
In early April, 2013, approximately 100 
people from jurisdictions across Canada 
and around the world came together at 
The Banff Centre in Banff, Alberta to attend 
the Institute’s 12th Annual Conference 
on Gambling Research. The theme of the 
conference was “Research to Practice 
in Gambling Disorders.” The completed 
conference program and links to all speaker 
PowerPoint presentations are available on the 
Institute web site. 

The primary aim of 
the Alberta Gambling 

Research Institute, 
a consortium of the 

Universities of Alberta, 
Calgary, and Lethbridge, 

is to support academic 
research related to gambling. 

MISSION

To facilitate evidence-based 
broad research that informs 

gambling public policy and 
educates Albertans and the wider 

audience about the effects  
of gambling.

Spring 2013

Institute’s 12th Annual Conference  
on Gambling Research a Success
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AGRI Conference 2013: Summaries  
of Selected Day 1 Presentations:

Host Responsibility: From Research to 
Practice?
 – Dr. Nerilee Hing (Southern Cross University,  
Lismore, NSW, Australia)

In the conference’s opening plenary session,  
Dr. Nerliee Hing explained that gambling in 
Australian venues has undergone significant 
changes in the seventeen years since she began 
her involvement in gambling research. Prior to her 
academic career, Hing was employed in the industry 
and characterized the responsibility for provision of 
gambling as being “much simpler back then.” At that 

time staff 
only rarely 

interacted 
with 

gamblers in 
venues and 

the gamblers 
themselves 

often preferred 
it that way. By 

contrast, today in 
Australia1 there is 

a heightened duty 
of care as well as a 

legal obligation for 
commercial venue 

operators to intervene 
on behalf of suspected 

problem gamblers.

Despite considerable 
advances in how 

gambling is provided 
in Australia, Hing 

believes that there is still room for improvement. To 
illustrate her point, she referred to her presentation 
slide entitled “Stages of Corporate Citizenship in 
Responsible Gambling.” At present, Hing suggested, 
“Both Australia and Canada are hovering around 
stage four in the table… an aspirational goal would 
be for both to research stage five but to do so there 

needs to be a shift toward harm prevention.” This 
transition requires venues being increasingly vigilant 
in identifying people with gambling problems. 
Existing research in the “early detection” of problem 
gamblers in venues has largely involved card-
based tracking of gamblers and using “observable 
indicators” of problem player behaviour. “It 
is theoretically possible to identify [problem] 
gamblers… but the harder part is what to actually do 
about it,” said Hing. 

The research studies undertaken by Hing and 
colleagues in this area have used qualitative research 
methods and involved interviewing an aggregate of 
350 venue staff across Australian jurisdictions. Three 
hypothetical venue scenarios were presented to 
interviewees and explored. They included: 

1) patrons asking for assistance; 

2) patrons showing observable problem gambling 
signs but not asking for assistance, and; 

3) concerns reported by a “significant other.”

Results indicated that there were clearly challenges 
for staff regarding approaching patrons in venues 
– especially when patrons were not asking for 
assistance. Training could address these challenges 
but a complicating factor was that Australian venue 
staff themselves were found to have problem 
gambling rates 6 to 7.5 times higher than the general 
population in Hing’s convenience sample.

Hing then outlined several promising “ways forward” 
for venues and patrons alike to boost the efficacy of 
host responsibility programs. She recommended that 
venues conduct appropriate staff training, follow-up 
on training using staff feedback, attempt to heighten 
staff-patron rapport, address gambling problems 
amongst venue staff, and establish closer links with 
gambling help agencies. Patrons also need to be 
made aware that they are welcome to ask for help 
within venues and that staff are trained to intervene 
if motivated to do so by concern for their welfare. 
In concluding, Hing said, “These things take time, 
but expectations can be changed… and the question 
mark [in the title of the presentation] does still need 
to stay there while we lack an effective response to 
responding to people with problems in the gambling 
venue.”
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Innovations in Responsible Gambling 
Research: Examining Ways to Reduce 
Excessive Play 
– Dr. Michael Wohl (Carleton University,  
Ottawa, ON, Canada)

