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Introduction

Many of the factors that influence why people continue to gamble are to be found in the manner in which the gamble is presented, and in the structure of the game itself.  These factors are of interest to state officials who collect income from legal games of chance with which to support state budgets, to clinicians who design and evaluate treatment programs for the 2% of gamblers who develop uncontrolled or compulsive patterns of play, and to psychologists who seek to understand both the variables that control gambling and the relationship of gambling to the concept of addiction.

A major difficulty in gaining a clear understanding of these controlling variables involves the lack of a good laboratory model for gambling.  Human experimental studies are ethically limited to symbolic or hypothetical gambles, since researchers cannot allow subjects to lose significant amounts of their own money, nor can they provide the multimillion dollar winnings which, at extremely low probabilities, entice real gamblers to risk real money.  However, what people say they will do under hypothetical scenarios is not necessarily what they will do under actual gambling contingencies that involve real loss and real gain.

An alternative but less powerful methodology is to look to public data collected by state and multi-state officials as they conduct state-sponsored games of chance.  While these data suffer from aggregation across subjects, they do reflect the actual choices of human gamblers, betting real money under imposed (rather than imagined) gambling contingencies.  I have utilized this methodology over the past several years to gain information about the factors that influence demand for public games of chance.

My intent in Summer 2002 was to update my database on public gambling by collecting data from the Oregon Lottery and the Multi-state Lottery Association, following up on findings from earlier investigations about how variables such as game frequency and jackpot size relate to public gaming persistence. 

Results 

In June 2002, I contacted both the Oregon Lottery and the Multi-state Lottery Association, requesting data by draw date for all lottery jackpots and sales totals, and weekly sales totals for all other games that did not involve accumulating jackpots, covering the 4-year period from 1998 to 2002.  I also requested descriptions of any game modifications or gaming additions that occurred during that time.  I was able to gather nearly 5000 additional data points to add to my existing database.

a.  Oregon Lottery -- The Lottery office responded quickly to my request, and the first data were received in mid-July.  A 2002 graduate in of our Psychology program, Miho Terahara, assisted in data entry and graphics, and the data were reviewed and merged with my existing database.  We discovered that some of the data needed further breakdown, from weekly totals to sales per draw, and that other data points were missing, but after several additional contacts and requests for information, the Oregon database was complete.  The Oregon Lottery office was very helpful in meeting our needs.

We analyzed the Oregon data in various ways.  We found that the pattern of people’s preferred gaming days in the Megabucks lotto game, induced by the change from a weekly to a semi-weekly draw, was replicated when the Oregon Lottery changed from semi-weekly to three draws per week in May of 2001. However, this manipulation of game frequency did not significantly increase the overall rates of participation (as it had when semi-weekly games were introduced).  We also examined the demand for Oregon Lottery products before and after the addition of new gaming options, throughout the history of the lottery.  Six major non-seasonal gaming product categories have been introduced since the Oregon Lottery began in May of 1985, the most recent being the “Win For Life” game in July 2000.  Only two of them (Break Open and Video Poker) were associated clearly with increased income for the Oregon Lottery during the fifteen-week period after their introduction.  These are also the games that provide immediate feedback of the outcome of a bet, supporting my earlier observations, both from an experimental study conducted at Eastern and from public data on South Dakota’s video gambling experience, that immediacy of outcome appears to be an important structural variable associated with high rates of participation in gambling.  Further support for this conclusion comes from the Nevada Gaming Commission, which reported that slot machines (having the most rapid play-outcome schedule) account for some 63% of that state’s gaming revenue.  In Oregon, Video Poker has grown in popularity from its introduction in 1992, when it drew between $2 and $3 million in weekly sales, to June of 2002, when it drew between $9 and $10 million in weekly sales.  In the second quarter of 2002, this single gaming option was responsible for 62% of all Oregon Lottery income.

We also examined the Megabucks Lottery game in greater detail, organizing the data by jackpot size and then by draw date, to examine the persistence of public interest in various jackpot sizes.  I had reported earlier that, in the case of the multi-state Powerball game, sales drawn by the largest jackpots declined more rapidly than sales from smaller jackpots, on successive occasions in which similar jackpot sizes were available.  The same appears to hold true in the Megabucks game, suggesting that people are initially drawn into play by a large jackpot, but they do not return as readily to the game the next time that jackpot is available.  Instead, a similar level of participation is only produced by a larger magnitude jackpot.  In a state the size of Oregon, jackpot sizes cannot approach the huge levels of multi-state games.  However, odds of winning the jackpot in Megabucks are approximately ten times better than the odds for Powerball.  Nonetheless, initial demand has not been sustained for jackpots of any size in Oregon.

Finally, we were unable to find any evidence of changes in the level of public gaming in Oregon that were related to either the events of September 11, 2002, or to the economic decline of the past year.  There have been anecdotal reports of changes in various other entertainment activities (such as travel and entertainment spending) and in use of addictive substances (such as alcohol consumption) related to these events, suggesting that gaming does not overlap significantly with, or substitute for, these functions.

b.  Multi-state Lottery Association – My plan was to verify the relationship between successive jackpot size and declining demand, noted in 1998, over the past four years.  The multi-state game Powerball offers a good opportunity for this, because jackpots routinely exceed those of Oregon by a large factor, and occasionally reach mega-level jackpots exceeding $300 million.  Initially, the Marketing/Production Director of the Multi-state Lottery Association, which conducts the “Powerball” lottery game, responded to my request in mid-July, stating that the data I requested would be available in 30 days, after a format change in their record-keeping system was complete.  I made additional contacts in mid-August and in mid-September before finally acquiring the requested data in early October.  As a result, analyses of these data are still underway, and will continue throughout the year as time allows.  However, it appears that the counter-intuitive conclusion of my earlier research (that demand for very large jackpots falls off faster than the demand for smaller jackpots) still holds.  I intend to continue looking at these data for evidence of the impacts of recent events and changes in the national economy on lottery play.

c.  Other outcomes related to this Faculty Scholars award – Because the data from the Multi-state Lottery Association was significantly delayed, I was able to focus effort on other areas of related gambling research during the summer.  I revised and resubmitted a manuscript for publication concerning the use of public gaming data to determine which game variables maintain persistence in video gambling in South Dakota, using a substitution methodology.  It is currently under review.  I also contacted other researchers in the gambling field, and was able to acquire a simulated slot machine computer program that allows experimental control of which symbols appear on which reel at any desired frequency.  Although the program is relatively primitive in terms of visual graphics and auditory stimuli, I hope to be able to use it in a study of “near-miss” gambling phenomena in a laboratory setting at Eastern.  I entered into discussions with a group of colleagues at other institutions about the production of an edited book on the behavioral analyses of gambling, and plan to contribute a paper to that effort within the next year.  And I was invited to serve as a discussant on a conference symposium on gambling research, as well as a panel member on a round-table session on gambling, at the next Association for Behavior Analysis conference in San Francisco in May of 2003.

I am grateful for the support I received from Eastern for the Faculty Scholars program in 2002.  I believe I had a very productive summer, and I plan to continue analyzing and interpreting these updated files during the coming months for new insights, and new questions.  

