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Executive Summary 
 

Bingo is a popular past time with many older Albertans. However, little is known about 
older adult lifestyles within the gaming context and little attention has been paid to the positive 
gambling issues among the elderly, and especially women given that they are the dominant 
social stereotype in bingo.  

 
The objectives of this study were:  
 
1) to identify the social and health characteristics of elders who play bingo;  
 
2) to understand the lifestyle patterns of a bingo ‘way of life’ among weekly players in 

later life;  
 
3) to capture the personal meaning  of, and motivation for, the bingo experience and its 

contribution to a ‘good old age’ (health, wellness and quality of life).  
 
The main findings of this research were: 
 

1.  Who plays bingo?  Bingo is an important recreational activity for only 16% of Albertans 
over age 65. Most seniors, both male and female really do not like Bingo, and hold little 
value for it. While bingo players come from all walks of life, seniors who play bingo tend 
to be older, female, less healthy, of lower income, and of lower education. Older women 
are a visible group in bingo halls, but older men are part of the scene. Older bingo players 
tend to spend more time and money on gambling activity than non-players. Elders who 
have physical disabilities seem to be more avid players – elders with more heath concerns 
were found to spend more money, buy more cards, and play longer. 

 
2. What are the bingo and lifestyle patterns of older bingo players? Many elders play bingo 

within their own housing complexes, but many of these participants do not consider 
themselves to be “real” bingo players. Bingo players who play more money and more 
hours a week in public gaming halls are considered to be “real” bingo players, as opposed 
to recreational players who play only one night a week in their place of residence. There 
were no significant differences between bingo players and non-players for smoking, 
healthy eating or amount of leisure time available. The defining lifestyle characteristic of 
bingo players, with few exceptions, is that they do not drink alcoholic beverages, and 
they are not very physically active. Sitting for long hours seems to be the mainstay of 
their life, and if there was no bingo to play, most players said they would choose other 
sedentary past times like cards, tv, crafts or reading.  
 

3. What do seniors ‘get’ out of bingo? Older bingo players share some universal motives to 
play – one of which is “affordable entertainment,” and none of which particularly 
emphasize winning money. Winning is important to some, but not all, and regular players 
come to expect some money rewards over time. The ‘bingo lifestyle’ is clearly important 
as a strategy to “fill time” but is equally important as “a social outing,” a pleasurable way 
to spend time with other people in the community, and a reason to “get out” of one’s 
residence. Bingo is a focal point in some older people’s lives; they love the excitement of 
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getting close to a win that will bring them status and attention. Unwell people, or people 
with disabilities, play because they perceive that, in this game, there is a level playing 
field where they are equally competitive with people of all ages and walks of life. 

 
Conclusion 

 
 Bingo is apparently not a big gamble for most players over age 65. The mental health and 
social benefits, in qualitative terms, do link to essential aspects of well-being among most 
individuals who play. Seniors play bingo because they enjoy the game, they get out, and they 
socialize. Bingo can therefore contribute to well-being by helping seniors to enjoy life more, feel 
a part of their community, and share in a common activities – factors that generally promote 
high-quality or successful aging. But less than 15% of seniors in Alberta play bingo on an annual 
basis, and less than half of those are weekly players.  
 
 Bingo carries a strong and negative social stigma that dominates the thinking of most 
Albertans who generally feel the game is boring and a waste of time. A minority, but significant 
proportion (13%) of seniors positively value bingo for its contribution to their lives as a time 
diversion, as a way to be socially connected, and as a place to go that provides safe and 
affordable entertainment, especially in the evening. The stereotype of the “little old lady playing 
bingo” is born out through the number of elderly female regulars who qualify as “hard-core”  or 
weekly bingo players.    
 
 The findings show some relevance to both Lifestyle Theory and Social Cognitive Theory, but 
neither theory stands out as a preferred model to predict bingo play. In support of Lifestyle 
Theory, there was a good deal evidence of social modeling in early adulthood and even 
childhood; people learned to gamble and play bingo through family members and friends at an 
earlier point in their life. But in Lifestyle Theory, the basic premise behind motivation for a 
gambling lifestyle was derived from innate feelings of anxiety, inadequacy, powerless and 
insecurity. Our data did not lead us to believe that very many bingo players were feeling insecure 
and powerless. However, we did find that lifestyle issues such as sedentary living and abstinence 
from alcohol were predictive of bingo play. 
  
  Similarly, Social Cognitive Theory did not reflect the essential drive behind weekly 
bingo play. It is true that elders who took part in a behavior (like bingo) valued bingo activity as 
a meaningful way to spend their time and they believed that they could play bingo at a level that 
bingo would bring important benefits to them. But bingo play requires a minimal skill, and thus 
SCT and the notion of efficacy or competence is not a major factor in play. Almost anyone CAN 
play, if they can hear the call, find the numbers, and dab the paper. Thus most older people feel 
capable of playing bingo, but most do not want to.  Thus SCT and the notion of efficacy does 
not apply very well in predicting who will play bingo and who will not. 
 
 So why do older people play? Apparently there are lots of reasons, and the main ones are 
common for many players. Older adults play bingo because they perceive that there is little else 
available for them in the form of community recreation. They cannot afford to play at the 
casinos, the theatre is too expensive as well, and many play because they are beset with physical 
limitations that make various forms of physical recreation very difficult. Bingo offers social 
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respite from loneliness and isolation for some, while it also offers a safe haven and “escape” 
from the people they live with at home. Bingo offers a way to cope with having too much free 
time, and although older people have many useful social skills, seniors feel disenfranchised as 
worthy of helping other members in society.  
 
With a passive retirement expected of them, they simply try to help themselves. Thus people 
gravitate toward something they think is an enjoyable way to spend their time and money. Their 
choices are socially constructed and essentially limited by their circumstances (age, gender. 
Income, and health). Seniors do not feel welcome in some settings (movie theatres and bars), and 
their dollar does not go very far in other forms of entertainment (night clubs, theatre, casinos). 
Bingo is one of very few places that seniors feel they are welcome. The lighting is good and the 
sounds are not overwhelming.  Bingo is entertaining for the people who play, and they 
acknowledge that it is the only form of entertainment that “is for a good cause,” while offering 
occasional paybacks to players.  
 
Therefore, bingo makes good sense given the social limitations and constraints for elders of 
marginal means. We conclude that bingo seems to have little to do with individually constructed 
lifestyle patterns, and apparently much to do with severely limited social opportunities with-held 
by gender, age, income and health.  As one social worker commented, “Where else does an older 
woman go for a night out?” 
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Framework for the Report 
 

Readers will note that this research report is partitioned in sections. Rather than attempt the battle 
with a large file, we opted for a friendlier format that allows the reader to print smaller files and 
sections as needed. This, we hope, will help the Alberta Gaming Research Institute to mount 
manageable-in-size pdf files on the web.  
 
In addition, we chose to write for scholarly publication as our first priority, and to integrate the 
report afterward. The upside of that decision is that all four manuscript sections will be out for 
peer review within a month of the report being released. Thus a wider audience will have access 
to published evidence far sooner than we could have provided otherwise. The downside is that 
the report has a disjointed feel, and there may be some redundancy across the sections as each 
piece has to be a stand-alone. We apologize for this latter effect, but we feel that it is better to 
repeat and reinforce the information than to have gaps or holes in information. 
 
In the introductory section, we offer a Table of Contents, but the page numbers end after that 
section. All subsequent sections have their own page numbering as stand-alone documents. The 
Table of Contents does offer however the correct order of presentation of the documents and 
serves as a comprehensive list of all that was accomplished in this research. 
 
Since the manuscripts are currently in blind peer review, we remind people that they can not 
download them at this point in time. However, the introductory section, the executive summary 
and the summary and conclusions are printable. At such time that the manuscript sections are 
under copyright, we will find a way to make them available to the wider public. Thank you for 
your interest in this work.  
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Introduction 
 

  Little is known about the ways bingo gambling contributes to older adult lives. 
Nevertheless, stereotypes exist about “little old ladies” playing bingo, suggesting that stigmas 
exist especially for women over age 65.  While playing bingo may be an important part of a 
retirement lifestyle, research is lacking on the benefits bingo may offer for ‘a good old age.’ 
Given that the main leisure pursuits of most seniors are quite sedentary (Canadian Fitness & 
Lifestyle Research Institute, 2002, www.cflri.ca), and sedentary living is considered a serious 
health risk for older adults (Health Canada, 1999), this study addressed three main questions 
representing the broad social, individual and wellness dimensions of bingo play:  
 
  1)  Who plays bingo after age 65? (Social contextual dimensions and relationships); 

 
2)  What do elders believe they ‘get’ out of playing bingo? (Personal interpretive 
     dimensions);  
 
3) What are the day-to-day patterns of a ‘bingo lifestyle’ and the implications for health 

and well-being? (Wellness dimensions). 
 

While a number of theories could inform the various studies within this two-year project, 
we aimed to proceed inductively as much as possible using field observation, respondent self-
description on surveys, data organized by social context, open-ended responses, and in-depth 
interviews. Although we have a good deal of ‘standard’ numerical data, and we have used it 
descriptively and statistically, our focus has been mainly an interpretive one. Including the 
voices and interpretations was of particular importance to this project because, as physical 
educators in the discipline of health psychology and gerontology, we wondered why older people 
are so motivated to go out and play bingo? 

 
 In contrast, we have studied the barriers to attending health-promoting physical activity 

programs, and in that research, seniors say they feel unsafe moving about their community, they 
fear falling and over-exerting themselves, and they prefer to get around in the daylight hours 
(O’Brien Cousins, 2000).  But bingo players have been observed standing in long lines in the 
winter darkness of an early morning, in extreme cold and bitter winter weather just to get a good 
seat at bingo. This is an interesting discrepancy in motivation and reasoning, and we were keen 
to get some explanations.  

 
Why Bingo? 
  Bingo is a popular past time with Albertans, and may enhance the lives of many elderly 
participants. Considered a benign form of recreation by most participants, bingo annually 
generates $330,000,000 in Alberta alone (AADAC, 1998). Problem gambling among older 
people has become a recent research focus (McNeilly & Burke, 2000), but going out to play 
bingo may provide older people with a socially enjoyable and emotionally enriching experience 
that has been underestimated in promoting quality of life. Bingo players may enjoy the adrenalin 
rush or feel excitement during parts of the game. They may make new friends and be more 
mobile in getting to and from bingo halls. Little or no research has been conducted on bingo play 
among seniors from a wellness perspective.  
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  On the negative side, bingo halls are known for being smoky environments, and it seems 
that bingo players are oblivious to its effects. Food services tend to be ‘fast foods’ such as 
hamburgers and fries with coffee and pop as beverages. Moreover, bingo is notable as a 
sedentary form of leisure that, if a predominant lifestyle, may lead to more rapid physical 
declines and lower quality of life. Yet, evidence is mounting that at every age, daily physical 
activity from 30 to 60 minutes is the best approach to promoting health and wellness (Health 
Canada, 1999).  Is it possible that going out to play bingo contributes to a more active lifestyle? 
Just how much activity do bingo players engage in? Do they walk more as part of the regular 
routine to find transportation? To this point, little is known about the essential nature of a 
gambling lifestyle and its relationship to other behaviours such as physical activity.  
 
