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EmbEddEd Addiction: thE SociAl  
Production of GAmblinG KnowlEdGE 
And thE dEvEloPmEnt of GAmblinG 
mArKEtS

JAmES f. coSGrAvE1

Abstract. This article discusses features of the development of gambling mar-
kets, particularly the production of knowledge that interacts with and contributes 
to the constitution of these markets. While gambling expansion is predicated on 
the provision of “entertainment,” and where gambling is marketed as the con-
sumption of safe risks, there is also the possibility of risky consumption and the 
production of problem gamblers. The article discusses the knowledge produced 
around the figure of the problem gambler, and how the figure has been product-
ive in terms of institutional developments. The risks posed by the problematic 
gambler (e.g., to state-owned gambling enterprises) must be “solved” to enable 
the legitimization of markets and the ongoing quest for profits/revenues. The 
paper analyzes knowledge production in relation to contemporary sociological 
orientations to consumption and risk in late modernity.
Keywords: gambling markets, knowledge, problem gambling, addiction, con-
sumption, risk

Résumé. Cet article traite des caractéristiques de développement des marchés de 
jeux de hasard et d’argent, plus particulièrement de la production de connaissan-
ces qui interagissent avec ces marchés et qui contribuent à leur constitution. Bien 
que l’expansion des jeux de hasard et d’argent se fonde sur l’offre d’un « diver-
tissement », et alors que le jeu est mis en marché comme étant la consommation 
d’un risque calculé, la consommation à risque et la production de joueurs problé-
matiques restent également possibles. L’article aborde les connaissances produi-
tes autour de la figure du joueur problématique, ainsi que la mesure dans laquelle 
cette figure a pu être productive relativement au développement des institutions. 
Les risques que pose le joueur problématique (par exemple, pour les entreprises 
de jeux de hasard appartenant à l’État) doivent être « résolus » afin de permettre 
la légitimation des marchés et la recherche continuelle de profits ou de revenus. 

1. The author thanks the anonymous reviewers at CJS for their thorough attention and 
suggestions for improving the article.
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Le document analyse la production de connaissances en situant cette production 
par rapport aux orientations sociologiques contemporaines de la consommation 
et du risque dans une modernité avancée.
Mots clés: marchés de jeux de hasard, connaissances, jeu problématique, dépen-
dance, consommation, risque

introduCtion

The rapid expansion of gambling enterprises in North America in the 
last four decades, particularly the spread of casinos, forms of elec-

tronic gambling, and Internet gambling since the early 1990s, points to 
significant developments in consumption activity, and to issues related 
to the state legitimation of an activity that was previously (officially) 
deemed problematic for society, and which, in some of its forms, holds 
certain risks for participants. While there continue to be social conflicts 
over the implementation and expansion of certain types of gambling — 
e.g., video lottery terminals (McKenna 2008), and the issue of whether 
jurisdictions should follow the casinos as public policy/economic de-
velopment route — gambling is largely accepted, and is mass-marketed 
by private gambling enterprises and states as an entertainment activity. 

A particular issue that needs to be addressed in the sociological 
study of gambling consumption is how gambling has come to be stimu-
lated as an object of consumption, and how markets themselves are de-
veloped,  maintained, and undergo innovation. These aspects are all too 
often taken for granted in economic analyses that focus on individual or 
“consumer choice,” where the consumer is “the fictive consumer of eco-
nomic models, the aggregate of desocialized, individual, rational choice-
makers,” and where the existence of gambling markets is accounted for, 
seemingly straightforwardly, by the forces of supply and demand (Miller 
1995:17). 

Much has been written on the economics of gambling (Clotfelter 
and Cook 1989; Eadington 2002; Grinols 2003), gambling and social 
policy (Derevensky et al. 2003; Eadington and Cornelius 1997; Good-
man 1995; Whyte 2003), gambling and the law (Dixon 1991; Rose 
2003), and gambling addiction (Dickerson 2004; Lesieur 1984; Peele 
2003; Shaffer 2003; Steel and Blaszczynski 2002). In relation to addic-
tion, psychological research, with its interest in the fairly new “problem” 
and “pathological” gambler (Castellani 2000) has overshadowed socio-
logical and cultural studies analyses, although it has been proferred that 
sociological interest in gambling has been slower to develop (McMillen 
1996; Volberg 2008).  
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Journals with a specific focus on gambling, such as Journal of Gam-
bling Studies and International Gambling Studies, tend to be domin-
ated by a focus on gambling behaviours and problem gambling, rather 
than sociological or cultural-symbolic issues. Following on some recent 
work that argues for more sustained sociological attention to gambling 
(Bernhard and Preston 2007; Cosgrave 2006), this discussion focuses 
on the institutional frameworks within which gambling enterprises have 
developed and in which gambling activity occurs. In particular, the dis-
cussion draws upon contemporary developments in sociology to focus 
on the production of gambling knowledge. While “problem gambling” 
is discussed here, the focus is on how this classification/construct re-
lates to and contributes to the development of gambling markets and 
to other institutions, including the state. The interest is to see how the 
problem gambler is institutionally productive, contributing not just to the 
gambling money/revenue economy, but also, and more interestingly, to 
knowledge economies and institutional development.

