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Abstract

This study fills a gap in gambling research by inquiring into the ways in which people
make sense of their country’s gambling policy as a comprehensive logic with
interrelated facets. Nineteen focus group interviews were conducted with 88 persons
in Helsinki, Finland. The interview protocol involved discussion stimuli and tasks.
The study participants expressed the view that the public image and function of
gambling provision involves a great deal of contradictory elements. Even though the
existing monopoly system was given approval in terms of yielding funding to good
causes, the interviewees were still critical of how the monopoly system worked when
it comes to advertising, availability, and customer loyalty programs. A core dilemma
identified was whether the system aims to prevent gambling-related problems or
whether it does, in fact, promote gambling consumption. If skilfully executed, the
study method can be fruitful for discerning core logical inconsistencies in the
gambling regulation systems of other countries as well.

Keywords: gambling, gambling policy, public image, regulation, focus group
interview, qualitative research, monopoly

Résumé

L’étude comble une lacune dans la recherche sur les jeux de hasard en s’interrogeant
sur la manière dont les gens perçoivent la politique de jeu de leur pays en tant que
modèle logique complet avec facettes interdépendantes. On a effectué dix-neuf entrevues
dans des groupes de discussion regroupant 88 personnes à Helsinki, en Finlande. Le
protocole d’entrevue comportait des points de discussion et des tâches. Les participants
à l’étude ont exprimé l’opinion voulant que l’image publique et la fonction de l’offre de
jeu comprennent beaucoup d’éléments contradictoires. Même si le système de monopole
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existant avait l’approbation du public en raison du soutien financier apporté à de
bonnes causes, les personnes interrogées étaient tout de même critiques à l’égard du
monopole et de son fonctionnement en ce qui concerne la publicité, l’offre et les
programmes de fidélisation des clients. On a relevé un important dilemme, à savoir
si le système visait à prévenir les problèmes de jeu ou s’il favorisait en fait la
consommation de jeux. Habilement appliquée, la méthode d’étude peut servir à
démontrer les incohérences logiques fondamentales dans les systèmes de réglementa-
tion de jeux de hasard d’autres pays également.

Introduction

Prevention of crime and debt, of social marginalization, and of mental problems
serves as a compelling argument for controlling the gambling industry’s activities all
over the world. Research shows that the justifications for gambling regulation vary
across time and societies. They depend on the framework and the historical context
in which they are brought forward, as well as the aims of their advocates and the
people that they are directed at (see, e.g., Marionneau et al., 2018). Legal justifica-
tions can, for example, be the justification for a national gambling monopoly in view
of the European Union’s legal principles (e.g., Planzer, 2014). Welfare justifications—
such as community benefits—are in turn often the selling point for community citizens
(Marionneau et al., 2018).

Citizens’ attitudes and opinions have proven important for justifying regulation and
developing balanced and fair policies (Burstein, 1998; Heiskanen et al., 2008). This
has also been shown to pertain to the regulation of gambling (McAllister, 2014).
Although public opinion does not and should not necessarily directly determine
public policy, it sets the parameters for what the public regards as acceptable
(McAllister, 2014). In gambling studies, citizens’ attitudes and opinions have been
the focus of investigations into gambling activities (e.g., Orford et al., 2009, for the
United Kingdom; Salonen et al., 2014, for Finland), marketing (e.g., Djohari et al.,
2019, for the United Kingdom; Pitt et al., 2016, in Victoria, Australia), gambling
harm and benefits (e.g., Thomas et al., 2017, in Victoria, Australia; Jawad &
Griffiths, 2010, in Wales), gambling control (e.g., BZgA, 2014, for Germany), and
the use of gambling revenue for the public good (e.g., Centre for Gambling Research,
2004, in Victoria, Australia).

Despite the fact that gambling policy systems tend to involve several complicated
and contradictive elements, to our knowledge, there is no existing research tradition
concerning whether (and how) populations validate the greater systemic sense-
making of gambling regulation. The objective of this study was to fill this gap and
suggest a way to proceed in such inquiries. Our aim was to depict the ways in which
Finnish people make sense of their country’s gambling regulation system as a whole
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and as a negotiable, coherent logic with various interrelated facets. For this purpose,
we have developed a focus group (FG) interview method, which allows us to discern
the kind of views of the system that have proven useful for furthering knowledge
on the public validity of policymaking and implementation (see, e.g., Heiskanen
et al., 2008).

This Finnish case study has great value for the study’s overall objectives: Finland
has moved in a rather untypical policy direction in comparison to other European
countries. Instead of striving towards a licencing system option, Finland has chosen
to strengthen its gambling monopoly. In 2017, the three Finnish gambling monopoly
operators were merged into a single state-owned monopoly operator, Veikkaus Ltd.1

Because of the principle of subsidiarity in the Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union, it is possible to sustain national monopolies in certain areas for
safeguarding national control over matters that are of greater value for societies than
competitive policy and not better achieved at the union level (see, e.g., Blum &
Logue, 1998). The most important and publicly justified argument for the con-
tinuation of the Finnish gambling monopoly in the format of a newly merged
singular operator was its potential for reducing financial, social, and health problems
caused by gambling (Selin et al., 2019). According to the comparative study on the
justification of national gambling policies in Finland and France, both countries
did indeed adapt the idea of harm reduction and problem prevention of gambling in
their legislative rationales, but this remained to a large degree a cosmetic change
(Marionneau, 2015a).