  Csikszentmihalyi (1997, p. 17) has commented, “while what we do day in and out has a 
lot to do with what kind of life we have, how we experience what we do is even more 
important.” In particular, we were interested in the experiential meaning of a ‘bingo way of life,’ 
and it’s interface with physical activity patterns, wellness and quality of life of older adults. In 
better understanding motivation for bingo, our goal was to get beyond problem gambling and 
examine bingo as a positive element in the lives of older adults. Within the bingo context, the 
overarching purpose of this two-year study was to determine who plays bingo after age 65 and 
why? We also wanted answers to the question: 
 
 

 
 

“How does frequent bingo play contribute to or detract from the well-being of 
adults over age 65?” 

 
Objectives 

The three broad purposes of this study were: 
 
1) To identify the social, contextual, and health characteristics of elders who play bingo; 
 
2) To explore the life course and lifestyle patterns of the ‘bingo way of life’ among ‘frequent’ 

gamblers (4 hours a week or more); 
 
3) To provide rich description of the essential meaning of a ‘bingo way of life’ and identify 

potential connections to better aging, active living, and quality of life. 
 

 
Relationship to Existing Research and Literature 

 
Older Adults, Leisure and Active Lifestyles 

Various social characteristics help to describe how older people experience late life (as 
female, as low income, as widowed). Older adults have more discretionary time than any other 
age group (Novak, 1993), and 80% report good to excellent health (Statistics Canada, 1990). But 
lifestyles are more than who an individual is; lifestyles in this study also refer to personal choices 
and ‘how older people spend their time’ in late life. For our purposes, “lifestyle” refers to 
habitual patterns of work and leisure, and choices that people make to structure their lives from 
day to day. 
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A plethora of research points to a physically active lifestyle as the essential way to age 
well (Health Canada, 1999; U.S. Surgeon General’s Report, 1997). Yet despite this advocacy for 
daily, active living, only a small minority of older Canadians are active three days a week (The 
National Active Living Community, 1997), and 15% of seniors say they “spend a lot of time 
doing nothing” (Teague & MacNeil, 1992). With sedentary living the social norm, the Canadian 
Fitness and Lifestyle Institute judges that about 2/3 of Canadians are compromising their health 
and quality of life by spending too much time sitting. While Albertans perceive lack of time, 
poor health and lack of motivation as the three most imposing barriers to physical recreation 
(Spence, Poon & Mummery, 1997), such barriers do not seem to exist for participation in bingo. 

  
 Despite persistent public health messaging from the Heart and Stroke Foundation to “walk 
away from trouble” (Lifelines, 1995), most older adults spend their time in passive leisure 
pursuits such as reading, watching TV, visiting friends, and participating in passive card games 
or doing arts and crafts (Teague & MacNeil, 1992). Older people as a group show some common 
approaches to the use of their time and often engage in socially satisfying, non-demanding and 
non-strenuous activities” (Novak, 1993, p. 311). While these leisure pursuits tend to be more 
passive than active, little research has attended to the active living and wellness aspects of 
‘getting out’ in the community.   
 
Older Adults and Gaming: Bingo 
  In 1998, about 17% of all-age Albertans reported currently playing bingo, largely 
organized by 64 bingo associations -- a proportion equivalent to those who play on  
VLT’s (AADAC, 1998). In the past few years, 95 bingo halls have been linked across the 
province for Jackpots as big as $200,000 (AADAC, 1998). For several decades, bingo has been 
commonly described “as a little old ladies game,” an indication that most people view bingo 
players as conservative, not ‘big-time gamblers,’ predominantly female and somewhat elderly 
(Kallick, Suits, Deilman & Hybels, 1979). Demographic information on older adults playing 
bingo does tend to support the stereotype; players do tend to be mainly single and female 
(Alberta Liquor and Gaming Commission, 1999) but they may have mixed income levels and 
education (National Council of Welfare, 1996). Among the devotees of bingo (heavy, frequent, 
weekly players), the stereotype of bingo players appears to be a valid one. They are a small 
group (possibly less than 10%) of predominantly female players over 65 years, many of whom 
are not high school graduates and have incomes near the poverty line. 
 
  Bingo attracts about 15% of the ‘problem gamblers’, but it is not clear how many are 
older adults. A ‘feminisation’ of gambling venues has meant that more women feel welcome in 
the gaming environment, especially where games are low-skill and require only small bets 
(Trevorrow & Moore, 1999). Rosecrance (1988) observed considerable social interactions in the 
bingo environment and noted, “bingo players generally know each other by name and carry on 
lively conversations both before games and after closing” (p. 85). By many descriptions, older 
women do not fit the profile of ‘problem gambling’ as currently defined in Alberta. Instead, their 
frequent bingo play may fit the profile of a serious social problem called sedentary living. 
 
  To date, the relationships between aging, gambling involvement, and quality of life are 
largely unknown. Little is known about the general well-being and health circumstances of older 
bingo players, but by virtue of the gambling environment, they may be less concerned about their 
health. For example, smoking heavily and spending hours in bingo halls in the acrid poisons of 
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carbon monoxide has been blamed for the transient confusion of a 69 year-old patient (Watson, 
1982). In other ways bingo is a gaming practice that is not universally respected as legitimate 
recreation. At least one book (Arrigo, Jr.,1992) and one article (Lyall, 1993) call for getting 
“beyond bingo” for the well-being of older adults. The implication is that bingo serves no useful 
purpose and may well be causing harm. 
 
Theoretical and Practical Significance 

This study has significance in describing the social and health context of older 
individuals who frequently play bingo (weekly), their motives for participating, and the meaning 
of a bingo lifestyle for high quality aging. A better understanding of the active living patterns of 
older adults within the gaming environment provides a small window on the broad health impact 
of seniors ‘getting out’ and doing something.  

 
Using descriptive and interpretive approaches on the essence and meaning of bingo 

within the retirement lifestyle, a more inductive approach seemed appropriate. We aimed to 
blend descriptive and predictive survey data on “who is likely to play bingo in retirement?” with 
ethnographically rich descriptions of the essence and meaning of bingo among non-problem but 
‘frequent’ or weekly players. Given the paucity of information on the activity of bingo, and 
especially for older adults, the findings are likely to draw considerable interest from health 
providers, recreation programmers, government policy makers, gaming regulators and 12% of 
the population who are seniors.  

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
   The inductive nature of this research lends itself to a new formulation or reformulation of 
theory and thus no single theory guided this study at the outset. However, the researchers are 
aware of their skills and biases; our backgrounds are broadly informed by social science, leisure 
lifestyle research, gerontology, health promotion, psychology and cognitive or behavioural 
theories. Thus we were excited about the possibility of linking the findings of this research to the 
most appropriate theoretical framework. As an example of the range of concepts available to this 
type of research, we briefly summarize two promising frameworks: Lifestyle Theory and Social 
Cognitive Theory. 
 
   Lifestyle Theory:  A comprehensive lifestyle model is advanced by Walters (1994) in 
which gambling behaviour is acquired through basic schedules of reinforcement, Pavlovian 
conditioning and social modeling. The basic premise behind motivation for a gambling lifestyle 
is derived from innate feelings of anxiety, inadequacy, powerless and insecurity. Lifestyle 
Theory purports that individuals learn to gamble through social connections like family and 
friends, and they also learn that the gambling lifestyle offers rewards and status to off set feelings 
of inadequacy and powerlessness. 
  
   Social Cognitive Theory: The behavioural constructs of Social Cognitive Theory have 
shown utility in predicting older adult lifestyles (Bandura, 1997; O’Brien Cousins, 1998). This 
theory would hypothesize that that elders who take part in a behavior (like bingo) are motivated 
in four ways: They value bingo activity as a meaningful way to spend their time; they recognize 
influential sources of reinforcement such as social support, companionship, and encouragement 
for their behavior; they believe that playing bingo will bring important benefits to them, and 
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these benefits will outweigh the anticipated risks and liabilities; and, they believe that the skills 
needed to succeed at the activity are well within their current capability. Players must feel they 
can play as well as is needed to reap the rewards that are available. 
 

Methods and Procedures Overview 
 

Because so little is known about older adult lifestyles in the bingo context, and what ‘the 
bingo way of life’ means to older adults, we aimed to broadly study older adult lifestyles using a 
multi-method, life course approach. Some of the questions that we aimed to address within the 
three objectives of this research were: 

 
1) Social and Contextual Dimensions 
  Who plays bingo in late life? (gender, age, education, marital status, work status etc.) 
  When and how did they get started? 

How, when, and with whom do late life bingo players play? (frequency and duration) 
What is the nature of their bingo play? (# cards played at once, betting behaviours) 
What work and leisure-time activities are they involved in? 
How physically active are bingo players? 
How do older people self-assess their health, and how well does their self-assessment 
match objective health indicators (i.e. smoking; number of medications; hospital visits)? 
 

2) Personal and Interpretive Dimensions 
  What is the essential nature and meaning of a bingo ‘way of life?’ 

Why do older adults play bingo?  
What contributions does bingo offer to aging well and quality of life? 
What do older people value and not value about playing bingo? 
 

3) Wellness Dimensions 
How is a typical week constructed in the contemporary lives of elder bingo players? 
In what ways does bingo enhance or detract from a healthy, physically active lifestyle? 
 
 

Pre-Study and Ongoing Participant Observation 
 

This study began as a field observation and participation study with two researchers 
visiting Edmonton bingo outlets. The objective of the observations was to gain experience in the 
“culture” and traditions of the bingo game, and to build consensual understanding about how the 
contemporary bingo game is played (skills, language, protocol).  

