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Introduction

It’s all a game: money, gambling, the City, politics. It’s all the same. 
It just happens that the game we play is particularly vicious. (Senior 
bookie, London)

This book is about the global expansion of commercial gambling which has 
taken place since the early 1980s. It uses data gathered during long-term 
field research to understand how this growth has been underwritten by 
corporations, policy makers and academics eager to benefit from the 
profits of gambling. It describes the central role that the betting industry 
and policy makers in the UK have played in this process, and shows that 
the impact of reframing gambling, from a potential source of crime to a 
legitimate leisure activity, has been felt much further afield. It tells this 
story through the everyday lives of gambling industry professionals and 
their customers. 

I have been interested in gambling since 1999 when I began fieldwork 
in Newmarket, the famous headquarters of British horse racing (Cassidy 
2002). As a stable lass on a struggling racing yard, I would gallop horses 
on the heath in the early mornings, before spending the afternoons, half 
asleep, in the ‘bookies’. There I could meet with friends, watch ‘our’ horses 
race, and sometimes place the odd bet. It was cheaper (if slightly dirtier and 
smokier) than the pub. At the time, gambling was a relatively low-profile 
activity: casinos were not allowed to advertise, betting shop windows were 
blacked out, online gambling was more pipe dream than reality. All this 
changed in 2007 when a new Gambling Act came into force in the UK, 
setting into motion a number of related processes, some of them intended 
(the growth of the online industry), others unanticipated (the cluster-
ing of betting shops on high streets). For an anthropologist, this change 
opened up important questions about British society, including how ideas 
about risk and reward were changing and being shaped by the growth of 
gambling. 

Although we are beginning to learn about the impact these changes 
are having on people who gamble, less is known about the ‘black box’ of 
the gambling industry. In this book I focus primarily on the people who 
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produce gambling, including members of the various industries, regula-
tors and politicians. The industry is (in their words) ‘secretive, litigious 
and extremely well-funded’ (North American casino executive, speaking 
in 2012). The soundtrack of my research is punctuated with slamming 
doors, the dialling tone and most of all … silence. Gambling executives 
are quite open about deliberately avoiding engagement with independent 
academics in order to prevent them from conducting research. As one 
explained when I interviewed him in 2013, ‘You just sit tight and hope 
that the research looks somewhere else. I would ignore your emails, then 
be really apologetic and upfront if I saw you again. Polite, but with no 
intention of ever, ever coming through for you.’ Unsurprisingly, negotiat-
ing access to gambling environments takes a long time, and usually ends 
in failure. After all, why would gambling corporations want academics to 
find out how their business works? 

So how did I manage to get people to talk to me? Sheer persistence, 
and playing the long game produced some exceptional opportunities. For 
example, an offhand remark to a neighbour during a boisterous betting 
industry conference yielded access to a chain of betting shops. The man 
sitting next to me turned out to be the CEO of a small up-and-coming 
bookmakers and, as soon as he learned that his rivals had turned down 
my requests for access, he welcomed me on board – he thought that my 
work might disrupt his competitors: ‘My enemy’s enemy is my friend’, he 
said, with the belligerence for which he is well known. It is also important 
to understand that while, from the outside, the gambling industry may 
appear exploitative and greedy, insiders do not feel the need to constantly 
defend themselves against criticism – they are among friends and have 
created particular ways of understanding the world, and their place in it, 
as I will show. Once I was inside this world, my presence was infrequently 
questioned, and people were often surprisingly candid. 

If I sometimes struggled to get into gambling worlds, at other times, 
becoming assimilated was a problem. During long periods of fieldwork 
in betting shops, for example, I had to remind my colleagues that I was 
a professional anthropologist and not a cashier looking to fast-track a 
career in retail. At a cocktail party in Tokyo a lawyer representing a casino 
operator told me that if I chose to write the social responsibility policy 
for his client then I would ‘never need to work again’. I reminded him 
that I am interested in commercial innovation and the arguments which 
underpin gambling expansion including ‘responsible gambling’ and he put 
his fingers in his ears and said ‘La la la! Not listening!’
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Over a period of almost twenty years, I have been able to conduct 
fieldwork at racetracks in the UK and USA, betting shops and social 
gaming studios in London, casinos in Las Vegas, pachinko parlours and 
card rooms in Japan, mobile casino operators in Gibraltar and casinos 
and VIP rooms in Macau. These conventional ethnographic encounters 
have been supplemented by more disparate experiences at conferences all 
over the world, where the industry gets together to express a collective, 
dysfunctional identity described quite accurately by one of its members 
as, ‘like a particularly fascist and sexist version of the worst type of ’80s 
banker’.

Not surprisingly, the gambling industry is a diverse group and I will 
not attempt to provide an exhaustive categorisation of their differences 
as though these map easily onto different sectors or jurisdictions. Having 
said that, some of the toughest people I spoke with were bookmakers in 
the UK and casino representatives in Australia. I have been shouted at and 
patronised, sprayed with crumbs, talked over, mansplained and blanked by 
lots of (mostly) men, some of whom are in very powerful positions in their 
organisations. Scattered among this group were interesting and accom-
plished people, a few of whom were deeply depressed about working in 
gambling. ‘I hate this business. It’s turned my soul black and made my hair 
fall out’, one emailed me when I failed to turn up at a conference, ‘When 
are you coming?’ He continued, ‘You are the only person who makes this 
whole fucking thing bearable.’ There were also incredibly smart people, 
one or two with a conscience. 