The gambling monopoly system has sustained high popular support in Finland
(Salonen & Raisamo, 2015). The strongest domestic legitimacy of the monopoly
system is drawn directly from its economic contribution to charities, sport, science,
and culture (Marionneau, 2015b). Thanks to the Finns’ active gambling habits
(Salonen & Raisamo, 2015), annual gambling taxes of approximately 212 million
euros are merged into the state budget, and a total of approximately 1 billion euros
in gambling revenues is channelled to charitable causes and the public good2; to
science, culture, and sport; and to activities and projects in the social and health field.
These are not peripheral proceeds, but correspond to a value of around 2% of the
total annual Finnish state budget (Veronmaksajat, 2019). In Norway and the

1In Finland (excluding the autonomous region of the Åland Islands), any gambling services provided
by actors other than Veikkaus Ltd is illegal and punishable under the criminal code. The National
Police Board is responsible for supervising gambling provision and marketing in Finland and can
prohibit illegal gambling services and impose penalty payments (Police of Finland, 2019).

2The concepts of the public good and the common good have been thoroughly discussed by Nikkinen
and Marionneau (2014). In this study, we use the term public good when emphasizing the added value
for society that gambling revenue is considered to be contributing to (this involves, for example, non-
governmental organizations and political party youth organizations). It is in line with the study focus,
which entails the system as a whole that is serving the citizens (the public). The term common good is
used when referring to the messages by the Veikkaus company when communicating the value that its
contribution has for society (the common good; weak and marginalized groups that are supported).
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United Kingdom, the corresponding ratio is estimated to be around 0.5% (Sulkunen
et al., 2019) and in Australia 7.8% (Australian Gambling Statistics, 2016).

The relationship between gambling revenues and state support to non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) is likely to create alliances and vested interests (see, e.g.,
Adams, 2008; Casey, 2018; Egerer et al., 2018a; Loer, 2018). State monopolies seem
to be especially prone to role conflicts (e.g., Adams, 2008), but on the other hand,
they are often justified as the most suitable for reducing gambling-related harm
(Marionneau et al., 2018). In view of the many different kinds of justification
involved in the main order of gambling regulation in Finland and elsewhere, the
necessity of inquiring into citizens’ views on the system logic appears rather obvious.

Method

Nineteen FG interviews with 88 interviewees (43 women, 45 men) were conducted in
the winter of 2017–2018 in the Helsinki region, where over one third of the Finnish
population resides. The interviewees were recruited among participants in a
representative gambling prevalence and harm survey who had given their consent
to be included in follow-up studies (Salonen et al., 2017, 2019). Participants were
assigned to groups according to their gambling habits; however, we could identify no
considerable differences between group discussions (Egerer et al. 2018b). Thus, the
data are treated as a whole in this article. As qualitative research material, the data
were voluminous, consisting of around 30 hr of discussion, which corresponded to
514 pages of transcribed text.

The FG interview material came into existence through social interaction of the
participants. In this context, they were able to discuss the meaning of their opinions
and experiences and to elaborate on them in a collective sense-making process.
The material gained from this type of setting is likely to be better thought-out and
meaning based than, for example, immediate responses to survey questionnaires
(Heiskanen, 2005; Heiskanen et al., 2008). In FG interviews, the ways in which
participants express their views and contextualize different opinions expose how they
relate to the phenomena that they speak about (Bauer & Gaskell, 2000). This is why,
when skilfully carried out, FG interviews have proven to be a useful method for
investigating how people reason around societal phenomena and how they deduce
their rationales (e.g., Frey & Fontana, 1991; Heiskanen et al., 2008). Participants
may, however, also express ideals that they do not necessarily follow in their own
actions (e.g., Boulton & Kitzinger, 1994; Crossley, 2003). Other methodological
limitations, such as possible impact on increased critical reflection or group dynamics
(e.g., Bauer & Gaskell, 2000), were taken into account in the present analysis.

The interview protocol was developed with the main objective being to yield
participants’ views on the gambling policy system as a whole and consisted of different
interrelated parts. Two pilot interviews helped in refining the protocol. Video clips and
group tasks functioned as the discussion stimuli. In the end, the protocol came to
consist of six thematic sections with seven discussion tasks (see Table 1). Its design drew
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on previous knowledge about and experiences of interactive and semiotic reception
studies concerning abstract concepts and questions (e.g., Hellman, 2011; Sulkunen &
Egerer, 2009).

Table 1 lists the elements of the protocol. The interviews started with the screening
of two televised commercials by gambling monopoly Veikkaus: one for lottery
gambling and the other for the gambling monopoly as a societal benefactor. The aim
was to stimulate discussion about the phenomenon of gambling marketing by a state
monopoly. After that, by means of group tasks, the participants were encouraged to
reflect on the ideal gambling policy system for Finland (see tasks listed in Table 1).
The participants were provided with orienting questions, but they were free to
disregard them if they wished. During the interview sessions, they also familiarized
themselves with Veikkaus’ loyal customer program leaflet, which included a
description of the company’s tools for responsible gambling.

The FG interview transcripts were analysed by three researchers separately in order
to identify central topics and recurring thematic entities (see, e.g., methods of
thematic analysis; Guest et al., 2012). The main traits identified during the iterative
process were discussed and negotiated among the research team. During this process,
the six thematic entities of the interview protocol were each explored with the aim
of reaching a consensus on the relevance, credibility, and representativity of the
logical rationales discerned (Halkier, 2010). We borrowed the main logic in this work
from consensus analytical proceedings that have been shown to be beneficial in
participatory research (Geurts & Joldersma, 2001; Mayer & Geurts, 1996). The
analysis was written in sequences into a larger report, in which results and

Table 1
The Structure of the Interview Protocol

Theme Description

1. Marketing (10 min + 10 min
discussion)

Two advertisements were shown to the interviewee groups:
i. The advertisement ‘‘Dreaming is half the winning’’

[‘‘Unelmointi on jo puoli voittoa’’] (2015)
ii. The advertisement ‘‘New Veikkaus’’ (2017)

2. Availability of gambling
(15 min)

Interviewees were asked to assess in which circumstances
gambling should be allowed.