 
Field notes were made at four site visits (West Edmonton Mall, Flamingo Bingo, 

Meadowcroft Apartments, and Westmount Mall. With the exception of the Meadowcroft 
Apartments, a full evening was committed to observations starting 15 minutes prior to the 
scheduled start and concluding 15 minutes after the last game (5:30 to 10 pm). Participation in 
bingo play occurred at West Edmonton Mall by Cousins and Moodie, at Flamingo Bingo 
volunteer (Cousins) and at Meadowcroft by Cousins and Witcher. Field note observations were 
typed up immediately after the experience and are presented next. 
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Bingo Beginner 
 

We were a “swim” family and for the past 12 years, I have had responsibilities to be a 
volunteer at bingo halls for fundraising. So you would think I’d be an expert by now! NOT!  I 
never went even once! Getting up at 4:45 am to drive swimmers to practice, and then working 
BINGO until midnight seemed incompatible to me. Instead, I hired families to run our shifts, as 
many as 24 BINGOS a year! It cost me a small fortune over the years, but I avoided the smoke, 
the work, and unfortunately the bingo experience. Other than playing BINGO at childhood 
birthday parties or on a camping trip, I have never played REAL BINGO!  

 Tonight was my initiation! My girl friend Karen, and research colleague Judith, and I met 
at Caesar’s in West Edmonton Mall after work on a Monday night at 6:30 pm. We had heard that 
there was a no smoking room there, and we hoped to breathe comfortably while playing. I didn’t 
know what to expect and as I was parking and walking to the site, I was actually anxious about 
making a fool of myself. Although I don’t smoke, I mused that a cigarette right now might calm 
me down. Why am I so nervous? How hard can bingo be? 
 
 Well, the northeast corner of the mall was deserted. The area was devoid of people - the 
stores emptied out at the dinner hour. It was quiet and lonely down there. Surely we had the time 
wrong? If there were hundreds of people playing bingo, where were they? A sign directed us to a 
door, a long passageway, and sure enough, there they were – hundreds of bingo players already 
poised to play already in their favourite seats. There were lots of middle aged and older people, 
and more men than I expected. The first thing to do was to pay admission, so I sauntered over to 
the wicket, and said “two adults please.” It sounded strange like I was going to a movie. It was 
painfully clear I didn’t even know how to purchase BINGO admissions!  
 
 The women behind the next counter sold bingo “cards” and they were already smiling as 
we tried to answer “how many cards do you want?” Karen and I were totally unprepared to 
answer. We looked at each other blankly, so I asked, “uh, how many is typical?”  Apparently we 
could buy 3, 6 or 12 cards which came on “pages.” We each were given 9 sheets of flimsy 
newsprint type of paper with 6 “cards” per page for about $12.00. The price seemed very 
reasonable, especially if we were going to win it back!  
 
 We made our way through the smoking area passing about 300 people ready and waiting 
to play. The non-smoking area was large too, and enclosed in glass. We could see everything 
going on, but we were off to one side as if we were accessory players. Inside the non-smoking 
room, there were only about 30 individuals scattered about, with one family of 3 (Mom, Dad and 
teen). The air was good, the lights were bright, but I felt like we were not really in the “game.” 
We found an empty table, and I wondered if we should be sitting with an expert to help us learn 
how to play. But no-one gave us a smile, and so we found a table to ourselves. Judith joined us 
shortly after, and I gave her one of the 99 cent marker pens that I had purchased at Zellers. Soon 
we had a “seller” come by from whom I asked a barrage of questions.  It became clear we only 
played the top page of the series of 9 pages. With 5 games per card and 6 cards per page, that 
meant we had 270 games ahead of us. Given the amount of games and cards, and the few hours 
we had, I wondered if I could keep up with the caller. 
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Over the next three hours, we scanned columns of numbers almost constantly. 
Conversation was impossible as you had to pay attention without breaking concentration. Even 
the experts were not talking. This was not a social event! After 2 hours, my right arm and 
shoulder started aching and cramping. So I had to change hands occasionally to give my arm a 
break. This was no picnic! This was work and it was painful. Does your shoulder eventually get 
used to this? 

 
 So I began to concentrate on my prospects for winning for something to make it all 
worthwhile. On our admission ticket there were numbers, and Karen had her last three numbers 
called, but she didn’t even know it. A man at another table behind us came over and looked at  
our tickets, as he could see we didn’t know what was going on. He told Karen she had won a 
prize and called a seller to show Karen’s ticket stub! Karen won $10 and three ink marker pens. 
Fun at last! Well, we really didn’t need all those markers pens…. 
  
 We also didn’t know about the special games like Bonanza or satellite BINGO so we sat 
and watched others play. The prize for satellite bingo was $190,000! There were extra costs for 
participating in those games, and most people seemed to be playing everything that was called. 
Later on, back in the regular play, we made one mistake; during the Bonanza game all of us had 
been playing and marking the regular cards. The man behind us got up again and stopped us after 
awhile (its actually illegal to play the wrong cards), and we then realized we had ruined the next 
series of 6 cards for 5 games. Our solution was to switch pens and use a different color when 
play resumed. 
  
 I didn’t win anything – didn’t even come close! The research suggests that “early wins” 
help to provoke problem gambling, but for most people early wins are not going to happen. So 
this beginner experience reinforced my research questions even more – what IS so good about 
BINGO? The 3 hours I spent was tiring and just a lot of vigilant scanning. Even with her prize, 
Karen was getting tired too – a work night – and she was getting more and more reckless aiming 
with her marker pen. It all seemed so fruitless. We daubed and dabbed whenever a number 
matched the caller’s (about 30% of the time), and then the ink would dry making each sheet 
crispy and stiff. Then someone would yell BINGO! and we’d all rip our sheets off, roll them into 
a ball, and toss them in the garbage. Everyone in the room ripped sheets off at the same time and 
tossed them making a lot of rustling noise.  
 

We left at the 3 hour mark – 9 pm, and the evening was scheduled to last until 10 pm! We 
were all too tired to continue, my eyes were glazing over, and my “dabbing” shoulder was 
hurting. We do not understand what people get out of this. Few people win, and when they do, 
they do not cheer or even smile. What is this game all about?  
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Flamingo Bingo 

An Ethnographic Portrayal of a Night at the Flamingo Bingo Hall 
 

The social research style that emphasizes encountering alien worlds and making sense of 
them is called ethnography, or ‘folk description.’ Ethnographers set out to show how 
social action in one world makes sense from the point of view of another (Agar, 1986). 

 
 Flamingo Bingo Hall is in Millwoods, a major subdivision in southeast Edmonton. This 
section of the city is mainly Caucasian, but in the 1970’s began to accommodate most all of the 
East Indian and Pakistani newcomers to the city. There would be no immigrants of that ethnic 
group here. They don’t engage in bingo or gambling of any kind. As a former resident of 
Millwoods (1977-88), it was a feeling of déjà vu to travel the same roads and park in the same 
shopping mall where my toddlers used to unravel my patience while getting groceries. The 
powerful memories of a former marriage and a different period of my life emerged. But tonight I 
was going to the east end of the mall, at the back where a new experience was about to begin. I 
had never been to a BINGO hall – never!  

I was an alien in another world. Smoke-choked visions had kept me away for the ten or 
more years that my kids were in swimming. I paid for others to run my volunteer BINGO shifts. 
I lacked absolutely any knowledge of how this game is played, and tonight I was going to be an 
“usher” or card-seller.  Eighty-year-old Stan Dyer met me – a good friend who thought this 
evening would help me with my research. He was right of course and I knew it. But I was 
apprehensive about my lack of experience in this setting – my one comfort was the thought that 
my fitness might help me in the “busy” parts of the evening when we were to be “run 
ragged”…or so the more experienced BINGO workers were to tell me. The idea of having lots of 
action and getting in my daily walk was promising.  

I was there well ahead at about 4:45 pm and one or two patrons were starting to trickle in. 
I had to get a “seller’s apron” and learn which pockets carried bingo cards, and which pockets 
carried quarters, loonies, toonies and $5.00, $10.00, and $20.00 or larger bills. To make change 
fast, I had to be able to dive my hands into my pockets without thinking much. Already, this was 
turning out to be an interesting evening. I hoped I could bring back all the money I was supposed 
to given the paper-thin cards I would be selling by the hundreds that night. The cards were 
actually a dull off-white folded piece of paper, printed in 3’s per sheet. They unfolded like (and 
reminded me of) European toilet paper! A seller had to be careful that they didn’t stick together.  
Also it was important to remember that a new page of 3 cards was normally one dollar (a loonie), 
unless the buyer was trading in a partially used card -- in which case the page was only 50 cents.  
 Things were slow enough at first to get to learn some things. Ushers moved around the room, 
and sometimes we ended in a bunch all in one part of the room, and people at the other end 
would be frantically waving money or cards to exchange. The some of us would have to trot 
back to sell over there, and try to stay better spaced apart. I was worried someone would call 
BINGO near me because ushers have to shout out the type of card and read out the card number 
to verify the BINGO to the caller. Later on I did this a number of times in front of a few hundred 
people – it still made me nervous even if it was a simple thing to do. I guess I felt like an 
“outsider” and so novice. 
 My impressions of that night are very memorable. One woman in her late 30’s, and her 
daughter were playing a lot of cards. The mother had 24 cards while the daughter was playing 18 
cards. At one point I sold them some cards, and the mother squealed with delight in anticipation 
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of the upcoming evening, “Oooh – this is ssoooo exciting!!” When the games actually started, I 
often stood near her to watch her “dob” her 24 cards. She couldn’t quite do them all in time, and 
at each call she seemed to “fly” through the cards in vertical columns not quite getting the last 9 
cards done in time. She was constantly in a panic, and was one of few people who were not in 
the waiting category. Some people watch the TV monitors and have their cards all marked before 
the caller even picks up the ball to read. I thought “visual players” would have an advantage in 
calling BINGO first, but as it turns out, all BINGO’s were honoured within a reasonable time 
frame of 15 to 20 seconds. But this woman had no time to even look at her cards! 
 A dinner break was offered to Stan and I at 6:30 pm and we enjoyed a 10-15 minute 
reprieve. The food was pretty good, but all high fat with hamburgers and fries the most popular 
choices. The cole slaw was richly coated in mayo. A root beer and then it was back to work. The 
patrons ate at their tables and I noticed how “busy” they were with their hands. The arms and 
hands of patrons were in constant motion. In the course of a few seconds or minutes, people 
would wave a bill of money to buy cards, make the purchase from their purse, take a drink, 
smoke and tap cigarette ashes with the left hand, physically scan and dob the cards to the rhythm 
of the caller, take a bite of hamburger or fries, exchange cards that were unproductive, and call 
for Bonanza cards or Satellite Bingo. It just seemed like a constant juggling act.  

