
Intro duction

This study explored casino gambling among older adults in

North Dakota through the perspectives of gambling

counselors. Investigators utilized the basic interpretive

model of qualitative research described by Merriam (2002).

Research indicates that older gamblers are more vulnerable

to the dangers of casino gambling due to isolation and lack

of social supports. Some studies suggest that casinos target

older adults in their marketing campaigns and that older

adults are more at risk to succumbing to the lure of market
incentives, such as free transportation, meals, and tokens,

than younger populations. Therefore, this study sampled

counselors providing treatment services to gambling

addicts in the state to explore their views on older adults

and gambling addiction.

Methods

Data were collected from a purposeful sample of six
gambling counselors practicing in the state of North
Dakota. Researchers used a semi-structured open-ended
interview instrument containing 14 questions to explore the
scope, trends, treatment and policy issues of gambling
addiction among older adults.
Transcript-based thematic analysis using unabridged
transcripts, along with field notes taken by the researchers,
as outlined by Krueger and Casey (2000), was utilized in
this qualitative research study. Data analysis was
accomplished via computer through Òcutting and pastingÓ
of sections and developing categories from the transcripts.
The findings were then summarized using themes, as they
tended to cut across questions.
Sample
Four nationally certified gambling addiction counselors
(National Council on Problem Gabling, 2007), one
counselor working toward certification, and one who was
not pursuing national certification.

! Four participants were licensed addiction counselors,
one was a licensed professional counselor, and one was
a licensed social worker
! Experience working with gambling addicts ranged
from 16 months to 42 years
! Education levels ranged from bachelors to masters
degree
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Findings

¥ Casino marketing strategies and incentives are effective
with older adults

ÒIncentive and promotionsÉ perpetuate the magicÓ

¥ Casino gambling, particularly slot machines, is the
preferred gambling activity

ÒThey tend to play more of the games of luck,
like the casino slot machinesÓ

¥ Gambling may begin as a social activity, but by the time
they progress to the category of Òproblem gamblerÓ they
are most likely gambling alone

ÒTheyÕre not socializing at all.
TheyÕre totally absorbed in the gameÓ

¥ Older adults gamble to relieve emotional pain such as
loneliness, loss, and boredom

ÒIt starts helping them cope with feelings
that they havenÕt dealt withÓ

¥ The progression of gambling addiction is quicker for
older adults

o They are more likely to be escape gamblers
o The are either retired or no longer employable
o Most older adults have less disposable income

than younger adults
o Older gambling addicts have less opportunity to

recuperate their losses

ÒBecause of limited income and some of the
limitations they might have about picking up extra

jobsÓ

¥ Mental health issues are not discussed or recognized
among older adults

ÒMost older gamblers really have no concept of the idea of
gambling as an addiction or treatable illnessÓ

¥ Although older adults are less likely to seek treatment,
when they do they have a better recovery rate than
younger adults

ÒThatÕs a very difficult population to capture as far as
treatmentÓ

¥ Depression was the most common co-morbid issue
identified  by counselors with their older gambling
clients, followed by substance abuse, grief, and physical
problems

ÒI think depression is probably the most common one we see,
more so with the older gambling addictsÓ

¥ Participants were unable to identify any policies in North
Dakota that protect older gamblers

ÒWe need to have some policies in place to protect
these individuals...I donÕt thing there is anything

right now thatÕs protecting ourÉ elderlyÓ
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Recommendations

1. Increase funding in the state to make gambling
addiction treatment more accessible for  older adults

ÒDistance and accessibility is an issue in getting
older adult to treatmentÓ

2. Develop a statewide education campaign for  the older
population, and the general population as well,
geared toward prevention and awareness of
treatment opportunities

ÒSome kind of education program for seniorsÓ

2. Establish credentialing for  gambling addiction
counselors in the state

ÒEstablish some criteria so that we know all people across
the stateÉ will get good quality care wherever they goÓ

4. Educate those working with older populations about
the need for  alternative social activities for  older
adults

ÒAlternative activities for people in communities,
especially for isolated people...so they donÕt get hooked

into something like gamblingÓ

5. Create state policies to protect older gamblers

ÒCreate a policy so that a family or an agency could step in
even if that person didnÕt want to stop gamblingÓ

6. Limit casino marketing strategies such as:
¥ Remove names from mailing lists when

requested
¥ Maintain ban on gamblers who have requested

that
they be banned

¥ Remove ATM machines from casinos
¥ Limit credit lines

ÒThey know the compulsive gamblers, and they also know
that 80% of their incomes comes from the 15%

who are gambling compulsivelyÓ

ÒThe majority of older adults
who gamble, gamble without
problemsÓ

Conclusion

This study examined the issue of gambling addiction among
North DakotaÕs 55 and older population from the perspective
of gambling addiction counselors.  Participants endorsed the
belief that as the population of older adults continues to
grow, and gambling opportunities become more accessible,
the need for gambling addiction treatment for older gamblers
will also increase.
Other issues that emerged from this research study were the
lack of conformity in the language used by participants in
reference to gambling addiction, the role of ageism in the
referral and treatment of older gambling addicts, and the
importance of gerontology education for professionals
working with older populations.
Directions for future research include quantitative analysis of
the prevalence of gambling addiction in North Dakota in
addition to further qualitative analysis from the perspective
of older gambling addicts who do and do not seek treatment.


