and that gambling can have both costs and benefits. 
The Reno model further assumes that the decision to 
gamble or not belongs to the individual, and this 
decision must be based on informed choice.  

The authors argue that a common misunderstanding 
of the Reno model is with respect to individual 
responsibility. The Reno model states that many 
stakeholders share responsibility responsible 
gambling, not just the individual. Stakeholders 
include the gambling industry, government, health 
service and welfare providers, and community 
groups. Importantly, the government has the 
responsibility to create regulations that protect 
consumers. The industry has the responsibility to 
inform people about their products and have 
measures in place to protect consumers from harms. 
However, the decision to gamble is ultimately made 
by the individual. Therefore, where the balance of 
responsibility lies remains open to debate.  

The authors conclude that rather than seeing the 
Reno model as being opposite to a public health 
model, it is more fruitful to view the two as being 
complementary. 

  

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for gambling researchers, 
regulators, and public health policy makers. It offers 
insights into the debate about the Reno model and 
responsible gambling. 

About the researchers 

Howard J. Shaffer is affiliated with the Department of 
Psychiatry and Division on Addiction at Cambridge 
Health Alliance in Malden, Massachusetts, USA. 
Alexander Blaszczynski is affiliated with the School of 
Psychology in the Faculty of Science, Brain and Mind 
Centre at the University of Sydney in Sydney, New 
South Wales, Australia. Robert Ladouceur is a 
Professor Emeritus with the School of Psychology at 
Laval University in Quebec, Canada. For more 
information about this study, please contact Howard 
J. Shaffer at howard_shaffer@hms.harvard.edu.  

Citation 

Shaffer, H. J., Blaszczynski, A., & Ladouceur, R. (2019). 
Considering the public health and Reno models: 
Strategic and tactical approaches for dealing with 
gambling-related harms. International Journal of 
Mental Health and Addiction. Advance online 
publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-019-
00149-3 

 

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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