Some people would buy a few cards, wait for the change ($) and then as you walked 
away, they called you back to change their mind and want even more cards. Some people bought 
constantly from you and not other sellers. I think some people thought I was unlucky or lucky for 
them. Or they would buy one type of card, and then a minute later have you come back again to 
buy a Satellite card. Either they were indecisive, or they wanted to keep us on the run. Clients 
didn’t seem to have any plan in mind, but their vigilance on the game was impeccable.  No one 
laughed, or spoke much. Not even a smile. I waited for the next BINGO certain at least the 
winner would smile. Not so! Winning is expected and people don’t act smug. They don’t even 
show that they are enjoying themselves. After a BINGO win, everyone else simultaneously 
crumpled their “cards” and tossed them in nearby waste receptacles. It was a noisy undertaking 
with that much paper being scrunched all at the same time. Then people sat quietly waiting for 
the next game to start. There was a lot of waiting. No music and no talking. Who is having fun at 
this place? Talking was rarely a feature of the several hundred people there. They were 
constantly in motion with their eyes and arms. There was simply no time to “mess around” – this 
was serious and every second was engaged. The best way to describe this activity was “multi-
tasking.” I wondered if people playing BINGO felt important managing money and being so 
attentive to the task. They were listening, watching, dobbing with precision, and handling their 
money and purchases. When they could time it just right, they could buy something, sell 
something, eat or drink something. Dobbing and dragging on a cigarette were constant activities 
for many. Some older women had photos of all their grandchildren lined up in front of them – 
perhaps during the interludes they had time to enjoy their photos. Perhaps they were for good 
luck. Other women had large cases for holding all their dobbers, and in talking with one woman, 
she proudly indicated that she had sewn her own. I wondered why so many dobbers were 
needed? She had 10 or 12 of different colours. Maybe the dobber bag was a sign she was a “pro.” 

From 5:00 pm to 10:00 pm I walked and paced the room. I sold hundreds of bingo pages, 
many at half price. I ran out of quarters several times, and in turning in my cash to buy quarters, I 
realized I didn’t have a lot of money despite all the collecting and dispensing – maybe 80 to $100 
at the biggest collection point! It didn’t seem like I was bringing in a lot of money for the time 
and effort spent. By 9:00 pm my feet were very swollen and sore, and my legs were aching. I 
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started leaning on empty tables to take weight off my feet! Most people stayed right to the last 
game. There were no emotions betrayed! No yelps upon winning and no sighs or signs of fatigue 
in not winning. What is this strange game? I can hardly wait to ask the players what they get out 
of playing this. My night of playing BINGO in January was a total bore for me and my 
girlfriends. We just couldn’t see the point! My biceps tendon was acting up in the third hour 
from so much scanning of columns with my right arm. And tonight I had lots of time to watch 
the game from another perspective. It still didn’t make any sense – no visible fun, no financial 
rewards for hundreds of people, and it looks and feels like work! What is this all about? Is it just 
a time filler? The biggest win of the night was $80, and a few people won $30 or $40 dollars… 
hardly a good return for buying a meal and spending 4 hours of vigilance. Surely they can’t 
expect that waiting, and being waited on, is all that enjoyable. The night was a puzzling 
experience for me.  

It was a night of contrasts. You “play” BINGO, but it didn’t seem like play. Bingo had a 
work ethic – attention and concentration and constant vigilance. The other contrast was that of 
being busy and that of waiting. You had to wait to play, wait to dob the next number, and wait to 
win. Bingo was an inactive activity – quiet sitting for hours on end with the silence broken 
occasionally by a Bingo call. This was their busyness. Waiting and sitting, sitting and dobbing, 
scanning and dobbing up and down the columns under the B, I, N, G, O.  As we attended 
Flamingo Bingo that night in February, the bingo crowd were out all over the city playing at 
exactly the same time. With Satellite BINGO, you realize that the whole province is busy 
playing, busy waiting and waiting to win.  
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“Monday Night Bingo” at Meadowcroft Seniors Apartments 

At the invitation of Jolyn Saramaga, a nursing professional, we paid a visit to Meadowcroft 
Seniors Apartments and distributed paper surveys to a targeted group of Bingo players (matching 
the CATI study). We were met by Ella who anticipated our arrival, was excited to meet us and 
tried her best throughout the evening to feed us chocolates.  and introduced us to key people as 
they arrived at the Bingo event. Bingo is held every Monday night, except for holidays such as 
Christmas and New Years. This session was the second to last bingo night of the year, 2001.  
 
Thirty-five older people attended the 90 minutes session (7:00 – 8:30 pm) Monday December 10, 
2001. Of these, some were younger than age 65 and thus excluded themselves from participating 
in the surveys. Others who we talked to as they entered the room were reluctant to be associated 
with Bingo, and several were adamant that they were not “real” Bingo players, even though they 
play regularly on Monday nights. In total, only 13 people agreed to fill out surveys. 
 
Our notes about the dialogue of “not being a real Bingo player” included comments from various 
individuals such as: 
 
“We are not really bingo players. We just play Monday nights.” 
 
“It’s just an outing.” 
 
“It’s just to get out (of the apartment).” 
 
“The [winning] pot is very small.” 
 
“It’s just a past-time.” 
 
We tried to understand why several people did not consider themselves bingo players even 
though they play regularly on Monday nights. ”Real” bingo players apparently play in the “real” 
Bingo halls, such as the one at Westmount Shopping Mall, where they leave the confines of their 
apartment building, where they play for more money, where they may be playing to win serious 
money, and where they are thought to be playing more than once a week. Indeed, most of the 
participants did not think of themselves as bingo players, and declined to do a survey. They 
seemed alarmed that we were hoping to collect information on them as “real players.”  Their 
winnings were small and they paid only $1.00 to play 6 cards. Perhaps some of them were 
embarrassed to be considered a gambler in that sense. Comments from one volunteer, who was a 
helper in reading back bingo winner’s cards, suggested that the game itself is an “awful way to 
spend time” and thus among some people of this generation, bingo may not be universally 
socially appropriate. Bingo seemed to have a “stigma” among the very people who play it (!)  
and we will endeavour to find out more about this at the interviews in the spring. 
 
Reasons to play Bingo at Meadowcroft: 
In addition to those mentioned above, several people reported that they were “safe” playing in 
their apartment complex and did not have to worry about going out or falling on icy streets. Two 
residents came in wheeled walkers, and one woman had a cane. They reiterated that they did not 
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play for much money (biggest prize was $5) and they could play 20 games on 6 cards for a 
dollar. 
 

 While we sat near the players waiting until the end of the session to get the completed surveys, a 
few seniors invited us to play too. Chad and I bought 6 cards to share and played for a while in 
order to pass the time. We noticed several women making out loud comments at our table. They 
were sitting near us, but they didn’t seem to be aiming their comments at anyone in particular. 
Then, one woman sitting further away looked our way and asked,  “Are you having fun yet?” 
“Are you hooked on Bingo yet?” 
 
Her semi-sarcastic tone of voice may have implied that the game was assumed to be boring for 
us (and the truth was we couldn’t stifle a yawn or two), or that it was boring for everybody and 
life for seniors is like this – low-risk, slow and boring. We need to explore this in the 
interviews… is this a negative about this game? Is it not much of a challenge? Do they think that 
in having so little in winnings, and only 90 minutes one night a week, that it has been “dummied-
down” for them? Just some thoughts as we enter this study …  
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Where Else Does a Single Older Woman Go? 

 
 On April 12, 2002, I returned a phone call our lab had received from Clara Naidoo, a 
mental health aid in Edmonton. Clara gave me permission to use her name and express her side 
of the bingo story. 
 
 Clara has worked for a number of years with people with various disabilities by going out 
to their homes or helping them in the community. She works with a range of disabilities from 
hearing impaired to mentally handicapped individuals. She told a story of how she ahs found 
various ways to challenge and stimulate people with disabilities, and in particular, recalled the 
positive impact that bingo made on the lif 
e of a deaf woman. Being deaf, she was quite isolated in terms of recreation and social activities, 
but one day the two of them visited a nearby bingo hall, and “Linda” – not her real name – 
learned how to play for the first time.  
 

By writing messages and instructions to Linda about how to play the game, Clara showed 
Linda she could look at the numbers being called on a big television screen and daub her cards 
for the numbers she had that matched. No-one in the hall even knew Linda was totally deaf. Her 
handicap was invisible because her eyes could do what her ears could not. According to Clara, 
this experience changed Linda’s life, as Linda “felt such an uplift.” Clara summarized that story 
with “bingo is good for deaf people.” 

 
As a mental health worker, Clara has seen the benefits first-hand. She mentioned that 

bingo “has a lot of educational value” especially for people who need mental stimulation, time 
management skills, following rules, keeping track of numbers, and handling money. “I think 
some of the benefits of bingo are phenomenal;” “you can tell whose mind is wandering and not 
concentrating on the game.” Bingo is a social equalizer in that anyone can win, and that is what 
makes it fun. In her mind, bingo is neither boring or exciting – “it’s neither! It fun! When asked 
what make it fun for her, Clara said she goes with friends, and together they share their 
exasperations with the game as well as the fun part. Asked about what makes it fun, Clara 
reported, “it’s the anticipation of winning!” 

 
She acknowledged that “there are a lot of miserable people down there” (at the bingo 

hall) and as well noted that there are some people who are lucky and others who are not. 
“Usually its $20 bill to go to bingo – then I started winning and it was quite exciting.” So sooner 
or later, people do win, even if its just $10.00. As far as the older women playing, Clara said it a 
safe place for women to go – “a safe place without a man.”  In sum, “Where Else Does a Single 
Older Woman Go?” 
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Section One: Descriptive Survey Research 

 Survey research was used to obtain data on Albertans 65+ to answer the question, “who 
plays bingo?” or essentially, “What are the social determinants of frequent bingo play in late 
life?” and “What are the health dimensions associated with the bingo way of life?” The 
Population Research Laboratory was contracted to work with us in early 2001 to design, pilot 
test and revise a provincial survey. The Human Ethics Committee, prior to the pilot test, 
reviewed the instrument and revisions were incorporated into the final version.  With a 
power of 90% (two-tailed) and a critical effect size of .20, 400 respondents were needed 
(Kraemer & Thiemann, 1987). 
     

In May and June, 2001, a random quota-sample telephone survey was undertaken with 
over 1400 calls made to obtain 400 Alberta adults 65+. The survey was administered by trained 
interviewers on the 18-station computer assisted telephone interviewing system, within the 
Population Research Lab (PRL). Three sub-samples were used to build generalizability to 
Alberta: the City of Edmonton (n = 100) the City of Calgary (n = 100) and the remainder of the 
province (n = 200). Experienced interviewers at the PRL and repeated call-backs up to ten times 
were the protocol. 