The problem of the problem gambler (whether termed addiction, 
pathology, loss of control, disordered gambling), the topic of so much 
research in academic gambling journals and in institutionally funded 
gambling research (Shaffer 2007), has become a highly productive dis-
cursive object, and is not really a problem to be solved so much as a 
risk to be managed. To say this is not to ignore the important work and 
empathy of counselors and clinicians who deal on the front line with 
individuals who are concerned about their excessive gambling, and who 
have created hardship for themselves and their families.

The interest of this discussion is to see how this object acts like a 
discursive pivot around and through which knowledge fields are con-
structed, producing institutions and agencies, and new areas of research, 
thereby also contributing to the legitimation and expansion of gambling 
markets. In relation to the development of these markets, psychological 
research on gambling problems acts as a de facto form of consumer mar-
ket research. The construction of the addicted or pathological gambler 
serves to modulate gambling offerings and is embedded in the know-
ledge producing economy. The development of gambling markets pro-
vides an occasion then, not only for the analysis of processes of “making 
up people” (Hacking 2002) but of the making of institutions and forms 
of state conduct. 

This discussion draws upon the work of Michel Foucault (1977; 
1991), Foucauldian governmentality analyses, and contemporary socio-
logical formulations of risk to consider the constitution of gambling mar-
kets and the knowledge production that is generated. The development 
of institutions and knowledge is of interest to the sociologist, making the 
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discursive field itself a topic. A guiding concern is: how are gambling 
risks constructed and embedded in the field of knowledge, and how does 
gambling knowledge relate to the development of gambling markets? 

ConSumption and riSk

Legal gambling activities are a form of consumption whereby actors 
demonstrate orientations to pleasure, desire, and leisure in the “consum-
er society” (Campbell 1987; Hannigan 1998; Kingma 1997). While the 
classical sociological emphasis on production has been displaced by an 
analytical emphasis on consumption for theorizing about the social orga-
nization and culture of (late) modern societies (Baudrillard 1975; 1988; 
Bauman 2001; Miller 1995; Ritzer 1999; 2005), analysts of late mod-
ern society have also provided formulations of risk for an understanding 
of contemporary social organization (Beck 1992; 1995; 1996; Giddens 
1990; 1991; Lupton 1999; Lyng 2005).

In contrast to the earlier macro formulations of the risk society (Beck 
1992), more recent micro accounts of risk provide analyses of risk-tak-
ing, theorizing it as something desirable for the actor. Giddens (1991), 
for example, discusses “cultivated risk,” Gephart (2001) discusses “safe 
risk,” and Lyng discusses “edge-work” (2005). While risk-taking com-
modities are now offered in tourism and leisure markets (Gephart 2001; 
Hannigan 1998), the pursuit of risk is understood by these analysts to 
be an expression of social transformation and changing social structure. 
Gephart (2001:141), for example, considers “safe risk” as a “founda-
tional organizational feature of contemporary spectacular society,” while 
Lyng (2005:8) suggests that risk-taking is a “structural principle” of ac-
tor and institutional orientations in “risk societies.”

The legalization and expansion of gambling has liberalized a form of 
risk-taking that was previously held (at least officially) to be problematic 
for society. In a liberalized environment, indeed within a larger cultural 
milieu where consumption is central to social organization, participation 
in risky practices and the consumption of risk products is not so much 
the issue, but excessive or unsafe involvement entails certain kinds of 
stigmatization, such as the label of addiction (Cosgrave 2008). 

Casinos are sites of spending experience, and as providers of oppor-
tunities for pleasure and expenditure, their expansion in the contempor-
ary legalized gambling environment is illustrative of the transformation 
of economic ethics, cultural values, and socialization processes in the 
shift from industrial to postindustrial consumer societies (Cosgrave and 
Klassen 2001; Miller 1995; Tucker 1991; Weber 1958). It is in relation 
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to the development of the latter that orientations to risk and risk-taking 
require consideration. While the analytical status of risk in rationalized 
and commercialized gambling venues is subject to debate (Lyng 2005), 
the consumption of risk is what attracts gamblers. In its mass-marketed 
expressions, gambling is advertised as a form of “entertainment” and ca-
sinos are represented as sites for the consumption of “excitement” (e.g., 
the slogan for Ontario’s Casino Rama, run by the Rama Indian Band is 
“We deal Excitement Big Time!”).

Where the consumption of risk is motivated by the positive features 
of risk-taking — the thrills of sky-diving, the excitement of gambling, 
the highs of drug-taking (Goffman 1967; Lyng 2005; Reith 2005), risky 
consumption is consumption with unwanted risks. Gamblers do not de-
sire to be addicted, sky-divers seek to master the details of their activity 
and avoid disaster, and drug users do not want to overdose.