In the introduction to his conference address, 
Dr. Michael Wohl from Carleton University stated 
that, “Gambling can be a fun activity [for some 
individuals] though we’ve all heard about the 
gambler who’s $500 down and his or her friends 
are still unable to pull them away from the casino… 
even after several hours.” Wohl explained that 
his gambling research interests relate to helping 
understand particular strategies that stop people 
from gambling excessively and lead to a reduction  
in their problematic play. Three broad strategies 
Wohl outlined for potentially reducing excessive 
play were educating gamblers about erroneous 
cognitions, “messaging” gamblers during their 
gambling sessions, and incorporating lessons about 
craving from the field of neuroscience.

“People believe that persistence pay off… or that 
they have some sort of ‘personal luck’ that allows 
them to beat the odds,” said Wohl. It is precisely 
these misperceptions about the odds of winning 
that he is attempting to correct using a short video 
entitled “The Slot Machine: What Every Player 
Needs to Know.” This 9-minute animated video 
shows players how slot machines actually work.  
Only 5% of casino gamblers who viewed the video 
prior to their real-world gambling sessions were 
found to have exceeded their personal gambling 
spending limits versus 38% of the control group. 
Interestingly, people with higher levels of pathology 
preferred this 9-minute version of the video even 
though Wohl found a compressed 3-minute version 
of it was equally effective in changing short-term 
gambling behaviour.

A second strategy for reducing excessive play 
described by Wohl was to interrupt EGM gamblers 
with “pop-up” messages during play. He evaluated 
this intervention using his “virtual casino” research 
laboratory environment to assess whether having 
participants set personal time and/or money limits 
affected gameplay. What he found was that a pop-up 
message was able to break the “dissociation” that 

occurs among many slots gamblers. They also more 
frequently adhered to their pre-set personal limits. 
After running several trials evaluating different pop-
ups, he found that effectiveness could be enhanced 
by incorporating usability concepts borrowed from 
the field of human-computer interaction (HCI).

The third 
of Wohl’s 
strategies 
for reducing 
excessive 
play involved 
incorporating 
findings from 
the field of 
neuroscience 
about the 
hormone 
Ghrelin. Ghrelin 
is involved in 
alerting the brain 
that the body is 
hungry. According 
to Wohl, 
“Increased Ghrelin 
is associated with 
risk-taking… and 
if you’re hungry, 
you’re going to take 
increasing risks in 
order to feed.” To 
test the strength 
of this association, 
Wohl developed a 
series of experiments which assessed persistence in 
slot machine gameplay2 among hungry participants 
and those fed a high-calorie muffin. Early findings 
suggest that hungry people exhibit higher levels of 
persistence at slot play than those who were fed.

In his conclusion, Dr. Wohl noted that while each of 
these separate strategies held promise for reducing 
excessive play, a multi-pronged approach combining 
education, limit-setting/adherence tools, and an 
understanding of how “cravings” affect behaviour 
appears to be more effective than any single initiative 
alone.
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Promoting Self-Directed Change  
in Gambling Disorders: New Directions, 
Some Results
- Dr. David Hodgins (University of Calgary,  
Calgary, AB, Canada)

In his conference address, Dr. David Hodgins 
stated that, “[Researchers] now know that some 
problem gamblers can and do recover without 
treatment though there may be some harmful 
effects during that process.” Despite not seeking 
in-person treatment, this population can still benefit 
from evidence-based self-recovery resources. The 
development of self-recovery tools has drawn 
extensively from what is known about the proven 
efficacy of existing brief addictions treatment 
interventions (i.e., typically one to four sessions of 
therapist-directed or therapist-supported treatment). 
A next phase for researchers is to determine how 
interventions fit into a suite of gambling treatment 
services as well as to better understand those 
individuals being targeted. 