 
 Part 1 of the population survey included basic demographic items from the 1998 AADAC 
Report  on Adult Gambling in Alberta including gender, age, education, income, marital status, 
employment/retirement status, type of residence, geographic area in Alberta and ethnicity. In 
addition, standard health, wellness, and quality of life questions included: # of prescription 
medications currently taken, # of days in hospital in the past year, and a Likert rating of self-
assessed health. In Part 2, respondents were asked about their current weekly lifestyle patterns 
related to work and chores, smoking, eating, drinking, bingo, and time spent on leisure-time 
physical activity. Part 3 included closed and open-ended questions on when, how and with whom 
bingo and other gaming experiences began. In addition, respondents were asked what motivates 
them to play bingo, and asked to recall their biggest wager and loss in any gaming context. 
Statistical analyses are described in the Appendix. 
 
Cross-Tabulations with Social Factors: Bingo Players versus Non-Players 
 

The purpose of cross-tabulation is to examine raw data at a categorical level of analysis. 
This method of analysis allows for closer examination of particular variables/factors in question, 
and provides levels of significance. In this particular study, cross-tabulation allowed for direct 
comparisons of a variety of measures obtained, between bingo and non-players. In SPSS 10.0, 
significance values are reported with each cross-tab. One-way analyses of variance using an 
alpha level of .05 were subsequently performed. 

 
  Age. Bingo players and Non-players differed slightly when it came to age. The mean age 
of bingo players was 74.8 years, while the mean age of non-players was 73.8 years. A 
breakdown of the various ages that comprised the sample follows. 
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Table (Q1) 

Age groupings of Bingo and Non-players 

Age 

 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 90 and over Total 
 Bingo Players 12 14 11 9 4 0 50 
 % of Bingo Players 24 28 22 18 8 0 100.0% 
 % of Total Sample 4.5% 5.3% 4.1% 3.4% 1.5% 0% 18.8% 

 Non-players 72 57 40 28 15 4 216 
 % of Non-players 33.3 26.4 18.5 13 6.9 1.9 100.0% 
 % of Total Sample 27.1% 21.4% 15.0% 10.5% 5.6% 1.5% 81.1% 

 Total 84 71 51 37 19 4 266 
 % of Total Sample 31.6% 26.7% 19.2% 13.9% 7.1% 1.5% 100.0% 

 
Figure (Q1). Age breakdown of Bingo and Non-players. 
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  Gender. There were 224 females and 176 males in the present study, representing 56% 
and 44% of the random sample respectively. Even though women were the majority, population 
proportion for this age group (65+) suggests older men were slightly over-sampled.  
  Nearly 19% (18.8%) of the 266 respondents had played bingo in the last 12 months, and 
women players outnumber male players 4:1.In the sample of bingo players (N=50) only 9 males 
(18%) compared to 41 females (82%) indicated they had played bingo in the past 12 months (see 
Table (Q4B).  
  There was less of a discrepancy within the 216 non-players. Percentages of women 
versus men were 40.3% versus 59.7% respectively. Taken together, these findings lend support 
to the idea that mainly older women play bingo. In fact, a significant difference was found 
between gender, and bingo play, F (1, 264) = 8.97, p < .01. 
 
Table (Q4B)  
 
Gender Breakdown of CATI Respondents 

 

   Respondent’s Gender  

   Male Female Total 
Bingo Players  9 41 50 
% of Bingo Players 18.0% 82.0% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 3.4% 15.4% 18.8% 
Non-Players  87 129 216 
% of Non - Players 40.3% 59.7% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample  32.7% 48.5% 81.2% 

Total   96 170 266 

% of Total Sample 36.1% 63.9% 100.0% 

Figure (Q4B). Gender Breakdown of CATI Respondents. 
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  Geographic Location. Participants in the CATI study were strategically sampled; one 
third from Edmonton, Calgary, and “other” parts of Alberta.” The “other” category represented 
rural communities. Thus, a roughly equal amount of people lived in each designated area, as 
illustrated in Table and Figure (Q48). 
  Exactly half of Bingo players came from an Urban or Rural setting, while two-thirds of 
non-players came from an urban setting. 
Table (Q48) 

Area of the Province where CATI Respondents Live 
 

 

   Respondent’s Living Location  

   Urban Rural Total 
Bingo Players  25 25 50 
% of Bingo Players 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 9.4% 9.4% 18.8% 
Non-Players  145 71 216 
% of Non - Players 67.1% 32.9% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample  54.5% 26.7% 81.2% 

Total   170 96 266 

% of Total Sample 63.9% 36.1% 100.0% 

Figure (Q48). Where bingo and non-players live. 
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  Housing and Bingo. The majority of both bingo players (58%) and non-players (63%) 
live in a house. With regards to other dwellings, the proportion of bingo players who lived in 
condominiums or townhouses was less (8%) compared to the proportion of non-players (17%). 
With regard to mobile homes or cabins, however, 10% of bingo players, compared to only 3% of 
non-players lived in such dwellings. These data support the hypothesis that bingo players may be 
less well off, as compared to non-players. A significant difference between the types of 
dwellings, bingo and non-players live in was obtained, F (1,264) = 4.34, p < .05. 
 
Table (Q32) 

CATI Respondents’ Type of Housing 

                         Housing Type* 

 Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 Type 5 Type 6 Total 
Bingo Players 29 4 7 5 4 1 50 
% of Bingo Players 58% 8% 14% 10% 8% 2% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 10.9% 1.5% 2.6% 1.9% 1.5% .4% 18.8% 

Non-players 136 37 26 7 10 0 216 
% of Non-players 63% 17.1% 12% 3.2% 4.6% 0% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 51.1% 13.9% 9.8% 2.6% 3.8% 0% 81.2% 

Total  165 41 33 12 14 1 266 
% of Total Sample 62% 15.4% 12.4% 4.5% 5.3% .4% 100.0% 
 
Figure (Q32). CATI respondents’ type of housing. 
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*Type 1 = House; Type 2 = Condominium/Townhouse; Type 3 = Apartment Suite; Type 4 = 
Mobile Home/Cabin; Type 5 = Senior’s Lodge/Assisted Living; Type 6 = Continuing/Long-
Term Care Facility. 
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  Formal Education and Bingo. Bingo players tend to be less educated than non-players. A 
significant difference was found between the numbers of years of formal education obtained 
between those who indicated they play bingo, and those who indicated they did not, F (1, 263) = 
6.00, p < .05. While a greater proportion of bingo players (74%) had obtained up to12 years of 
formal education (versus 68% of non-players) only a minority of bingo players (26%) had 
obtained more than 12 years of formal education, as opposed to 34.9% of non-players.  
 

Table (Q29) 

Number of Years of Formal Education for CATI Respondents (Q29)  

Years of Formal Education* 

 
Figure (Q29). Years of formal education by bingo play (CATI Respondents).* 
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7.9% 
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5.7% 

23 

7.2% 

24 
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57 

28.3% 

88 

81.1% 

265 

% Non-Players 

% Total Sample 

Total 

% Total Sample .4% .8% 2.3% 1.9% 1.9% 11.3% 8.7% 8.7% 9.1% 21.5% 33.2% 100% 
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  Income and Bingo. Bingo players reported significantly less income, versus non-players 
(1.72 vs. 2.69 respectively) F (1, 194) = 16.83, p < .01, and almost all bingo players have annual 
income below $40,000. In contrast, 28% of non-players reported a household income of greater 
than $40,000. Income reporting is a sensitive question. As can be seen by the table below, only 
39 of 50 bingo players, and 157 of 216 non-players chose to answer this particular question. 
 
Table (Q33) 

Total Household Income (Before Taxes) for Bingo and Non-players (CATI Respondents) 

Total Household Income 
  

Under 
$20,000 

1 

$20,000 - 
30,000 

2 

$30,000-40,000 
 

3 

$40,000-
50,000 

4 

More than 
$50,000 

5 

Total 

22 8 8 - 1 39 
56.4% 20.5% 20.5% - 2.6% 100.0% 
11.2% 4.1% 4.1% - .5% 19.9% 

39 41 33 17 27 157 
24.8% 26.1% 21.0% 10.8% 17.2% 100.0% 
19.9% 20.9% 16.8% 8.7% 13.8% 80.1% 

61 49 41 17 28 196 

 
 
 
  
Rating 
 Bingo Players 
 % of Bingo Players 
 % of Total Sample 
  
Non-players 
 % of Non Bingo-Players 
 % of Total Sample 
  
Total 
 % of Total Sample 31.1% 25.0% 20.9% 8.7% 14.3% 100.0% 
 
Figure (Q33). Total household income for bingo and non-players (CATI respondents) 
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  Supplemental Income and Bingo. Supplemental income is an indicator of marginal 
means. Twice as many players received federal supplements, compared to non-players (51% vs. 
26%)*. 
 
Table (Q34) 

Supplemental Income for Bingo and Non-players (CATI Respondents). 

          Federal Supplement Recipient 
Yes No Total 
23 22 45 

51.1% 48.9% 100.0% 
9.3% 

 
8.9% 18.2% 

52 150 202 
25.7% 74.3% 100.0% 
21.1% 

 
60.7% 81.8% 

75 172 247 

  
Bingo Players 
% of Bingo Players 
% of Total Sample 
  
Non-players 
% of Non- Bingo Players 
% of Total Sample 
  
Total 
% of Total Sample   30.4% 69.6% 100.0% 
 
Figure (Q34). Federal Supplement Recipients 
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*Data is available for only 45 of 50 bingo players, and 202 of 216 non-players. 
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Marital Status and Bingo Play. Bingo playing seniors were more likely to be widowed  
(68% of bingo players vs. 12.8% of non-players. The difference that exists between the marital 
status of bingo and non-players, approaches significance, F (1, 264) = 3.66, p = .057. 
 
 
Table (Q30) 

Marital Status of Bingo and Non-players (CATI respondents) 

                                               Current Marital Status 

 Married/Common Law Widowed 
Divorced/ 
Separated 

Single/Never 
Married    Total 

Bingo Players 16 28 4 2      50 
% of Bingo Players 32.0% 56.0% 8.0% 4.0%  100.0% 

% of Total Sample 6.0% 10.5% 1.5% .8% 18.8% 

Non-players 109 80 26 1     216 
% of Non-players 50.5% 37.0% 12.0% .5%   100.0% 
% of Total Sample 41.0% 30.1% 9.8% .4% 81.2% 
Total 125 108 30 3     266 
% of Total Sample 47.0% 40.6% 11.3% 1.1%  100.0% 
 
Figure (Q30). Marital status of bingo and non-players (CATI respondents). 
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Self-rated health. The self-ratings of health for bingo players and non-players provided 
mixed scores (F (1, 393) = .970, p = .325). A smaller proportion of bingo players reported 
excellent, very good, or fair health, but a larger proportion reported having good or poor health, 
as compared to non-players. 
 