The consumption of risk as we find in gambling, or in other forms of 
“edgework” (Lyng 2005), is now a significant feature and driver of con-
sumer markets, but consumers are warned by providers and public health 
agencies that involvement in such activities should not become risky or 
potentially dangerous consumption for them. Consumers are given the 
message of responsible consumption, which acts, (in the case of respon-
sible gambling instructions for example), as a pedagogy for behaviour.

Legalized commercial gambling enterprises market the consumption 
of risks as entertainment, often downplaying the ways in which gam-
bling becomes risky consumption. Nevertheless, problematic forms of 
gambling become an object of risk management for gambling providers. 
The development of gambling markets requires the stimulation of con-
sumption (of risks) as well as the stimulation of knowledge generated to 
manage the unwanted risks of excessive consumption. This dynamic of 
knowledge generation contributes to institutional development, raising 
significant problems for gambling providers and revenue beneficiaries, 
particularly when gambling markets are stimulated by state-owned gam-
bling enterprises.

Studies of gambling in many jurisdictions reveal the high propor-
tion of gambling revenues generated from a small number of gamblers 
(Livingstone and Woolley 2007; Productivity Commission 1999; Vol-
berg et al. 1998; Williams and Wood 2004; 2007). Rates of problem and 
pathological gambling measured through prevalence studies typically 
range from 1–6% (pathological gambling rates comprising a lower per-
centage than problem gambling rates in any total percentage number), 
with higher rates for youth and aboriginals (Derevensky 2009; Ward-
man et al. 2001). Such rates do not seem at all morally problematic to 
the states and governments that own or are the financial beneficiaries of 
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gambling enterprises, and that commission these studies, as excessive 
gamblers are typically viewed (officially) as the casualties of legitimate 
gambling as a consumer choice (Borrell and Boulet 2007; Livingstone 
and Woolley 2007; McKenna 2008). The disease model of (excessive) 
gambling — which has generated the category of “pathological gambler” 
(Castellani 2000) — discursively serves this perspective, positioning the 
problematic gamblers in a statistically “small” group of flawed individ-
uals. However, the high proportion of revenues generated by such gam-
blers (not to mention the production of such gamblers in the first place) 
may pose serious legitimation problems for the state. Research on prob-
lematic gambling thus becomes an object of consumption and expendi-
ture for states (e.g., state gambling research agencies) and industry, and 
contributes to the constitution and shaping of gambling (consumption) 
markets (Borrell and Boulet 2007; Mun 2002). 

Gambling enterprises have to reflexively manage and monitor risky 
consumption as a way to provide safe (risk) experiences and to enable 
market involvement and expansion (Gephart 2001; Kingma 2004; Mun 
2002). While these enterprises claim to strive to limit and avoid the oc-
currence of risky consumption, such consumption is, paradoxically, a 
productive feature of the development of markets. 

the problematiC gambler and gambling marketS 

The biggest problem for legalized gambling and its expansion, and most 
certainly for state-owned gambling enterprises, is the problematic gam-
bler. Such a gambler is a risk to gambling enterprises in a number of 
ways: they are the negative outcome of legalized and expanded gambling 
(although they are said to be relatively few in percentage terms) and 
cannot gamble “safely,” hence requiring education, treatment, or ther-
apy. This risk-aspect is usually handled by the spending of money (by 
governments for example) on problem gambling programs, counselors, 
agencies, and the production of problem gambling research. However, 
such gamblers can pose a serious risk to gambling providers, not only 
by prompting concerns about the production of harm, but by threatening 
the legitimacy of gambling enterprises themselves, and the policy and 
ethical discourses that support that legitimacy (Borrell and Boulet 2007). 
It is important then to consider the production of knowledge around this 
figure, the forms of risk management, and the integration of this figure 
into the gambling economy. 

In his analysis of the category of “pathological gambler” Alan Col-
lins discusses its late emergence:
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… it is worth pausing to consider whether or not the lateness of the patho-
logical gambler was in fact due partly to gambling itself only becoming 
constructed as a fully fledged object of government rather late on. Despite 
the history of legislation in the 19th century, gambling may not have been 
governable in the strictest sense.…What was missing … were numbers, 
statistics, charts, graphs and other physical inscriptions of the gambling 
population. Until the late 20th century the means of assessing extent of 
gambling were not in place: its illegality made much of it hidden, the 
informal and secretive nature of many gambling forums made them ex-
tremely difficult to assess, there were the thorny issues of defining gam-
bling, and perhaps most importantly of all, there was the technical prob-
lem of distinguishing money new to the gambling market from money 
being recycled within the market. (Collins 1996: 93) 

Along with the recent legalization and rapid expansion of varieties of 
gambling in the past forty years has come the proliferation of gambling 
knowledges, especially since the 1990s. According to problem gambling 
researcher Howard Shaffer, 

By the end of the twentieth century, almost 50% of gambling studies jour-
nal articles had been published during the 1990s. Now, almost 33% of 
gambling studies journal articles have been published between 1999 and 
2003. (Shaffer 2004) 

This concerns academic writing on gambling, but there is also the know-
ledge produced from consumer behaviour and market research perspec-
tives by private industry and state gambling corporations and agencies 
interested in maintaining and creating gambling markets. 

