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My talk today has its roots in a conversation that Bo Bernhard and | had about 10 years
ago. Bo told me that he was editing an issue of a sociology journal and asked if | was
interested in contributing. Having not worked as a sociologist since graduate school, |
was immediately hooked.

| wrote the article with Matt Wray, a sociologist who was studying White working class
men at the time. The article was published in 2007. And sank like a stone. | submitted
it as an abstract to several NCPG conferences and it never was accepted. But then
Keith Whyte invited me to present at the 30" NCPG conference on a topic which |
personally felt strongly about ...



Two stories
|

An old, White man
with a national
reputation has lost
more than $8 million
playing slot machines
in Las Vegas; he
admits he gambles
but maintains that his
habit never put

A young, Black woman is
sentenced to prison for leaving ¢ ! )
her 10-day old baby in the car himself or his family

in financial jeopardy.

while she goes into a South
Carolina slots parlor to gamble.

Green, 2003; Schull, 2002
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Compare the following two news accounts ... the picture is not of the real person, in the
first example. The old White man is Bill Bennett, former “drug czar” and Secretary of
Education under Ronald Reagan. lIronically, Bennett is also the author of The Book of
Virtues.

The young Black (probably poor) woman was deemed “bad” and punished. The old
White rich man was deemed “mad” by many observers but managed to avoid any label
at all. After all, as he told the public, “I never bet the lunch money.”

These two accounts raise questions about the disparate social impacts of legal
gambling and the ways in which the concept of “problem gambling” is differentially
applied to individuals.



What is “sociological imagination”?

The vivid awareness of the
relationship between
personal experience and
the wider society

The ability to step outside
of a given situation and
examine it from another
point of view

C. Wright Mills, 1959
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There is a famous book, written by C. Wright Mills, that all budding sociologists are
required to read. Itis called The Sociological Imagination. | found a couple of different
definitions of the concept, as you can see.

What we are challenged to do, in using our sociological imagination, is to think beyond
the individual when we consider various experiences. We are challenged to ask how
larger structures in society — organizations and institutions — shape our own
experiences and those of other people.

So the question that Matt Wray and | asked ourselves, in thinking about the two stories
| just told you, was how could these two people have difficulties in engaging with the
same technology and yet have such very different outcomes.



So let’s reframe the question...

At
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That led us to another question, which is what purpose (or function) does problem
gambling serve in a historical period when legal gambling is expanding rapidly?

We wondered whether a change in society’s perception of “gambling problems” from
“bad” to “mad” (and for some people but not others) works to allow societies to
dramatically expand the availability of gambling?



The spread of legal gambling

4 EASY TO PLAY. SIMPLE TO SAY.

BED ey
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It won’t be a surprise to anyone here that legal gambling has increased dramatically in
the US since the 1970s. You heard Don Feeney talk yesterday about what gambling
looks like to Seniors, Baby Boomers, Gen Xers and Millennials. We went from bingo
and horse racing in the 1960s and 70s to lotteries and casinos in the 1980s and 90s to
sports betting and online gambling in the 2000s.

But these dramatic changes in availability depend on making gambling NORMAL and
ACCEPTABLE to the majority of people in society. Or as John Rosecrance pointed out
back in the 1980s, the spread of legal gambling depends on making the MIDDLE CLASS
into gamblers. But to make the middle class into gamblers, people have to believe that
gambling is not sinful, it’s not unsavory, it’s not something only done by degenerates.
No, it’s fun, it’s fulfilling, it’s entertainment.

So here’s an important point. What has happened with gambling is the same thing that
has happened with many other institutions in our modern society. Ulrich Beck and
Anthony Giddens called it “the risk society,” by which they meant "a systematic way of
dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and introduced by” society itself rather
than by natural forces. Examples include things like pollution (think Flint, Michigan),
newly emerging diseases (think Zika virus), high rates of crime. In all of these cases,
wealthy people are often able to mitigate risk more easily than the poor by, for
example, buying bottled water or having access to medicines or living in gated
communities.



Upward concentration of wealth ...

So what happened as different forms of gambling became legal and widespread in
American society? | would argue that gambling was re-framed as entertainment. This
allowed gambling to become a routine part of everyday life.

Stakeholders & constituencies emerged
* Industry (growing involvement in political processes)
* Government (growing dependence on gambling revenues)
* Social settings (gambling takes place in many places)
* Helping professions become interested & engaged
* Other professionals organize around impacts (economists, law enforcement,
banking, insurance, credit card industry)
* Researchers begin to investigate



Accompanied by downward
diffusion of responsibility
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But with that upward concentration of money spent by middle class people in legal
gambling establishments came a downward diffusion of responsibility for the negative
impacts that come with spending more than one can afford on gambling.

Along with re-framing gambling as “entertainment,” gambling-related problems
(especially for middle class people) were re-framed as a medical issue. People who
gambled too much were no longer “degenerates,” they were suffering from an illness
and should be treated. This is evident in the tools that were created to detect people
with gambling problems, all of which focused on individual symptoms — chasing,
withdrawal, tolerance, guilt, borrowing money.

To further complicate things, poor people and people of color were both MORE likely to
be labeled as “problem gamblers” and LESS likely to be treated for a gambling problem.
For the poor, whose gambling problems are intensified because they have far fewer
financial resources to buffer the effects of gambling losses, their gambling-related
difficulties are still more likely to be framed as criminal behavior rather than as an
illness.



Problem gambling is the crucial

enabler of legal gambling
e

But who gets labeled? And what labels are applied?

Loans for People with
Bad Credit!
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Cuts to social services and reluctance to raise taxes have led state governments in the
US to favor gambling as a source of tax revenues. This has been made possible by re-
framing gambling as “entertainment” and re-framing problematic gambling as an
“illness.”

As the wealth gap continues to grow, legal gambling will increasingly be managed as a
system for the extraction and upward distribution of wealth—or, as sociologists would
call it, a new mechanism of social domination. And problem gambling is the crucial
enabler of that new mechanism of social domination.



One last story

SEIGMA @ oo s

| want to end today with one more story. This one is about Andrew Caspersen, a once
very wealthy, young White man who pleaded guilty earlier this month to defrauding
friends and family out of millions of dollars.

While the circumstances are undoubtedly tragic, what | find interesting is Caspersen’s
effort to label himself as a “gambling addict” in order to avoid a 12-16 year prison
sentence. In other words, Caspersen is attempting to use the “medical” label to
mitigate the “criminal” label which has been applied to him.

And, in contrast to people with fewer resources, it appears that his effort may succeed.
In comments made in court, the judge in the case said that he thought that the federal
sentencing guidelines “border on the irrational” in this particular case and that he was

inclined to be lenient at the upcoming sentencing hearing in November.



Thank you!
.

For more information:

rvolberg@schoolph.umass.edu
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| hope | have been able to spark your imaginations today with some thoughts about
how legal gambling and problem gambling enable each other.

| hope all of you will remember the personal stories | shared with you today. But | also
hope you will remember to question how gambling fits into our larger society, how it
may contribute to the enormous income inequality that so many of us talk about these
days. And | hope, when the next problem gambler walks into your office, that you will
think about the larger social forces affecting her or his life and how your perceptions of
that person affect the help that you provide.
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