Table (Q20) 
 
Self-rated Health for Bingo and Non-players (CATI respondents) 

                      Self-Rated Health 
 
 

 
Excellent 

 
Very Good 

 
Good 

 
Fair 

 
Poor 

 
Total 

 Bingo Players 9 10 23 5 2 49 
 % of Bingo Players 18.4% 20.4% 46.9% 10.2% 4.1% 100% 
 % of Total Sample 3.4% 3.8% 8.8% 1.9% 0.8% 18.7% 
 Non-players 42 68 62 34 7 213 
 % of Non-players 19.7% 31.9% 29.1% 16.0% 3.3% 100% 
 % of Total Sample 16.0% 26.0% 23.7% 13.0% 2.7% 81.3% 
 Total 51 78 85 39 9 262 
 % of Total Sample 19.5% 29.8% 32.4% 14.9% 3.4% 100% 
 
Figure (Q20). Self-rated health for bingo and non-players (CATI respondents). 
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Health Limitations and Bingo. Bingo players seem to have more health limitations than 
non-players, F (1, 254) = 2.98, p = .085. When participants were asked if they had any health 
limitations that would prevent them from following a physical activity or exercise program, half 
of bingo players indicated they did, versus only 36.5% of non-players*. The following table is a 
breakdown of responses for both groups (Note: A larger sample would have produced significant 
differences).  
 
Table (Q26A) 

Health Limitations and Bingo Play 

                                    Health Limitations  
Yes No Total 
24 24 48 

50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
9.4% 9.4% 18.8% 

76 132 208 
36.5% 63.5% 100.0% 
29.7% 51.6% 81.3% 

100 156 256 

 
 

Bingo Players 
% of Bingo Players 
% of Total Sample 
  
Non-players 
% of Non-players 
% of Total Sample 
 
Total 
% of Total Sample 39.1% 60.9% 100.0% 
  
Figure (Q26A). Perceived health limitations for bingo and non-players (CATI  sample). 
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*Data is not available for two (out of 50) bingo players, and eight (out of 216) non-players.  
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  Functional Capacity. Bingo players were not different from non-players in terms of their 
needs for assistance in caring for themselves or their home. About 5% of seniors in this study 
reported using a cane, walker or wheel-chair, and almost 60% had full function and needed no 
help at all with self-care of home help, F (1, 394) = .012, p = .91. 
 
Table (Q21) 

Current Functional Capacity for Care of Self and Home 

                            Functional Capacity 

 I use a cane/walker/ 
wheelchair and need help 

I can do few, if 
any, activities 

I can do almost 
all activities 

I can do all 
activities 

Total 

Bingo Players 3 4 13 30 50 
 % of Bingo Players 6.0% 8.0% 26.0% 60.0% 100% 
 % of Total Sample 1.1% 1.5% 4.9% 11.3% 18.9% 

 Non-players 10 8 71 126 215 
 % of Non-players 4.7% 3.7% 33.0% 58.6% 100% 
 % of Total Sample 3.8% 3.0% 26.8% 47.5% 81.1% 
Total 13 12 84 156 265 
 % of Total Sample 4.9% 4.5% 31.7% 58.9% 100% 
   
Figure (Q21). Current functional capacity for care of self and home 
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Cross-Tabulations of Lifestyle Factors: Bingo Players versus Non-Players 

  Leisure Time. Seniors in this study generally reported having ample leisure time each 
day, but slightly more bingo players reported having no free time, or hardly any free time, F (1, 
395) = 2.35, p - .126. 
 
Table (Q13) 

Current Leisure Time for Bingo and Non-players 

                               Current Leisure Time 

 I have ample free time 
each day to do the things I 

want 

I have only a 
few hrs of free 
time each day 

I have hardly 
any free time 

each day 

I have no free 
time at all on 

most days 
Total 

Bingo Players 34 7 5 3 49 
% of Bingo Players 69.4% 14.3% 10.2% 6.1% 100% 
% of Total Sample 12.9% 2.7% 1.9% 1.1% 18.6% 

Non-players 157 38 16 4 215 
% of Non-players 73.0% 17.7% 7.4% 1.9% 100% 
% of Total Sample 59.5% 14.4% 6.1% 1.5% 81.4% 

Total 191 45 21 7 264 
% of Total Sample 72.3% 17.0% 8.0% 2.7% 100% 

 
Figure (Q13). Current Leisure Time for Bingo and Non-players 
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  Alcohol Consumption and Bingo. There is a tendency for bingo players to drink less 
alcohol. A significant difference was found between those who indicated they play bingo, and 
those who indicated they did not, in regards to alcohol consumption, F (1,264) = 9.48, p < .01. 
The majority (80.0%) of bingo players who indicated they did play bingo, consume one drink per 
month or less, while slightly over half (55.6%) of people who indicated they were non-players, 
consume one drink per month or less. These results compare with 60.2% of the entire sample 
who reported they drink once a month, or less. 
 
Table (Q15) 

Alcohol Consumption of Bingo and Non-players (CATI respondents) 
Alcohol Consumption 

 
 Never 

Drink 

Once/month 

or less 

2-4 

times/month 

2-3 

times/week 

4 or more 

times/week 

Total 

Bingo Players 14 26 7 3 0 50 

% of Bingo Players 28.0% 52.0% 14.0% 6.0% 0% 100.0% 

% of Total Sample 5.3% 9.8% 2.6% 1.1% 0% 18.8% 

Non-players 58 62 36 24 36 216 

% of Non-players 26.9% 28.7% 16.7% 11.1% 16.7% 100.0% 

% of Total Sample 21.8% 23.3% 13.5% 9.0% 13.5% 81.2% 

Total 72 88 43 27 36 266 

% of Total Sample 27.1% 33.1% 16.2% 10.2% 13.5% 100.0% 

 
Figure (Q15). Alcohol consumption of bingo and non-players (CATI respondents). 
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Smoking. The smoking habits of bingo players and non-players are not very different. F 
(1, 397) = .156, p = .693. Indeed, a small proportion of bingo players said they used to smoke but 
are now non-smokers compared to non-players who were more likely to have never smoked. 

 
Table (Q14) 

Smoking Behaviour for Bingo and Non-players 

Smoking Behaviour 

 I have never 
smoked 

I used to smoke 
but I no longer 

smoke 

I smoke less than 5 
cigarettes or cigars 

a day 

I smoke 5 or more 
cigarettes or 
cigars a day 

Total 

Bingo Players 16 28 1 5 50 
% of Bingo Players 32.0% 56.0% 2.0% 10.0% 100% 
% of Total Sample 6.0% 10.6% .40% 1.9% 18.9% 

Non-players 77 112 3 23 215 
% of Non-players 35.8% 52.1% 1.4% 10.7% 100% 
% of Total Sample 29.1% 42.3% 1.1% 8.7% 81.1% 

Total 93 140 4 28 265 
% of Total Sample 35.1% 52.8% 1.5% 10.6% 100% 
 
Figure (Q14). Smoking behaviour of bingo and non-players. 
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Eating. Slightly more bingo players said they ate whatever and whenever they wanted 
according to the responses on habitual eating patterns, F  (1, 398) = 2.17, p = .142. About 45% of 
the whole sample said they pay some attention to what they eat, but 30% of non-players, and 
25% of players said they are careful or very careful to choose more healthy foods to eat.   

 
Table (Q16) 

Eating Behaviour of Bingo and Non-players 

Eating Behaviour 

 I eat whatever I want, 
whenever I want 

I pay some attention 
to having a balanced 

diet on most days  

I am always very careful 
about monitoring my diet  Total 

Bingo Players 13 23 14 50 
% of Bingo Players 26.0% 46.0% 28.0% 100% 
% of Total Sample 4.9% 8.6% 5.3% 18.8% 

Non-players 39 105 72 216 
% of Non-players 18.1% 48.6% 33.3% 100% 
% of Total Sample 14.7% 39.5% 27.1% 81.2% 

Total 52 128 86 266 
% of Total Sample 19.5% 48.1% 32.3% 100% 
 
Figure (Q16). Eating Behaviour of Bingo and Non-players 
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Exercise Stage Membership and Bingo. Bingo players tended to be less physically active 
than non-players. Of the 48 bingo players who responded, almost twice as many bingo players 
“don’t exercise and don’t intend to,” compared to non-players (23% vs. 13.1%) whereas over 
half of non-players are in Stage 5 (I exercise regularly). The mean exercise “stage” rating was 
3.54 vs. 3.97 respectively (see Table and Figure (Q17A)). This difference approaches 
significance, F (1, 260) = 3.69, p = .056. 
 
Table (Q17A) 

Exercise Stage Membership of Bingo and Non-players (CATI Respondents). 

   Exercise Involvement Stage*  
Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 Stage 5 Total 

9 2 12 4 21 48 
18.8% 4.2% 25.0% 8.3% 43.8% 100.0% 
3.4% .8% 4.6% 1.5% 8.0% 18.3% 

21 7 51 14 121 214 
9.8% 3.3% 23.8% 6.5% 56.5% 100.0% 
8.0% 2.7% 19.5% 5.3% 46.2% 81.7% 

30 9 63 18 142 262 

 
 
 Bingo Players 
 % of Bingo Players 
 % of Total Sample 

 Non-players 
 % of Non-players 
 % of Total Sample 

 Total 
 % of Total Sample 11.5% 3.4% 24.0% 6.9% 54.2% 100.0% 

 
 Figure (Q17A). Exercise Stage Membership of bingo and non-players (CATI respondents). 
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*Stage 1 = “I don’t exercise, and don’t intend to”; Stage 2 = “I don’t exercise but am thinking of 
starting”; Stage 3 = “I exercise, but not regularly”; “Stage 4 = “I exercise regularly, but only in 
the last 6 months”; Stage 5 = “I exercise regularly.”  
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Exercise Involvement/week. More BP’s (30%) than NP’s (17%) reported being 
sedentary in their leisure time and thus reported “0” (zero) exercise sessions per week, but many 
other bingo players reported they had exercise sessions on three days a week and seven days a 
week. Thus frequency of exercise did not differentiate bingo players from non-players, F (1, 
396) = .810, p = .369. The clustering of these active days may have two explanations: 1) the 
exercise is real and could be coincidental with the days that they attend bingo such that some 
bingo players may actually increase their walking or other activity to participate in bingo; or 2) 
players may simply perceive that they are more physically active on bingo days because they 
have more things to do and feel busier.   