The 1990s saw the introduction of casinos and electronic gambling 
machines (EGMs) in many jurisdictions, and gambling activity has now 
been brought out into the open in three senses: 
1. the legalization and liberalization of gambling has allowed gam-

bling to be public (overt), and with liberalization the stigmatization 
has been largely overcome; 

2. the commercial interests of private gambling enterprises and rev-
enue interests of states have created large gambling markets, both 
legal and illegal, which must now be considered global in scope; and 

3. problem and pathological gambling are a product of this expansion, 
most notably in relation to EGMs (Smith and Campbell 2007). 

The visibility of gambling and the commercial, capitalistic interests 
in the activity have produced varieties of gambling knowledge that seek 
to generate, as well as understand and explain, gambling behaviours in 
the context of the constitution of commercial markets. We can speak 
here of the fields of knowledge production framed by the opening up of 
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these markets. The visibility of gambling allows the visibility of various 
objects, one being the problematic gambler, which, as presented here, 
has and continues to be a highly productive object of knowledge. It is 
significant that EGMs have generated a large proportion of gambling 
research, as they have come to be regarded as the riskiest form of gam-
bling from an addiction perspective (Cox et al. 2005; Livingstone and 
Woolley 2007; Smith and Campbell 2007). For Livingstone and Woolley 
(2007:369), 

Gamblers are not powerless to resist the enticements of EGMs, but EGM 
games have been scientifically developed to attract gamblers, reconfigure 
their agency, and maximize their expenditure. Excessive levels of harm 
production are in our view a concomitant of this.

While the type of addiction related to these machines — stimulated by 
operant conditioning — is not new, the machines differ from older slot 
machines in their technological sophistication, providing “an unsafe 
mode of rapid and expensive consumption” (Livingstone and Woolley 
2007:369).

As these machines are highly profitable, there has been great resist-
ance on the part of the gaming industry and states to abolish them (Smith 
and Campbell 2007; McKenna 2008). One version of the production of 
knowledge related to these machines has focused on their modulation, 
to make the machines themselves more “responsible.” Some machines 
now include “responsible gaming features” that allow the player to more 
directly control their own involvement (such as being able to set time 
and financial limits). Despite the evidence singling out EGMs as the pri-
mary gambling addiction culprit, a consequence also of the prevalence 
and availability of this form of gambling in many jurisdictions (Smith 
and Campbell 2007), discourses about gambling behaviour problems 
wrestle with the source of the problems — is it to be located in the high-
ly addictive technological constitution of the machines (where anybody 
can become an “at-risk” gambler), or in faulty or diseased individuals 
(Dickerson et al. 2003; Livingstone and Woolley 2007; Reith 2007)? In 
the case of EGMs, perhaps it inheres in between, in a new behavioural 
space produced by sophisticated gaming technology? Competing epis-
temologies shape the gambling field (McGowan 2004), and in terms of 
the development of gambling markets, the issue here is: how do these 
epistemologies and definitions of gambling problems interact with the 
profit/revenue motive of gambling markets? How do they enable forms 
of governing?
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produCing knowledge, governing gambling

In his ground-breaking study of punishment and social control, Foucault 
(1977) provided a novel understanding of delinquency and how it pro-
vided an object of social control for authorities. In effect, the delinquent 
was produced by the system of punishment (contact with prison), and 
made useful to social control through various means. The delinquent was 
a product of the penal system (Foucault 1977). This argument has some 
bearing on what is being discussed here: the problem gambler is a prod-
uct of gambling enterprises, and while potentially a legitimacy risk for 
gambling enterprises, nevertheless enables institutional development, 
the production of expertise, and modes of knowledge that seek to govern 
the behaviour (Castellani 2000). 

More recent work has drawn upon Foucault and governmentality ap-
proaches to offer accounts of the social production of the pathological 
and problem gambler (Castellani 2000; Collins 1996; Reith 2007). In 
her genealogy, Reith (2007) points out the rationalist assumptions under-
lying psychological attempts to understand and explain the problem 
gambler. She points to the tensions produced between the “consumer 
sovereignty” of the autonomous, rational Western subject and the prob-
lem gambler. The image of the autonomous, rational subject may be the 
grounds for contemporary psychological conceptions of self, providing 
an epistemological underpinning for the notion of the “self-governing 
consumer” (Reith 2007; Venn 1984). However, aside from conceptions 
of  irrationality said to be residing in the problem gambler (Delfabbro 
2004), analyses of consumption and the development of consumer mar-
kets would reveal, not an ideal-typical sovereign, “rational” actor, but 
the ways in which the “consumer” is constituted and acted upon through 
social processes and forms of knowledge. In other words, such analyses 
would take into account the ways in which the production of consump-
tion activities are predicated on the stimulation and eliciting of desire 
(Bauman 2001). 