3. The gambling operator
(15 min)

Participants assessed who should provide gambling services
in Finland, giving grounds for their choices.

4. Controlling gaming,
preventing problems (10 min)

Participants examined the preferred customer leaflet
produced by Veikkaus. The leaflet discusses responsible
gambling among other things. The participants
familiarized themselves with the material and assessed its
effectiveness.

5. The allocation of the profit
derived from gambling (15 min)

Participants assessed the advantages and disadvantages of
two ways of allocating the gambling profit.

6. The recipients of the profit
derived from gambling (15 min)

Participants discussed a list of suggestions concerning
how gambling profits should be allocated.
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interpretations were confirmed as robust, valid, and reliable by all members of the
research team (see also Landeta, 2006).

Ethical permission for the original recruitment for the survey was approved by
Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (THL). The study proceedings and design
were approved in an evaluation by the University of Helsinki Ethical Review Board
in the Humanities and Social and Behavioural Sciences. In addition, a data and
register protection specification was accounted for in the registration protection
service by the THL.

Results

The discussions showed proof of cultural embeddedness of gambling as part of the
participants’ everyday lives. They were also surprisingly knowledgeable about the
newly merged Veikkaus gambling monopoly, as well as the gambling policy system
itself. It is likely that in countries that do not have the same high prevalence of
gambling and the same level of availability of gambling products, FG participants
would be less engaged in questions of gambling regulation.

Gambling Marketing

Several of the interview groups interpreted the first (lottery) advertisement as
indirectly encouraging people to gamble. Its slogan ‘‘Dreaming is already half the
win’’ was seen as urging people to dream about lottery wins in a sense that would
make them want to play. In addition, the positive tone in the advertisement was
viewed as normalizing the lottery game as part of everyday life. The lottery was,
according to the participants, promoted as a ‘‘national hobby of the Finnish people.’’

The interviewees also pointed out that vulnerable groups, such as children and
problem gamblers, would be less resilient to the messages of the advertisements.
In view of these vulnerable groups, current gambling advertising was considered
questionable (cf. Hellman, 2017). In addition, on a more ethical level, gambling
advertisements were pointed out as having a greater impact on the propensity to
gamble among people who already have a problematic relationship to gambling
(cf. Williams et al., 2012). These points concerning vulnerable groups correspond to
the results of previous studies, in which interviewees with gambling problems
reported that gambling advertisements had a negative impact on their past or present
problems (e.g., Binde, 2009).

The participants wondered whether gambling advertising should be restricted in the
same way that alcohol advertising is, or prohibited, similar to tobacco advertising.
In view of their own thoughts around lottery being a harmless type of gambling,
the majority of the interviewees still reasoned that Veikkaus should more clearly
state the risks of gambling in its advertising. Because gambling is widely considered
in politics, treatment, or research to be in the same framework as tobacco, alcohol,
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or other substances, such a comparison does not come as a surprise, even though
substance and gambling characteristics are different in several ways.

In view of the commercial referring to the charitable activities that the new gambling
monopoly supports (the second gambling advertisement), the interviewees expressed
the opinion that the monopoly has been successful in securing resources for good
causes. They were, nonetheless, very aware of the problematic systemic connection
made between gambling and charity. On a fundamental level, the participants
thought that Veikkaus was represented in the advertisement as a responsible
gambling operator, but the truthfulness of such a representation was not completely
agreed on among all the FGs. Doing good by gambling was sometimes remarked on
ironically. In one of the interviews, a participant noted that when losing one’s
monthly salary on gambling, one could think that ‘‘at least it went to good causes’’
(Male 1); another participant clarified that people used to comfort those who had lost
on gambling by saying that the losses were at least ‘‘used for public health’’ (Male 2).

The fact that the groups expressed mixed feelings and started debating the systemic
logic of the country’s gambling regulation indicates a core weakness in the monopoly
system: To serve the common good (channel funding to good causes), the monopoly
needs to obtain revenues from activities that lead to a common bad (gambling
problems). The tensions that this causes in the system were seen as problematic. Still,
the element of channelling to good causes was highly appreciated and respected.
However, the interviewees also questioned ‘‘the price of the system’’; despite the good
purposes of gambling revenue, they regarded it as money that is being transferred
between people.

The discussions about advertising ended up emphasizing the hypocrisy of Veikkaus.
In contrast, gambling companies often defend advertising as a means of channelling
the demand for gambling towards responsible and regulated gambling providers
(Binde, 2014). Concerning this issue, the interviewees wondered why gambling and
the gambling monopoly needed advertisements in the first place, as both the activity
itself and the monopoly are so prominent in Finland today.

The level of criticism that the groups expressed is an interesting result compared with
that of a recent survey study in which over 50% of the respondents indicated that
they were satisfied with the level of gambling advertising and only a quarter of them
thought that it was too excessive (Salonen et al., 2017). The interviewees themselves
offered an explanation for this difference: They expressed that the more they reflected
on the advertisements, the more elaborate and critical their opinions were, implying
that the interview setting contributed to the high level of scepticism (Egerer, 2019).