Hodgins is involved in three separate research 
studies that are attempting to determine the 
effectiveness of self-help interventions currently 
being offered in Ontario, Alberta and New Zealand. 
Each intervention includes strategies for promoting 
self-directed change among “information-seeking”3 
gamblers. General findings from these in-progress 
investigations have found that efficacy of brief 
treatments is supported but challenges still remain 
with respect to hastening self-recovery and 
increasing treatment-seeking behaviour.

The Elephant Outside the Room: Thoughts 
on Treatment From a Population Perspective 
– Dr. John Cunningham (Centre for Addiction  
and Mental Health, Toronto, ON, Canada)

Dr. John Cunningham’s presentation sought to 
explore the conundrum that very few individuals 
within the general population actually seek problem 
gambling treatment. In fact, findings from his Ontario 
study indicated that a paltry 1 in 3 people with a 
lifetime diagnosis of pathological gambling reported 
ever seeking treatment. Much of Cunningham’s talk 
centred around his examination of results from a 
large-scale RDD telephone survey of 8,467 adults 
from Ontario who were interviewed about their 
utilization of addictions-related treatment services. 
Study results have been published in a series of 
refereed articles. They examine characteristics of 
those attending treatment, reasons cited for not 
seeking treatment, outcomes for non-treatment 
seekers, the public’s beliefs about treatment, and 
strategies for providing effective self-help resources. 
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Institute Sponsors 15th International 
Conference on Gambling  
and Risk-Taking
The Institute is 
pleased to be 
an associate 
sponsor for the 
15th International 
Conference on 
Gambling and 
Risk-Taking which 
takes place May 27-
31, 2013, at Caesars 
Palace in Las Vegas, Nevada. The conference traces 
its origins back to 1974, and is recognized as one of 
the premier research-oriented gambling conferences 
in the world. It brings together international experts 
to examine and analyze gambling from many 
perspectives. Topics will cover a broad variety of 

disciplines including economics, public policy, 
mathematics, social sciences, psychology, and 
treatment.

Albertan researchers scheduled to present at the 
conference include: Terri-Lynn MacKay, Alberta 
Health Services, Nady el-Guebaly, University of 
Calgary, Garry J. Smith, University of Alberta, and 
Yale D. Belanger, University of Lethbridge.

Call for 2013/14 Research Grant 
Proposals Posted May 1, 2013
The Institute’s annual call for gambling-related 
research proposals will be posted on the web site on 
May 1, 2013 with submissions due to home Partner 
Universities’ Research Services Office by June 21, 
2013 (for forwarding to AGRI by June 28, 2013). 
Application guidelines will include research priority 
areas as identified by provincial stakeholders.

Best Research Poster Award Winners 
@ Conference 2013

Mr. Damien Dowd from the University of Manitoba 
was awarded the graduate student prize for his research 

poster entitled “An Evaluation of the Pathological 
Gambling Pathways Model Using the National 

Epidemiological Survey on Alcohol and Related  
Conditions (NESARC)”. Dr. Heather Chalmers of 
Brock University received the researcher prize for her 

poster entitled “An Examination of the Co-occurrence 
of Adolescent Gambling with Nine Risk Behaviours”. 

Congratulations to Damien, Heather and all of the other 
poster presenters for their fine work.

Mr. Damien Dowd Dr. Heather Chalmers & Dr. David Hodgins
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ALBERTA GAMBLING RESEARCH INSTITUTE1 Gaming machines are very accessible in suburban 
clubs throughout most of Australia (excluding the 
State of Western Australia). 

2 Gameplay took place in Dr. Wohl’s casino laboratory 
using actual slot machines.

3 Includes people surfing Ontario’s 
problemgambling.ca web site for information, people 
electing to self-exclude from Alberta casinos, and 
people calling the program gambling helpline  
in New Zealand.