The actions/behaviours of actual gamblers are produced in gambling 
venues that comprise the gambling markets. As suggested by Collins in 
the passage quoted above, a genealogy of the pathological gambler as 
classification or type becomes visible with the expansion and develop-
ment of legalized gambling markets. In his analyses of processes of nor-
malization, Foucault (1977) did not assume a “normal” self, but rather 
examined these processes and their relation to the production of subjects. 
Similarly, if a “normal” gambler exists it should be seen — or become 
visible — in relation to gambling markets, rather than just being assumed 
to exist. Constructs of the gambler are produced in relation to the know-
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ledges and practices that constitute gambling markets. In their discussion 
of the conceptual field that constitutes EGM gambling, Livingstone and 
Woolley (2007:364), remark that this field 

discursively constructs problem gambling as an innate human quality, ig-
noring the behaviour-shaping capacities of sophisticated technologies and 
practices.… This discursive formation produces a hypothetical ‘deficit’, 
the difference between a pathologized ‘problem gambler’ and an ideal 
type ‘recreational’ gambler.

That the larger portion of gamblers, according to official gambling agen-
cies, do not develop a gambling problem (as measured and reported in 
problem gambling prevalence studies), and orient to their gambling as 
entertainment, treats the “normal” handling of gambling as self-evident 
(Livingstone and Woolley 2007). However, such statements — which 
must be appreciated as gambling pedagogy for newly recruited and 
existing gambling consumers — are significant for their governmental 
import: as ideals the gambling subjects should strive to corroborate in 
their behavior (Hacking 2004). 

The development of gambling markets includes the constitution and 
regulation of gambling enterprises and activities, and incorporates the 
forms of knowledge produced to understand activities and behaviours. 
These are expressions of “power-knowledge,” contributing to forms of 
governing (Castellani 2000; Collins 1996; Foucault 1977; 1991; Rose 
1996; 1999). A governmentality approach challenges the economic mod-
el of the “sovereign consumer” underlying the epistemologies that sup-
port gambling markets. Here it is not only a question of studying how the 
marketing of gambling affects attitudes and dispositions, or influences 
consumer choice, but how the production of knowledge constitutes sub-
jects and reflexively shapes and structures the development of markets 
themselves. A feature of this process is what Hacking (2004) terms “dy-
namic nominalism,” which refers to the social processes through which 
selves interact with institutional classifications and categories. The ac-
tors’ acceptance of classifications in turn has dynamic effects on the clas-
sifiers’ knowledge. The institutional and expert interpretations of behav-
iour provide the discursive frameworks individuals use to “understand” 
their own behaviour (Hacking 2002; 2004). Added to this dynamic are 
the ways in which the classifications and categories extend the scientific 
field by attracting researchers and research money, contributing further 
to institutional development and prestige.

From this perspective gambling addiction has been very productive. 
Addictions are certainly economically productive: alcohol and tobacco 
addictions generate huge profits for their producers and even for their 
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regulators, the governments that reap the taxes. The problem and patho-
logical gamblers are economically productive as many studies have 
shown (Livingstone and Woolley 2007; Volberg et al. 1998; Williams 
and Wood 2007). For this discussion “problems” are also productive be-
cause they contribute to the constitution of fields: the various experts and 
knowledge producers (psychological and otherwise), the development 
of research agencies and institutes that expand and deploy knowledge, 
the uses of knowledge by counselors and the creation of treatment ap-
proaches.

As the development of gambling markets requires the stimulation 
and integration of gambling behaviours, the production of front-end and 
back-end knowledges can be distinguished. Front-end knowledge relates 
to the revenue (or profit) imperative and the stimulation of gambling 
behaviour, including excessive gambling, in relation to this: gambling 
marketing and advertising, casino construction (its external construction, 
and more importantly its internal environment), the design of games and 
their technological appeal, physical access to gambling — all forms 
of knowledge that contribute to the generation of revenues. Back-end 
knowledge refers to the forms of knowledge related to the management 
of gambling behaviour and any negative consequences or “bads”: prob-
lem gambling knowledge used by counselors and treatment centres, 
public relations strategies to shape public opinion and manage risk con-
troversies, strategies produced to appease gambling expansion or oppos-
ition groups, and also criminal enforcement knowledge. 