Availability of Gambling

Although the participants’ discussions of advertisements were geared towards
weighing systemic principles against each other, a more straightforward and con-
sensual scepticism was expressed in view of the availability of gambling in Finland.
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The accessibility of gambling machines in supermarkets received the most severe
disapproval. Lottery games were seen as the least dangerous form of gambling, but
their high visibility was raised as a matter of concern. Only the availability of sports
betting was seen as being on an appropriate level. Gambling availability was also
continually compared with that of alcohol and tobacco, which are more strictly
regulated in Finland. The 18-year age limit for gambling (set as late as 2011) was
taken for granted by all interviewees.

Interviewees favoured the idea of increased restrictions on gambling. In particular,
the presence of electronic gambling machines (EGMs) in supermarkets and their
wide dispersion was criticized in terms of a systemic hypocrisy that shifts all
responsibility of harm prevention to the consumer:

Female 1: In a way, there’s something very hypocritical about there being a large
selection [of games] and there’s these slot machines everywhere, but if you
gamble there, they tell you not to play that much.

Male 3: Isn’t that the whole strategy – or the problem – of Veikkaus, that they
want people to gamble but they should not gamble too much?

According to the majority of the interviewees, EGMs should be moved from the
supermarkets to casinos or arcades. Banning EGMs from other everyday spaces was
viewed as reducing the risk of gambling addiction and keeping underage persons
away from EGMs.

Gambling Operator

Gambling provision can be viewed as being operated in four main systemic models:
the free market setting, licence-based provision, monopoly, or prohibition. Although
all four options are found in the world, the most common forms are gambling
monopolies and licence systems (Nikkinen, 2014).

Confronted with the four options, the groups expressed overwhelmingly support for
the monopoly system. In particular, ensuring the distribution of gambling revenues
tor charitable purposes and retaining the revenues within the Finnish borders were
regarded as good features (see also Salonen et al., 2017). The interviewees saw that
the most positive and important function of the state monopoly was the channelling
of gambling-based income to good causes, rather than the prevention of harm. This
is interesting, especially in view of the fact that the Court of Justice of the European
Union sees the use of gambling revenues for charitable purposes as not justifiable
grounds for maintaining a national gambling monopoly and asserts that the revenues
generated should be a secondary consequence of the monopoly (e.g., Tammi, 2008).

The prevention of harm and the supervision of gambling were also considered
key features attended to in the monopoly system, but they were discussed much
less intensely than was the question of gambling revenue. The generation of revenue
as the main justification for the gambling monopoly has, as mentioned in the
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introduction, been prevalent in Finnish society. It is a dogmatic belief that has been
shown to permeate popular media discussions (Lerkkanen, 2019) and authorities’
utterances (Selin et al., 2019), and it is also prevalent in population surveys (Salonen
et al., 2018). A peculiarity of the Finnish gambling regulation system is thus that the
justification of securing revenue for good causes appears in an almost consensus-like
manner in the arguments of different sectors of society. The FG discussions of this
study established this fact with some in-depth evidence: Although all other group
discussion topics involved critical reflection, this element of the system was the one
that justified it as a whole and throughout the entire material.

Although the licensing system was considered acceptable, this was only on the
condition that it could guarantee that the revenues would remain in Finland and be
channelled to third-sector activities. Foreign and private gambling companies were
considered in a negative light, as they were thought not to obey the law and not to be
in fact interested in reducing the gambling-related harm in Finland. This is not unique
to Finland: Experiencing foreign and private gambling operators as threats has justified
state monopolies in other countries as well (e.g., in Norway; Borch, 2018).

Responsible Gambling Tools and Customer Loyalty Program

All customers of Veikkaus can register as loyal customers and this is mandatory for
gambling online. Loyal customers receive a card by which they can identify
themselves in all gambling settings (online as well as brick and mortar) that involve
Veikkaus’ products. Loyal customers can partake in the program’s lotteries and enjoy
benefits and discounts provided by the company’s cooperating partners, as well as
receive better pay-out ratios. At the same time, customers are offered gambling control
tools, such as setting personal gambling limits for losses and time consumption.

In line with most gambling companies’ loyal customer programs (see Wohl, 2018),
Veikkaus offers different levels of loyalty depending on the level of gambling activity
of the customer. By regularly gambling and using the benefits in the program (and its
responsible gambling tools), the customer advances to new levels.

When the interviewees familiarized themselves with the customer program in the
leaflet, it was immediately met with great criticism:

Male 4: Well, I have a big question: does [the loyal customer program] increase
gambling-related harms or does it increase the possibility to control [gambling],
I am not sure at all if it really helps with the control of gambling.

Male 5: Yes, when the consumption of gambling increases, the problems will also
increase.

The critique, which appeared in all groups, did not focus on the self-management
tools provided to gamblers as such, but on the preferred customer program that was
experienced as unclear and contradictory. Again, the mixed messages by Veikkaus
on the systemic level unfolded as the key point. This may partly explain why only
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one third of Finnish players (cf. Salonen et al., 2017) use the management tools
(e.g., gambling expenditure limits, gambling stop button) despite the fact that they can
be effective for harm reduction. Although the self-management tools were considered
useful by the interview groups, participants doubted whether they could actually help
people with severe gambling problems. According to Michael Wohl’s (2018) review,
the loyalty programs of the gambling operators tempt problem gamblers in particular
to gamble, increasing the risk of gambling-related harm. In addition, in this part of the
interviews, the participants asked whether the aim of the monopoly system is to make
people gamble more or to help to control their gambling behaviour.

Use and Distribution of Gambling Revenue

In Finland, there are two main gambling revenue-based grant systems, both of which
are application based. The first targets social and health care associations and is
handled as a separate unit at the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health. The second
system supports sports and youth work and is administered by civil servants at the
Ministry of Education and Culture.