 
Table (Q17B) 

Frequency of Exercise per Week for Bingo and Non-players 

Exercise Frequency per week 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 10 or 
more Total 

Bingo Players 15 0 0 7 3 1 1 22 1 50 
% of Bingo Players 30% 0% 0% 14% 6% 2% 2% 44% 2% 100% 
% of Total Sample 5.6% 0% 0% 2.6% 1.1% .4% .4% 8.3% .4% 18.8% 

Non-players 40 9 14 22 23 11 12 75 10 216 
% of Non-players 18.5% 4.2% 6.5% 10.2% 10.6% 5.1% 5.6% 34.7% 4.7% 100% 
% of Total Sample 15% 3.4% 5.3% 8.3% 8.6% 4.1% 4.5% 28.2% 3.9% 81.2% 

Total 55 9 14 29 26 12 13 97 11 266 
% of Total Sample 20.6% 3.4% 5.3% 10.9% 9.7% 4.5% 4.9% 36.5% 4.3% 100% 
 
Figure (Q17B). Frequency of exercise per week for bingo and non-players. 
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  Efficacy for Walking City Blocks. Bingo players and non-players were not significantly 
different in terms of their efficacy for walking city blocks, F (1,218) = 2.14, p = .145. However, 
60.8% of bingo players felt they could walk 9 city blocks or less compared to 42% of non-
players. Quite a variety of responses can be seen in the answers given by both players and non-
players. 
 
Table (Q18) 

Efficacy for Walking City Blocks for Bingo and Non-players 
 

Number of City Blocks 

 0 1-9 10-19 20-29 30-39 40-49 50 or more Total 
Bingo Players 3 25 10 4 1 0 3 46 
% of Bingo Players 6.5% 54.3 21.7 8.7 2.2 0 6.5 100% 
% of Total Sample 1.3% 10.8% 4.3% 1.7% 0.4% 0% 1.3% 19.8% 

Non-players 8 70 47 30 11 5 15 186 
% of Non-players 4.3% 37.7 25.2 16.2 5.9 2.6 8.1 100% 
% of Total Sample 3.4% 30.2% 20.3% 12.9% 4.7% 2.2% 6.5% 80.2% 

Total 11 95 57 34 12 5 18 232 
% of Total Sample 4.7% 41% 24.6% 14.6% 5.1% 2.2% 7.8% 100% 
 
Figure (Q18). Efficacy for Walking City Blocks for Bingo and Non-players. 
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Other Gambling Activities 

  Gambling in the past 12 months. As would be expected, a greater proportion of bingo 
players, compared to non-players, reported they spent money or time on gambling activities in 
the past 12 months (92% vs. 78.2% respectively). A significant difference was found between 
bingo players (92%) and non-players, with regards to gambling in the last 12 months, F (1, 264) 
= 5.02, p < .05. Table (Q1A) and Figure (Q1A) presents a breakdown of responses for bingo and 
non-players. 
 
Table (Q1A) 

Whether CATI Respondents Spend Time or Money on Gambling Activities 

             Response 
 Yes No Total 

Bingo Players 46 4 50 
% of Bingo Players 92% 8% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 17.3% 1.5% 18.8% 

Non-players 169 47 216 
% of Non-players 78.2% 21.8% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 63.5% 17.7% 81.2% 

Total  215 51 266 
% of Total Sample 80.8% 19.2% 100% 
  
Figure (Q1A). Time or money spent on gambling activities. 
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  Hours Spent on Gambling Activities. A significant difference was also found between the 
mean number of hours spent, on gambling activities, F (1, 200) = 6.92, p < .01. Bingo players 
spent an average of 10.32 hours/month gambling, while non-players spent an average of only 
3.11 hours/month gambling (See Table and Figure (Q1B)). 
 
Table (Q1B) 

Hours Spent on Gambling per Month by CATI Respondents 

                  Number of Hours per Month 

 0-5 6-11 12-17 20 or more Total 
Bingo Players 25 6 6 7 44 
% of Bingo Players 56.8% 13.6% 13.6% 15.9% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 12.4% 3% 3% 3.5% 21.9% 

Non-players 142 8 0 8 158 
% of Non-players 90% 5% 0% 5% 100.0% 
% of Total Sample 70.3% 4.0% 0% 4.0% 78.3% 

Total  167 14 6 15 202 
% of Total Sample 82.7% 7% 3% 7.5% 100.0% 

 
Figure (Q1B). CATI respondents’ number of hours spent gambling per month. 
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Bingo Playing Descriptives 
 
  Bingo Experience. When all respondents were asked if they had ever played bingo, 266 
indicated that they had, while 133 indicated that they had not, totalling 399 (There was no 
response given for one of the participants). Of these 266 participants that had “ever played 
bingo,” only 50 indicated that they had played bingo in the past 12 months. Of these bingo 
players, 32% had not played in the past month, 27% were playing once a week, and 20.2% were 
playing two or more times a week. One individual reported playing 20 times per month (5 times 
a week). Below is a breakdown of the number of times per month these 50 bingo players, 
reported playing bingo*.  
 
Table (Q5A) 

Monthly Bingo Playing of CATI Bingo Players   

 Bingo Playing/month Respondents (f) Percent Cumulative Percent 
 Valid 0 15 31.9 31.9 

 1 5 10.6 42.6 
 2 3 6.4 48.9 
 3 1 2.1 51.1 
 4 13 27.7 78.7 
 8 5 10.6 89.4 
 9 1 2.1 91.5 
 12 2 4.3 95.7 
 16 1 2.1 97.9 
 20 1 2.1 100.0 
 Total 47 100.0  

 Missing Not Applicable 350   
 No response/Don’t Know 3   
 Total 353   

 Total (Sample)  400   
 
Figure (Q5A). Frequency of bingo playing per month (CATI respondents, N = 50).  
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  Bingo Costs. When asked how much money they typically spent on one bingo session, 
the 50 bingo players’ answers ranged from $1 - $45 per month, with a mean of $20.96, as 
illustrated below. * Most players say they spend $15 - $35 per session.  
 
Table (Q5C) 

Bingo Expenditure per Session (CATI respondents) 
 

 Money Spent (Dollars) Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

 Valid 1 2 4.4 4.4 
 3 2 4.4 8.9 
 4 2 4.4 13.3 
 5 1 2.2 15.6 
 6 1 2.2 17.8 
 7 1 2.2 20.0 
 8 1 2.2 22.2 
 10 4 8.9 31.1 
 15 2 4.4 35.6 
 16 1 2.2 37.8 
 20 8 17.8 55.6 
 25 5 11.1 66.7 
 30 7 15.6 82.2 
 35 1 2.2 84.4 
 40 6 13.3 97.8 
 45 1 2.2 100.0 
 Total 45 100.0  
 Missing Not Applicable 350   
 No Response/Don’t Know 5   

  
Total 355   

 Total (Sample)  400   
 

Figure (Q5C). Amount of money spent during one bingo session (CATI respondents, N = 45). 
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* Please note that there were 5 participants out of the 50, which either did not respond, or in  
 response to the question indicated that they did not know, for a total of 50 cases.  
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   Number of bingo cards played. Bingo players attend to multiple cards during a session of 
bingo. In fact, most bingo players (30%) play 9 bingo cards per session with a minority (12%) 
playing 10 or more. The vast majority of players (88%) however, play 9 cards per session or 
fewer. 
 
Table (Q5D) 

Number of Bingo Cards Played per Session 

Number of Cards 

 1-3 4-6 7-9 10-12 13-15 Total 
# of Bingo Players 15 11 18 4 2 50 
% of Bingo Players 30% 22% 36% 8% 4% 100% 
 
Figure (Q5D). Number of bingo cards played per session 
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   Importance of Bingo. Surprisingly, only a minority (18.4%) of bingo players indicated 
that they felt playing bingo was important to them. The vast majority of bingo players (81.7%) 
felt the same was not important, or at least not very important. 
  
Table (Q6)  

Importance of Playing Bingo 

Importance Rating 

 Not Important Not Very Important Important Total 
# of Bingo Players 19 21 9 49 

38.8% 42.9% 18.4% 100% % of Bingo Players 
 
Figure (Q6). Importance of bingo. 
 

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

Not important  Not very important  Important

Importance Rating

Importance of Bingo

 
 



 46

Bingo Partners. Bingo seems to be a social affair. Most bingo players (48%) play with 
two or more other people. A minority (14%) play the game alone. 
 
Table (Q7) 

“Style” of bingo play 

Playing “Style” 

 I Play Alone I Play With One Other 
Person 

I Play With Two or 
More People 

Total 

# of Bingo Players 7 19 24 50 
% of Bingo Players 14% 38% 48% 100% 
 
Figure (Q7). “Style” of bingo play 
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Summary and Discussion  
 

Bingo is not a big gamble for the elderly:  
Unfair stereotypes about a game that can uphold aspects of well-being 

 
This study was funded by the Alberta Gaming Research Institute. Titled, The Lifestyles of 

Elders Who Play Bingo: High Quality Aging or Gambling with Health? this research focused on 
seniors in Alberta with a view to learn more about who plays bingo, as well as the lifestyle and 
possible wellness contribution of bingo. Four strategies were used to gather data: 1) random 
computer-assisted telephone (CATI) surveys of 400 Albertans 65+; 2) written surveys from 45 
local bingo players aged 65+; 3) eight audio-taped interviews with older women who were 
weekly players; and 4) a ten-member focus group of elderly bingo players aged 76-91.  

 
The telephone surveys provided demographic material, information on health and 

lifestyle patterns, and information on gambling patterns for both bingo players and non-players. 
The written surveys supplemented the database with more bingo players to a total of 95. The 
interviews provided rich description of the lives of eight women, and gave a more in-depth 
perspective of what it is like to be a weekly bingo player. The focus group added “saturation” to 
the interpretive side of the study and confirmed that we had ‘heard it all before.’ In sum, the 
findings summarized here are just a small part of the statistical and interpretive analyses.  
 
Who Plays Bingo After age 65? 

While bingo halls may attract a wide variety of clientele from all walks of life, these 
findings showed that elderly bingo players tend to be socially different from non-playing elders. 
They were more likely to be: older, female, have lower education and lower incomes, receive 
federal supplements, be unmarried or unpartnered, consume little or no alcohol, not exercise 
regularly, have more health problems, and spend more hours on other passive forms of recreation 
including gambling activities.  