Ritzer’s (2005) conception of the “means of consumption” is useful 
here as it points to the ways in which gambling activities are structured as 
legal and rationalized forms of consumption. Casinos are highly ration-
alized consumption sites, where we find particularly strong examples of 
both enchantment, the way in which the setting constructs inducements 
to spending and the lure of winning, and surveillance — the all pervasive 
“eye in the sky.” It should also be pointed out how other modes of casino 
surveillance, through the use of player loyalty programs, for example, 
track consumer expenditure and behaviour. While front-end gambling 
knowledge is an obvious and central feature of the means of gambling 
consumption, this discussion points to the ways back-end knowledge is 
important for the management of risky consumption, which may pose 
legitimacy problems for gambling providers. For Ritzer, the “means of 
consumption” refers not just to the structuring of the consumption set-
ting, but also to the ways in which “people are controlled and exploited 
as consumers” (Ritzer 2005:50).

Gambling expansion is producing behaviours, both problematic and 
unproblematic, and the generation of front- and back-end knowledges 
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is central to a risk management orientation, where risk is not just some-
thing (negative) to be managed, but something productive:

Rather than being a programmatic failure or a source of resistance to be 
overcome, risk represents an opportunity for governmental expansion, re-
finement and modification. Concrete indicators of risk such as revenue 
audits and rates of pathological gambling … allow the state to judge the 
level of activity of these economic and social risks, which subsequently 
empowers it to improve upon its performance of casino provision. (Mun 
2002:229–230)

There are, then, the knowledges that seek to liberate or produce gam-
bling behaviour, and knowledges that aim to regulate such behaviour, 
particularly the negative manifestations. The production of knowledge 
(both front- and back-end) contributes to the governing of gambling be-
haviours, as the consequences of the liber(aliz)ation of gambling are not 
known in advance. The unintended consequences of liberalization and 
market expansion point to the reflexive production of risks; this pro-
duction generates knowledge about gambling behaviour (the discursive 
field), and contributes to the development of markets.  

The production and visibility of behaviours are the consequence of 
knowledge that has already shaped gambling enterprises. These behav-
iours may require further governing practices as they manifest themselves 
(in unwanted ways) and as new front-end knowledges are introduced into 
gambling markets. Such behaviours result from interactions between 
gamblers, the games themselves, and the gambling venues or environ-
ment (casinos, racinos, bingo halls, video lottery terminal sites, internet 
gambling, etc.). Programs directed at individuals’ gambling behaviours, 
such as “self-exclusion programs” and “responsible gambling” (the latter 
discussed in the next section) are generated, relate to, and serve both (front 
and back) ends. They are aimed at governing the conduct of gamblers. 

In relation to the building of gambling markets, the following com-
ments by Rose (1999:245) are instructive:

… the commoditization of consumer preferences may generate new forms 
of visibility of the attitudes, aspirations and desires of citizens … to as-
semble the subject of consumption: to render the consumer knowable and 
calculable within an economy of desire, to construct relays and relations 
between the predilections and passions of the individual and the attributes 
and image of the product.

Thus, in the relationship between knowledge production and gam-
bling markets, along with dynamic nominalism there is also dynamic 
behaviourism. 
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the State, gambling ConSumption, and riSk management

The notion that risk-taking is a “structural principle” of actor and insti-
tutional orientations in “risk societies” suggests that this principle also 
applies to and influences the conduct of the state (Lyng 2005). However, 
as states must respond to political pressures and legitimacy concerns, the 
management of risk is a central objective of contemporary state activity 
(Beck 1992). It is also significant that states have played a major role in 
the current climate of legalized gambling, not only through their obvious 
legal powers, but, in many jurisdictions, through their interests in rev-
enue collection, if not their outright ownership of gambling enterprises 
themselves. State ownership of gambling enterprises, (such as we find 
in the Canadian provinces, or in the Netherlands and other countries), is 
itself a form of economic risk-management, an example of entrepreneur-
ial revenue seeking when other traditional forms of taxation are either 
shunted aside or not viewed as feasible. This ownership model also often 
rests on a claim to be able to successfully risk manage the integrity of 
gaming enterprises and products themselves, for example, by taking 
them out of the hands of criminals. However, there are greater risks to 
the legitimacy of state-owned gambling enterprises. 

In Canada, gambling enterprises are owned and overseen by the vari-
ous regional and provincial gambling corporations, such as the Ontario 
Lottery and Gaming Corporation. Commentators have pointed to the 
inherent conflict of interest for governments — as both regulators and 
promoters (and main beneficiaries) of gambling activity (Campbell et 
al. 2005). This is also significant since, not only do states take an active 
role in promoting particular types of consumption, they must manage the 
risks that arise through their involvement in markets. These risks include 
legitimacy risks which stem from the view that the state is producing 
problem gamblers, and that state involvement in gambling enterprises 
may be morally questionable (Campbell et al. 2005). 