When it comes to deciding the causes for which the revenues from gambling are to be
granted (see Themes 5 and 6 in Table 1), the interviewees expressed more confidence
in the current arrangement than in an alternative scenario in which politicians (e.g.,
those in parliament) would decide. The concern was that in such a situation, the
revenues would be directed at something else, such as infrastructure, and
beneficiaries such as NGOs would be left without any economic support. This is
likely to be a view especially articulated in the context of a Nordic welfare state in
which the public sector covers a comprehensive set of collective services and is
considered partly autonomous from partisan politics.

The second scenario provided to the participants—private gambling companies
deciding themselves how the gambling revenue is to be granted—received the least
support from the FGs. According to the interviewees, the distribution of revenue in
the current system allows for the funding of less popular or less representative
activities, such as services related to substance abuse problems or homelessness. They
saw that a model in which gambling companies make decisions themselves would not
be able to guarantee such a conscious and wide distribution.

In the discussions on the channelling of gambling profits, the FGs drew boundaries
between state obligations and the tasks of the NGOs. The participants felt that
the funding of basic services was not to be arranged from gambling incomes but
as part of the basic responsibility of the welfare state. The use of gambling profits
for basic services was discussed only as an option for otherwise insufficiently
resourced services; the most commonly mentioned example was services for the
elderly. In general, participants adhered to the ethos of the Nordic welfare state
(e.g., Hellman & Roos, 2012), supporting the common good of society as a whole
(cf. Nikkinen & Marionneau, 2014), rather than particular interests (such as top-
level-sports or religious and political groups). If particular interests were mentioned,
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it was in terms of groups that risk marginalization if not included in the gambling-
based support system. Almost all agreed that the treatment of gambling-related
problems should be funded by gambling revenues, and the majority of the interviewees
supported the idea of using them to fund gambling research.

In Table 2 are gathered the overall standpoints on the six policy questions by the
19 FGs. The Discussion section suggests what this means for the Finnish system and
in terms of the general applicability of our approach.

Table 2
Views on the Finnish gambling system’s different facets according to the interview groups

Regulation facet Group response Rationale for group response

Advertising Critical Attracts risk groups
Using the support of charitable causes (culture, sports,

youth and social and health field) for building a
positive image of the monopoly is hypocritical

Emphasizes the moral contradiction of Veikkaus
Unnecessary since the visibility of gambling and

Veikkaus is already high
Availability Highly Critical Easy access to gambling, especially EGMs in shops, is

detrimental to those at risk and increases gambling-
related harm in society.

Systemic mixed-signals: The availability situates the
responsibility of gambling regulation on the
individual: gambling is widely promoted through
accessibility, but once you initiate it you need to
be able to control
yourself and not get carried away.

Interviewees favoured the idea of increased
restrictions on gambling. Banning EGMs from
other everyday spaces was viewed as reducing the
risk of gambling addiction and keeping underage
persons away from EGMs

Monopoly system
as a whole

Supportive Guarantees a channelling of profits to charitable causes
Effective supervision of gambling
Effective for guaranteeing that the revenues stay

in Finland
Guarantees high priority of prevention of harm

Loyalty customer
program

Contradictory The gambling control tools can be useful, but do
not necessarily help problem gamblers

Mixed messages: Is the loyalty program an attempt to
increase consumption or prevent gambling problems?

Distribution and use
of gambling revenue

Supportive Current model guarantees fair support of charities
with various purposes

Funds activities in the welfare state that may not get
other support

Should not target basic welfare services as they should
be handled by the state

Note. EGMs = electronic gaming machines.
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Discussion

The gambling policy research field is expanding and taking on new shapes (Hellman
et al., 2017). This study is a first attempt to capture peoples’ views on the gambling
regulation system as a logical entity with different facets and interrelations. The lack
of this kind of research is a deficit in existing gambling policy knowledge, not the
least because of the important societal interests and stakeholders involved. Thus far,
the people who have pointed out contradictions and weaknesses in gambling policy
systems have been stakeholders or researchers who are basing their judgements on
reports and previous research (see, e.g., Marionneau et al., 2018; Selin et al., 2019).
This study has developed a protocol for empirically inquiring into both spontaneous
and more well thought-out common sense-making by people who are weighing in on
systemic weaknesses and strengths.

The main logical weakness of the system was identified by the participants as the
monopoly having a double (hypocritical) role of providing gambling products and
promoting itself as a philanthropist, at the same time justifying itself in terms of
preventing gambling-related harm. Criticism of the current system was mostly
expressed through opinions regarding the marketing of gambling products ‘‘as doing
good,’’ of the widespread availability of the monopoly’s games in supermarkets and
kiosks, and in its loyalty customer program, which was seen as encouraging
gambling.

However, when participants were presented with alternative options, they viewed the
monopoly system as the best system for guaranteeing that the prevention of harm
would remain a high priority and that the gambling profits would stay in Finland.
In addition, the study provided some direct messages to Veikkaus and decision-makers:
Provide less advertising, place EGMs only in gambling halls and casinos, and do not
dismantle the current system for channelling funding to civil society and NGOs.

The formats of the discussions encouraged some interesting and rather complicated
viewpoints, about which we draw two conclusions. The first is that the restriction of
legal gambling (i.e., a monopoly) normally also assumes restriction of availability,
but this is not the case in Finland. It may therefore be especially important to
distinguish between operational restrictions in view of system as a whole and in view
of its facets, which concern the many ways in which it deals with the prevention of
harm. The interviewees tended to express high support for an overall operational
restriction based on the monopoly model (only Veikkaus is to offer gambling
opportunities in Finland), but they also found that some regulations are necessary in
order for the monopoly to act in line with its main justification of preventing
gambling-related harm. These regulations concerned restrictions in gambling
availability, customer loyalty program benefits, and advertising policy.