 
To augment the random, provincial, CATI data-set, in which only 50 regular and 

irregular bingo players were found, a strategic sample of 45 bingo players were recruited at 
several bingo halls in the City of Edmonton. Adding those to the 50 CATI players, we now had a 
database of 445 seniors and 95 of them played bingo. Next, we used statistical regression 
analysis to determine “who played bingo” by regressing 10 social-contextual variables (age, 
gender, education, marital status, urban/rural location, housing situation, an income measure, 
self-rated health, health limitations, and need for care) on the dependent variable, “money 
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typically spent on bingo.” Second, we regressed the five lifestyle variables (leisure-time, 
smoking, alcohol consumption, eating patterns, and exercise level) on “money typically spent on 
bingo.” From these statistical processes we found that being a female, receiving federal income 
supplements, feeling in poor or fair health, living in rental accommodation, and reporting 
physical limitations were independent and significant predictors of money spent on bingo. Only 
one lifestyle factor was significant in predicting investment on bingo – lack of physical activity. 
The more money spent on bingo, the less likely people were exercising on a regular basis. These 
findings suggest that ‘a bingo way of life’ has little to do with smoking, drinking, eating fast 
foods, and having too much free time, and more to do with sitting too much. Moreover, ‘a bingo 
way of life’ is apparently determined by a lack of social opportunities within a society which 
limits recreation choices by gender, age, income and health. 
 
What do seniors "get" out of bingo? 

Open-ended responses from the 400 CATI surveys, the 45 written surveys of weekly 
player, and the in-depth interviews with elderly women bingo players offered a triangulated 
approach to understand what players “get” out of the game, and what a bingo way of life is like.  
This multi-method research approach provided insights on seniors’ reasons to play as well as 
illuminating their individual management of the social stigmas about the game. Contrary to the 
social stigma about the negative aspects of bingo, the rich narratives of older women who played 
frequently (at least once a week) suggest that bingo generally made an important contribution to 
their well-being. Two of the eight players were disgruntled with certain aspects of their bingo 
lifestyle and their data serve as reminders that there may be a fine line between having some 
problems with gambling and being a problem gambler.  

Although weekly players reported spending from $40 to $60 per session, and played one 
or more times a week, there were a number of important social benefits that deserve 
acknowledgement: 

  
1. Bingo was almost universally viewed as a "social outing" and evening entertainment for 
elderly women. Women, in particular, felt bingo halls are a safe refuge for them, and they did not 
feel out of place if they had no partner with them. 
 
2. The process of bingo play provided excitement for some elders, offering an adrenalin rush as 
prospects for winning increase during the final moments of each game. Bingo was reported as an 
enjoyable way for them to “pass the time.” 
 
3. Bingo connected older people with younger adults to form an intergenerational community. In 
today’s society, this is a relatively rare phenomenon. At the same time, bingo allowed seniors a 
certain amount of autonomy, sense of control, and for some, an escape from stressful 
environmental conditions where they lived (often seniors apartments, lodges or residences). 
 
4. Bingo was “something to do.” Bingo eliminated boredom and isolation for elders who felt 
they had little company and little else to do in retirement. Elders had many talents and work 
skills, but did feel that these skills were relevant to society any more. 
 
5. Bingo was perceived a social equalizer. Even among unwell elders, there was a feeling of a 
"level playing field" with equal prospects of being a winner. Social status and social equality 



 49

may be considered relevant to public health promotion models in which the social determinants 
of health are essential elements. 
 
6. Bingo was considered to be an important "activity" because it has replaced former activities 
that are now no longer physically possible for older people with chronic disease, accumulating 
disabilities, and other more serious health conditions. Bingo may help some seniors in avoiding 
their reclusive nature and keep them engaged in community life. If there were no bingo halls to 
go to, many players reported that they would hardly go out - they would tend to stay at home to 
read and watch tv more. 
 
7. Other studies have shown that only about 1% to 3% of seniors are considered to be problem 
gamblers, and casino games rather than bingo games, are considered to be bigger social 
concerns. In the research interviews, the women tended to follow disciplined monthly budgets 
for their bingo play, and did not expect to win enough to recover their costs. When their budget 
was spent for the month, they quit playing until the next month. When they did win, they allowed 
themselves to play more bingo for awhile or put their winnings into a special luxury purchase 
(such as a trip). The latter provided public recognition that bingo was a worthy activity and was 
public proof of the ‘good side’ of playing bingo.  
 
What about the stigma? 

The data indicate that bingo should not be viewed as an unsavory or unworthy way to 
spend one's time in late life. We met vibrant, fun-filled and cheerful women in this study who 
were convincing that bingo had important therapeutic elements for them that heretofore have not 
been broadly recognized. While bingo is unquestionably a gambling activity, these elders did not 
view it that way - they viewed other aspects of their everyday lives as more risky. After all, 
simply being older was considered to be a risk factor!  

 
Perhaps society should be more accepting that bingo can offer certain wellness benefits 

related to the social determinants of health (such as socializing, being treated as a social equal, 
being of help to the community through a charitable cause, enjoying oneself, keeping alert within 
a dynamic environment, and getting a kick out of life). Older people, and especially older women 
or people with disabilities may derive significant benefits from bingo. As one professional asked, 
"Where else does an elderly woman go for an evening out?" 
 
A Stereotype within the Stereotype 

While there is some demographic support for the stereotype that bingo is an older 
women's game, times are changing, and bingo is currently enjoyed by both young and old, men 
and women. A surprising finding among some elderly women players was a resentful belief that 
men, who are still a minority but a growing group in the bingo halls, were “luckier than women” 
and were taking away women’s winnings. In addition to some angst about the men folk, a 
number of elderly women expressed disapproval that younger adults, and especially young 
women players, were now prevalent in the bingo halls: "Don’t they have anything better to do?" 
 
Thinking Through the Social Stigma 

In thinking of “where else” older women go out for an affordable evening, going to a 
movie was considered. Interestingly, going out to a movie does not seem to carry the same social 
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stigma that playing bingo does. Yet, in contrast to going out to a movie, bingo offers: a place 
where elderly people feel safe and welcome; an entire evening of entertainment, better prospects 
for socializing because of better lighting, less noise, and time breaks, a systematically paced 
environment that permits more personal engagement in the actual entertainment (daubing, 
tracking numbers and purchasing new cards), an important source of revenue to charities and 
community fund-raising, and last, but not least, a random, but an exciting opportunity to win 
some money back in an otherwise profit-motivated entertainment industry. It is unclear why 
movies (which do NOT benefit charities and can be bombs to watch or even offensive in content 
or language) are less of a gamble than bingo games that have more predictable experiences and 
give back to the sport and cultural community.  
 
Is bingo really a gamble? 

In terms of our question, "is playing bingo a form of high quality aging, or is it gambling 
with health?" the evidence is weighted toward the former. When the benefits are considered 
alongside the actual lifestyle risks, bingo is not a big gamble for the elderly. Problem gambling is 
small in prevalence, and non-smoking rooms are available at many halls. When older people win 
big, they are given security escorts home. The risks for health have mainly to do with too much 
sitting for too many hours.  

 
So what IS high quality aging? Looking forward to a new day and enjoying one's final 

years are perhaps indicators of a "good old age." Feeling ‘well’ may be less about physical health 
and more about having a life worth living. Only a few players said they "love the game" or 
"would die without bingo," but most players said they simply enjoyed the game and thus are 
motivated to play all year round. Many players were joined by friends or family at bingo halls 
and thus bingo became a family or "social outing." For those who played alone, bingo offered 
them respite from difficult situations where they lived.   

 
While one or two women, who played bingo several times a week, did express some 

negativity about how bingo was controlling them, we concluded that most players were 
disciplined and very much in control of their involvement. Thus the game of bingo, in itself, not 
a big gamble. With smoking and the potential to sit for hours on end, bingo players can add 
negative lifestyle factors that do allow them to gamble with their health, but the overarching 
finding of this study was that bingo contributes just as much positively to the aging process and 
is unfairly stigmatized.  
 
Bingo and the Determinants of Health 

The game of bingo has relevance to five of the nine objectives in the Achieving Health 
For All health promotion framework published by Canada’s Health Minister, Jake Epp in 1986. 
These five links include: reducing inequities, enhancing coping, self-care, mutual aid, public 
participation and concerns for healthy environments. Contrary to prevailing stereotypes of older 
bingo players caught up in the evils of gambling, we found that bingo is a worthwhile form of 
recreation for almost 20% of seniors in Alberta. Instead of assuming bingo has only vices, 
communities should be informed of the actual social and health benefits of this form of 
recreation. Seeking opportunities to: enjoy old age, feel safe and welcome, keep involved with 
social networks and the community at large, care about self by avoiding lonliness and 
depression, cope with life by taking a break from stresses, overcome boredom, keep alert and add 
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a bit of excitement to one’s life are strivings of many bingo players. Since these strivings help 
seniors stay motivated for their remaining years, bingo should be viewed as a resource that helps 
some older people age better, and thereby sustains wellness. Seniors do not expect to win, but 
they do believe they get good value for their entertainment dollar. Moreover they feel satisfied 
that they help others because they know that community non-profit groups benefit from the 
bingo profits.  
 
Implications: Bingo could be a win-win. 

A number of seniors reported that the game of bingo has changed  - the game is getting 
expensive and the wins seem to be getting small or less frequent. Some neighbourhood halls 
have closed causing access barriers for people of advanced age; they struggle to find affordable 
and convenient transportation to get to bingo halls in other communities. On the good side, many 
bingo halls have accommodated non-smokers with smoke-free rooms. But, without better 
transportation access to the remaining bingo halls, and without having the choice to play in a 
smoke-free environment in every bingo hall, bingo players generally viewed that their favourite 
game was declining.  

 
Players know from personal experience that the game, itself, is not the problem. Thus 

there are creative possibilities for bingo to be a win-win for society. Bingo has lost many of the 
former players over the years -- players who liked the game, but did not like the smoky halls, or 
now have no transportation. Bingo busses and no-smoking renovations to bingo halls would 
encourage more non-smokers to get out and play. A social determinants model of health would 
advocate for health-promoting changes such as more nutritious food choices at the canteens and 
active living incentives that reward walking and stretching activities at the breaks. Bingo prizes 
could inlude health club memberships, active wear clothing, or exercise equipment that would 
remind people that bingo does not have to mean sedentary living. Health promotion incentives, if 
carefully crafted, could draw former players back to the game, socially balance the clientele, and 
ultimately over-ride the social stigma.  
 
For more information contact: 
Dr. Sandy O'Brien Cousins, MPE, Ed.D. 
Sandy.cousins@ualberta.ca  
 
Mr. Chad Witcher, B.Sc. (Hons.) 
cwitcher@ualberta.ca 
492-8507 
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