Where Beck has framed his theorizing on risk largely in terms of 
societal formulations of, and responses to, ecological risks, there are also 
the risks related to and produced by consumption (Beck 1992). Beck 
has discussed such phenomena as BSE (bovine spongiform encephal-
opathy), which relates to consumer demand for beef (Beck 1996). In the 
consumer society, many kinds of risk are generated in relation to societal 
emphases on health and safety (see, e.g., Gephart 2001; Giddens 1991). 
The development of gambling markets provides a pertinent illustration 
of the production of risks — how they are constructed and managed. 
This is not to suggest only a negative conception of risk, but rather also 
the ways in which risks are productive (Mun 2002; Rose 1999).



126 © Canadian Journal of SoCiology/CahierS CanadienS de SoCiologie 35(1) 2010

The high proportion of revenues generated by problem gamblers 
may pose serious legitimation problems for the gambling state. How can 
problem gambling be managed without posing a major legitimacy threat 
to state involvement? It is curious that so much gambling research is 
oriented to this “small” percentage of gamblers, although the percent-
ages can represent tens or hundreds of thousands of actual people with 
gambling problems in a jurisdiction. In part, this reflects the initiatives of 
states to sponsor research (such as prevalence studies) on the social im-
pacts of gambling expansion, which is nevertheless a risk-management 
strategy. Further, much as numbers can conceal, they can also be reveal-
ing, especially here since this small percentage of gamblers generates so 
much of the gambling revenues. How is this tension modulated?

The solution exists at the back end, with governments slotting a cer-
tain portion of gambling revenues to education and treatment, as well as 
ongoing research. The concept of “safe risk” (Gephart 2001) not only 
refers to the organization of the venues for (safe) risk-taking and con-
sumer expectations of provider integrity, it may now be extended to the 
idea that even addictions can be managed — through state expenditure 
on programs and the production and application of scientific knowledge. 

In the province of Ontario, 2% of slot machine revenues are set aside 
for gambling addiction programs (Williams and Wood 2007). In their 
discussion of the EGM industry in Australia, Livingstone and Woolley 
(2007:362) refer to “the comfortable orthodoxy … which, while not 
denying problem gambling, exclude(s) upstream issues of harm causa-
tion from discourse while privileging downstream treatment-based re-
sponses.” The money spent on research at the very least provides gov-
ernments with a veil of knowledge, giving the impression that “they are 
doing something to help these people,” who nevertheless remain ex-
tremely good business for states and the gambling industry (McKenna 
2008; Smith and Campbell 2007).

In Canada, problem gambling programs and research institutions, 
such as the Ontario Problem Gambling Research Centre and Alberta 
Gaming Research Institute, are funded by gambling revenues. The pro-
duction of gambling knowledge is also generated by North American 
university research programs devoted to gambling addiction research, 
such as McGill University’s International Centre for Youth Gambling 
Problems and High Risk Behaviours and Harvard University’s Institute 
for Research on Gambling Disorders, affiliated with Harvard Medical 
School. 

In relation to the privileging of the “downstream” orientation to 
problem gambling, questions also arise with gambling research funded 
by gambling revenues, since clearly the revenue interest of gambling 
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stakeholders is primary; gamblers and problem gamblers thus simultan-
eously contribute to revenue generation and the production of know-
ledge about them. Here we see the merging of front- and back- end 
gambling knowledge. In terms of the relationship between forms of 
gambling knowledge and the development of gambling markets, Bor-
rell (2008:206) draws attention to the “industry-funded National Council 
for Responsible Gambling (NCRG) which has commissioned Harvard 
Medical School’s Division on Addiction to research gambling pathology 
to the tune of millions of dollars.” She points out that the NCRG exists 
to “identify problem gambling as a pathology,” thus conceptualizing 
pathological gambling “as an individual disorder” (Borrell 2008:207). 
At work here is a particular discursive representation of gambling prob-
lems, a revealing example of the relationship between the production of 
gambling knowledge and gambling market interests.  

Increasingly the risks associated with gambling participation, EGMs 
in particular, have produced calls for more consumer safety features in 
gambling products and venues. Different jurisdictions have different 
gaming and EGM policies; EGMs are a widespread form of gambling, 
and in Western countries slot machines are the bread and butter of casino 
gambling, generating the bulk of revenues. Depending on the policy con-
figuration (where there are differences, not only between countries, but 
between provinces and states) EGMs may exist in public areas, such as 
bars, lounges, arcades, airports, grocery and convenience stores (Smith 
and Campbell 2007); in North America, they have also become central 
to the “racino” — a horse racing venue with slot machines. While some 
jurisdictions (such as the provinces of Ontario and British Columbia) 
only permit EGMs in casinos, the concern with their location outside 
casinos is their accessibility, making them a form of “convenience gam-
bling.” What is significant for this discussion is how the interest in and 
concerns with “safer risk” stem from the interactional dynamic of actual 
gamblers with particular games and in particular venues or settings. Dy-
namic behaviourism thus appears here in the relationship between the 
potential for excessive gambling and the provider desire for more profit, 
a relationship that needs to be finely tuned.  