The separation of logic—between financial interest and gambling harm regulation—
should be seen as an important part of any given gambling regulation system
(Marionneau et al., 2018, p. 310). Our study confirmed this in a powerful way:
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The dilemma of keeping these systems mixed in a state-driven enterprise is
acknowledged, problematized, and confronted by average Finns when presented
with the facts.

The second conclusion is that this type of qualitative knowledge is likely to have
great potential for exposing the sore spot of any given system from the perspective of
people’s everyday sense-making. Table 2 can be seen as a diagnosis of the Finnish
gambling provision system, unfolding the ways in which it holds together as a whole.

One limitation of this study is that the FG participants were from Helsinki, the
capital region, and thus their point of view may not be representative of the whole
Finnish population. In addition, high-quality FG discussions are a type of research
material that is hard to produce and will never constitute a logically ‘‘clean’’material
of consensual argumentation. Although the participants expressed that the current
system encouraged gambling through widespread availability, it was still viewed as
the best system to ensure harm prevention. Nevertheless, by thoroughly discussing
the policy system issues in the group context and gaining more information, the
reflections became more in-depth and critical and a separation of logical traits more
apparent. The paradoxes and logical weaknesses that the interviewees identified in
the system are likely to be those that will come to challenge the system in the future.

References

Adams, P. (2008). Gambling, freedom and democracy. Routledge.

Australian Gambling Statistics. (2016). Australian gambling statistics 1989–90 to
2014–15 (32nd ed.). Queensland Government Statistician’s Office, Queensland
Treasury.

Bauer, M. W., & Gaskell, G. (Eds.). (2000). Qualitative researching with text, image
and sound: A practical handbook for social research. SAGE.

Binde, P. (2009). Exploring the impact of gambling advertising: An interview study
of problem gamblers. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 7, 541–
554. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-008-9186-9

Binde, P. (2014). Gambling advertising: A critical research review. The Responsible
Gambling Trust. http://hdl.handle.net/1880/51054

Blum, F., & Logue, A. (1998). State monopolies under EC law. Wiley.

Borch, A. (2018). Why restrict? Seven explanations for the electronic gambling
machines monopoly in Norway. In: Egerer, V. Marionneau, & J. Nikkinen (Eds.),
Gambling in European welfare states: Current challenges and future prospects
(pp. 175–195). Palgrave Macmillan.

96

CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF GAMBLING REGULATION SYSTEMS

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-008-9186-9
http://hdl.handle.net/1880/51054


Boulton, M., & Kitzinger, J. (1994). Focus groups: method or madness? In: Boulton
M. (Ed.), Challenge and innovation: Methodological advances in social research on
HIV/AIDS (pp. 159–175). Taylor and Francis.

Burstein, P. (1998). Bringing the public back in: Should sociologists consider the
impact of public opinion on public policy? Social Forces, 77(1), 27–62.

BZgA. (2014). Glücksspielverhalten und Glücksspielsucht in Deutschland: Ergebnisse
des Surveys 2013 und Trends [Gambling behaviour and gambling addiction in
Germany: Results of the 2013 survey and trends]. Cologne. Bundeszentrale für
gesundheitliche Aufklärung.

Casey, D. (2018). The DNA of Bingo: Charity and online bingo. In: Egerer M.,
Marionneau V., & Nikkinen J. (Eds.), Gambling in European welfare states: Current
challenges and future prospects (pp. 153–171). Palgrave Macmillan.

Centre for Gambling Research. (2004). 2003 Victorian Longitudinal Community
Attitudes Survey (GRP Report No. 6). Gambling Research Panel.

Crossley, M. L. (2003). ‘Would you consider yourself a healthy person?’: Using focus
groups to explore health as a moral phenomenon. Journal of Health Psychology,
8(5), 501–514. https://doi.org/10.1177/13591053030085003

Djohari, N., Weston, G., Cassidy, R., Wemyss, M., & Thomas, S. (2019). Recall and
awareness of gambling advertising and sponsorship in sports in the UK: A study of
young people and adults. Harm Reduction Journal, 16(24), 1–12. https://doi.org/
10.1186/s12954-019-0291-9

Egerer, M. (2019, August 20–23). Tainted data or genuine answers? Focus group
interviews as a tool for informing policy [presentation]. 14th Conference of the
European Sociological Association, Manchester, United Kingdom.

Egerer, M., Kankainen, V., & Hellman, M. (2018a). Compromising the public good?
Civil society as beneficiary of gambling revenue. Journal of Civil Society, 14(3),
207–221. https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2018.1496306

Egerer, M., Alanko, A., Hellman, M., Järvinen-Tassopoulos, J., Koivula, P. &
Lerkkanen, T. (2018b). Rahapelitarjonnan tehtävä ja julkisuuskuva Suomessa:
Haastattelututkimus rahapelipoliittisista mielipiteistä [The public image and function
of gambling provision in Finland: An interview study]. Publications of the Faculty of
Social Sciences no 100. Helsinki: University of Helsinki.

Frey, J. H., & Fontana, A. (1991). The group interview in social research. Social
Science Journal, 28(2), 175–187. https://doi.org/10.1016/0362-3319(91)90003-M

97

CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF GAMBLING REGULATION SYSTEMS

https://doi.org/10.1177/13591053030085003
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-019-0291-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-019-0291-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/17448689.2018.1496306
https://doi.org/10.1016/0362-3319(91(90003-M


Geurts, J. L., & Joldersma, C. (2001). Methodology for participatory policy analysis.
European Journal of Operational Research, 128(2), 300–310.

Guest, G., MacQueen, K. M., & Namey, E. E. (2012). Applied thematic analysis.
SAGE Publications.

Halkier, B. (2010). Focus groups as social enactments: Integrating interaction and
content in the analysis of focus group data. Qualitative Research, 10(1), 71–89.

Heiskanen, E. (2005). The performative nature of consumer research: Consumers’
environmental awareness as an example. Journal of Consumer Policy, 28(2),
179–201.

Heiskanen, E., Järvelä, K., Pullainen, A., & Saastamoinen, M. (2008). Qualitative
research and consumer policy: Focus group discussions as a form of consumer
participation. The Qualitative Report 12(2), 152–172.

Hellman, M. (2011). Studying young recipient as of alcohol marketing: Two research
paradigms and their possible consolidation. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs,
28(5–6), 415–432.

Hellman, M. (2017). Promoting vices: An introduction to research on advertising of
coercive products (Publications of the Faculty of Social Sciences 67). University of
Helsinki.

Hellman, M., Örnberg, J. C., & Livingstone, C. (2017). Gambling policy studies:
A field that is growing in size and complexity. Addiction Research & Theory, 25(6),
433–435.

Hellman, M., & Roos, G. (2012). The architectural patchwork of the welfare state.
In: M. Hellman, G. Roos, & J. von Wright (Eds.), A welfare policy patchwork:
Negotiating the public good in times of transition (pp. 9–17). NVC.

Jawad, C., & Griffiths, S. (2010). Taming of the casino dragon. Community, Work
and Family, 13(3), 329–347.

Landeta, J. (2006). Current validity of the Delphi method in social sciences.
Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 73(5), 467–482.

Lerkkanen, T. (2019). Monopolin puolustusta, kritiikkiä ja murtumisen uhkakuvia.
Rahapelaamisen mediarepresentaatiot Helsingin Sanomissa vuosina 1990–2016
[Monopoly: Defence, criticism and threats of break-up. Media representations of
gambling in 1990–2016]. [Unpublished master’s thesis]. Tampere University.

Loer, K. (2018). Gambling and doing good? On the relationship between gambling
regulations and welfare services in Germany. In: Egerer M., Marionneau V., &

98

CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF GAMBLING REGULATION SYSTEMS



Nikkinen J. (Eds.), Gambling in European welfare states: Current challenges and
future prospects (pp. 101–118). Palgrave Macmillan.

Marionneau, V. (2015a). Justifications of national gambling policies in France and
Finland. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, 32(3), 295–310.

Marionneau, V. (2015b). Socio-cultural contexts of gambling: A comparative study of
Finland and France. University of Helsinki.

Marionneau, V., Nikkinen, J., & Egerer, M. (2018). Conclusion: Contradictions in
promoting gambling for good causes. In: Egerer M., Marionneau V., & Nikkinen J.
(Eds.), Gambling in European welfare states: Current challenges and future prospects
(pp. 297–314). Palgrave Macmillan.

Mayer, I. S., & Geurts, J. L. (1996, June ). Consensus conferences as participatory
policy analysis, a methodological contribution to the social management of
technology. 1996 International Symposium on Technology and Society Technical
Expertise and Public Decisions: Proceedings (pp. 231–241). IEEE.

McAllister, I. (2014). Public opinion towards gambling and gambling regulation in
Australia. International Gambling Studies, 14(1), 146–160. https://doi.org/10.1080/
14459795.2013.861001

Nikkinen, J. (2014). The global regulation of gambling: A general overview (Working
Papers of Images and Theories of Addiction, No. 3). University of Helsinki.

Nikkinen, J., & Marionneau, V. (2014). Gambling and the common good. Gambling
Research: Journal of the National Association for Gambling Studies (Australia), 26(1), 3–19.

Orford, J., Griffiths, M., Wardle, H., Sproston, K., & Erens, B. (2009). Negative
public attitudes towards gambling: Findings from the 2007 British Gambling
Prevalence Survey using a new attitude scale. International Gambling Studies, 9(1),
39–54. https://doi.org/10.1080/14459790802652217

Pitt, H., Thomas, S. L., & Bestman, A. (2016). Initiation, influence, and impact:
Adolescents and parents discuss the marketing of gambling products during
Australian sporting matches. BMC Public Health, 16(967). https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12889-016-3610-z

Planzer, S. (2014). Empirical views on European gambling law and addiction.
Springer.

Police of Finland. (2019). Illegal gambling and illegal marketing. https://www.
arpajaishallinto.fi/gambling/illegal

99

CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF GAMBLING REGULATION SYSTEMS

https://doi.org/10.1080/14459795.2013.861001
https://doi.org/10.1080/14459795.2013.861001
https://doi.org/10.1080/14459790802652217
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-016-3610-z
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-016-3610-z
https://www.arpajaishallinto.fi/gambling/illegal
https://www.arpajaishallinto.fi/gambling/illegal


Salonen, A., Castrén, S., Raisamo, S., Orford, J., Alho, H., & Lahti, T. (2014).
Attitudes towards gambling in Finland: A cross-sectional population study. BMC
Public Health, 14(982). https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-982

Salonen, A., Hellman, C. M. E., Latvala, T., & Castrén, S. (2018). Gambling
participation, gambling habits, gambling-related harm, and opinions on gambling
advertising in Finland in 2016. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, 36(3), 215–234.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1455072518765875.