Despite the calls for greater gambling safety features in North Amer-
ica and elsewhere, the risks of gambling participation devolve upon the 
individual. This has been characterized as being in keeping with the cli-
mate of economic neoliberalism where market relations are conceived 
as the basis of social relations (Cosgrave 2006; Reith 2007). In the en-
vironment of legalized and expanded gambling, earlier moral stigmas 
attached to gambling such as sin and vice weaken; however, morality 
does not disappear, it is defined as personal responsibility (Ewald 2002; 
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Rose 1996). This is demonstrated in official calls for the responsible 
consumption of practices and goods, such as “responsible gambling” 
(Responsible Gaming Council Ontario 2002). It is largely aimed at the 
individual consumer of gambling activities, and is a form of governing 
of gambling behaviour.   

Some of the epistemological tensions between forms of gambling 
knowledge should be pointed out, for example, between the discourse 
of “pathology” and the discourse of responsibility. In contrast to the no-
tion of gambling pathology, which is grounded in a medicalized disease 
framework (Castellani 2000), the official notion of responsible gambling 
implies that anyone is “at risk” of becoming a problematic gambler. The 
responsible gambling programs inserted into gambling markets, includ-
ing literatures that provide the know-how for “responsible” orientations 
to gambling, imply that there is really no “normal” gambling — respon-
sible gambling has to be taught to the prospective gambling consumer. 
The various discourses about gambling become ways in which gamblers 
can reflect on their self-image and understand their own orientations. 
Responsible gambling is thus an ideal to which gamblers should aspire.2 

The languages of pathology and responsibility are discursive fram-
ings of gambling behaviour that contribute to the constitution of gam-
bling markets. As gambling addiction becomes a phenomenon of risk 
management, it becomes an object of both state and industry consump-
tion; gambling knowledges are produced and new institutions for the 
study of behaviour develop (Castellani 2000; Collins 1996; Hacking 
2002, 2004). 

ConCluSion

This discussion has examined how developments in the gambling field 
illustrate developments in late modern consumer society: as gambling is 
colonized, commercialized, and expanded, the normalization of the mar-
ket and management of risks that arise require legitimation strategies, 
forms of knowledge, and consumer research. From a governmentality 
perspective, the discursive links between gambling research and con-
sumer behaviour and market research become fruitful objects of analysis 
themselves, as those within the field interested in the “relays and relations 
2. It’s Only A Game: The Responsible Gambling Handbook includes such gambling les-

sons as these: “gamble for entertainment, not as a way to make money”; “balance 
gambling with other leisure activities”; “set a limit and stick to it — if you’ve lost the 
money you budgeted for gambling, stop”; “if you’re losing, don’t chase your losses — 
accept any loss as the cost of your entertainment”; “always set a time limit” (Respon-
sible Gambling Council Ontario 2002). For a discussion of orientations to “responsibil-
ity” in contemporary Western neoliberal milieux, see Reith (2008).
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between the predilections and passions of the individual and the attrib-
utes and image of the product” produce knowledges that contribute to the 
shaping of gambling markets (Rose 1996; 1999). Addiction research be-
comes significant as a branch of consumer research through the produc-
tion of knowledge generated in relation to forms of risky consumption.

In his formulation of the life of contemporary consumption, Bauman 
(2001) conceives it as unconstrained and anomic, having no greater pur-
pose than its own perpetuation. The transcendence supplied by society 
(analyzed by Durkheim) has all but vanished, as individuals pursue their 
own desires and wishes. Consumption appears to be morally deregu-
lated. While gambling “liberalization” suggests a shift in the interpretive 
framing of gambling activities away from moralized definitions (e.g., 
as sin or vice), to be noted is not the absence, but the transformation 
of moral discourse. Moral concerns around gambling persist, enacted 
through discourses of personal responsibility. Such discourses play an 
important role in the development of consumer markets where the con-
sumption of risks is central to the consumption activity. They also serve 
as legitimation devices for gambling providers, such as the state, in their 
desire to manage risk-downloading onto gambling consumers. In serving 
to perpetuate consumption, they seek to govern the individual who wants 
to participate in legal, commercialized, gambling activities. 

Addiction may be viewed as a consequence of social orders that pro-
mote “unconstrained” consumption — a phenomenon deserving analysis 
in relation to the notion of a diminished “social.” It is nevertheless cru-
cial to examine the forms of knowledge generated to produce, govern, 
and profit from desire. While problematic gambling is conceived as a so-
cial problem requiring solutions, the development of gambling markets 
reveals how addiction has become an object of consumption and know-
ledge through state and research expenditures, and institutional develop-
ments that contribute to the visibility of gambling behaviours. Addictive 
behaviours may not be explicitly solicited by commercial gambling pro-
viders, but gambling addiction itself has now become a central discur-
sive object, embedded in the field of gambling knowledge, contributing 
to the constitution of legalized gambling markets. 
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