Salonen, A., Latvala, T., Castrén S., Selin, J., & Hellman, M. (2017). Rahapelikysely
2016. Rahapelaaminen, rahapelihaitat ja rahapelien markkinointiin liittyvät mielipiteet
Uudellamaalla, Pirkanmaalla ja Kymenlaaksossa [Gambling Survey 2016. Gambling,
gambling-related harm and opinions on gambling marketing in Uusimaa,
Pirkanmaa and Kymenlaakso] (Report 9/2017). National Institute for Health and
Welfare (THL).

Salonen, A., Lind, K., Castrén, S., Lahdenkari, M., Kontto, J., Selin, J., Hellman,
M., & Järvinen-Tassopoulos, J. (2019). Rahapelaaminen, rahapelihaitat ja rahapelien
markkinointiin liittyvät mielipiteet kolmessa maakunnassa. Rahapelikyselyn 2016–
2017 perustulokset yksinoikeusjärjestelmän uudistuksessa [Gambling, gambling-
related harm and opinions on gambling marketing in three regions in connection
with the reform of the Finnish gambling monopoly] (Report 4/2019). National
Institute for Health and Welfare (THL).

Salonen, A., & Raisamo, S. (2015). Suomalaisten rahapelaaminen 2015.
Rahapelaaminen, rahapeliongelmat ja rahapelaamiseen liittyvät asenteet ja mielipiteet
15–74 –vuotiailla [Finnish gambling 2015: Gambling, gambling problems, and
attitudes and opinions on gambling among Finns aged 15–74] (Report 16/2015).
National Institute for Health and Welfare (THL).

Selin, J., Hellman, M., & Lerkkanen, T. (2019). National market protectionist
gambling policies in the European Union: The Finnish gambling monopoly merger
as a case in point. Journal of Gambling Issues, 41, 147–167. https://doi.org/10.4309/
jgi.2019.41.8

Sulkunen, P., Babor, T., Cisneros-Örnberg, J., Egerer, M. D., Hellman, C. M. E.,
Livingstone, C., Marionneau, V. K., Nikkinen, J. T., Orford, J., Room, R., &
Rossow, I. (2019). Setting limits: Gambling, science and public policy. Oxford
University Press.

Sulkunen, P., & Egerer, M. (2009). Reception analytical group interview: A short
introduction and manual. University of Helsinki, Department of Sociology.

Tammi, T. (2008). Yksinoikeus peleihin, yksinoikeus haittoihin? Miksi
rahapeliongelmista tuli yhteiskunnallinen huolenaihe? [A monopoly on gambling,

100

CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF GAMBLING REGULATION SYSTEMS

https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-982
https://doi.org/10.1177/1455072518765875
https://doi.org/10.4309/jgi.2019.41.8
https://doi.org/10.4309/jgi.2019.41.8


a monopoly on harm? Why did gambling problems become a social concern?]
Yhteiskuntapolitiikka, 73(2), 176–184.

Thomas, S. L., Randle, M., Bestman, A. Pitt, H, Bowe, S J., Cowlishaw, S., &
Daube, M. (2017). Public attitudes towards gambling product harm and harm
reduction strategies: An online study of 16-88 year olds in Victoria, Australia. Harm
Reduction Journal, 14. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-017-0173-y

Veronmaksajat. (2019). Valtion tulot ja menot [The state’s incomes and spending].
https://www.veronmaksajat.fi/luvut/Tilastot/Julkinen-talous/Valtion-tulot-ja-menot

Williams, R. J., West, B. L., & Simpson, R. I. (2012). Prevention of problem
gambling: A comprehensive review of the evidence and identified best practices.
Ontario Problem Gambling Research Centre and the Ontario Ministry of Health
and Long Term Care.

Wohl, M. J. (2018). Loyalty programmes in the gambling industry: Potentials for
harm and possibilities for harm-minimization. International Gambling Studies, 18(3),
495–511.

*******

Submitted December 20, 2019; accepted January 17, 2020. This article was peer
reviewed. All URLs were available at the time of submission.

For correspondence: Tuulia Lerkkanen , M.Soc.Sci., University of Helsinki,
Finland, P.O. Box 9 (Siltavuorenpenger 1A), FIN-00014, University of Helsinki,
Finland. E-mail: tuulia.lerkkanen@helsinki.fi

Competing interests: This research project was funded by the Finnish Ministry of
Social Affairs and Health, appropriation under section 52 of the Lotteries Act.

Ethics approval: the University of Helsinki Ethical Review Board in the Humanities
and Social and Behavioural Sciences on May 16, 2017, the research project ‘‘The
public image and function of gambling provision in Finland: Scrutinizing a policy
system’’ (Statement 17/2017).

Acknowledgements: This research project was funded by the Finnish Ministry of
Social Affairs and Health (appropriation under section 52 of the Lotteries Act). TL,
ME, AA and MH are part of the CEACG research group, Faculty of Social
Sciences, employed by the University of Helsinki. J J-T works at National Institute
for Health and Welfare (THL). ?The authors would like to thank Petteri Koivula for
conducting large parts of the first raw analyses of the material in the summer of 2018.
The authors express great gratitude toward Koivula’s diligent work input to this study.

101

CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF GAMBLING REGULATION SYSTEMS

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-017-0173-y
https://www.veronmaksajat.fi/luvut/Tilastot/Julkinen-talous/Valtion-tulot-ja-menot
mailto:tuulia.lerkkanen@helsinki.fi

	title_link
	Introduction
	Method
	Table  Table 1 The Structure of the Interview Protocol
	Results
	Gambling Marketing
	Availability of Gambling
	Gambling Operator
	Responsible Gambling Tools and Customer Loyalty Program
	Use and Distribution of Gambling Revenue

	Table  Table 2 Views on the Finnish gambling system's different facets according to the interview groups
	Discussion

	REFERENCES
	References