I will explain more about this variation in later chapters, but it’s helpful 
to understand from the start that while commercial gambling is normally 
represented in public by bubbly and enthusiastic (often female) endorsers 
of ‘responsible’ or ‘safer’ gambling, when going about their normal 
business, the companies involved are far less squeamish. Equally, not all 
bookmakers or casino executives have horns and a tail. They offered several 
different explanations for being involved in a business which harms people 
and is stigmatised and (in some places) associated with organised crime. 
Many of the people I worked with had in the past described themselves 
as ‘accountants’ or (at least until the financial crisis in 2008) ‘bankers’. 
More recent recruits often described themselves as working in ‘technol-
ogy’. Some of them had not told their extended family that they worked in 
gambling: in one case a casino manager’s occupation had remained hidden 
from his wife’s parents for over thirty years. Like people everywhere, 
gambling executives are able to accommodate apparent paradoxes in their 
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lives, including being loving fathers and husbands, with selling harmful 
products. Many do this by embracing the idea that gambling is harmless 
fun for most people, most of the time, and creates jobs and income for 
society, an idea that I will explore in detail in this book. More broadly, 
they do it by embracing principles which are culturally and historically 
distinctive, but presented as natural facts – for example, the idea that 
connections between individuals are secondary rather than primary facts. 
For many people working in the gambling industry, like the politicians on 
whom they depend to produce supportive policies, people are individu-
als, responsible only for themselves, a curious idea with a distinctive and 
recent history (Sahlins 2008). 

As well as the people who produce and sell gambling, I have also spent 
a lot of time with the people who create gambling policies and regulation. 
In the UK and Europe, politicians were unanimous that responsibility for 
gambling is a poisoned chalice, or in the words of one former minister, ‘shit 
on your shoe’. They described themselves as obliged to do business with 
the gambling industries, at the same time as managing headlines about 
problem gamblers and their families. A conventional way to approach this 
problem has been to present their policy-making activities as ‘evidence 
based’, and their decisions as apolitical. I discuss the consequences of this 
framing, and its origins, in chapter 1. 

As well as working with the industry and policy makers, I wanted to 
find out what frontline workers in the UK thought about gambling and 
how they made sense of their jobs. I trained as a cashier and assistant 
manager, and worked in betting shops as an unpaid cashier for two 
different companies. I learned the difference between Yankies, Trixies and 
Round Robins, how to calculate bets in the event of a power cut, and how 
to tell if someone is trying to cheat by using a slow count or dodgy hand-
writing. I write about these experiences in chapter 3.

Between 2012 and 2017, to complement my knowledge of betting 
shop punters, I worked with ordinary people, including people who did 
not gamble, and attended meetings of local groups in London and the 
south-east of England ranging from middle-class poker-playing golfers 
to social gaming ‘Yummy Mummies’. I consumed a lot of tea and cake 
with seniors, learned about archery, the history of clowning and hearing 
dogs for the deaf. I gave talks to groups of businessmen, ladies who 
lunch, anglers and cricket teams. I handed out surveys, questionnaires 
and diaries. I created discussion groups and held ‘surgeries’ for gamblers 
and non-gamblers. I ran raffles and collected for tombola. I went to race 
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nights, bingo nights, point-to-points, fetes and fairs of every kind, cele-
brating dogs, apples and the end of the First World War. I stopped people 
on streets in Kent villages and on commuter trains in what is known as 
‘the stockbroker belt’ to ask them about gambling. I interviewed more than 
two hundred people and trawled through the Mass Observation archives 
in Brighton. I was delighted when, at a beetle drive in my own village, a 
woman named Rose took me to one side and told me that a cousin of a 
friend in a neighbouring county had been to a talk given by a woman who 
was interested in gambling, did I want her to try to put us in touch? ‘That 
was me!’ I told Rose, who was a bit disappointed. 

Outside the UK I have hung out with gamblers, racehorse trainers, 
breeders and jockeys in Kentucky, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, Mongolia, India 
and Hong Kong. I have worked with professional gamblers in Hong 
Kong and Singapore, pachinko players in Tokyo, bingo hotshots in Ohio, 
slots slaves in Las Vegas and gone on junkets with would-be card sharks 
in Macau. In Gibraltar I accompanied people to work at three different 
companies and interviewed over a hundred policy makers and workers. 
I’ve spent time on trading floors, watched markets for football matches 
being made by bookmakers, and organised focus groups with betting shop 
punters in London. 

The purpose of this flurry of activity was to expose myself to all kinds of 
gambling and to use a variety of methods and approaches to find out what 
a range of people think about it, the extent of their involvement in it, and 
how they think things have changed recently. Unlike a prevalence study, 
which counts the numbers of people who gamble, how much and how 
often, the intention is not to produce a snapshot of gambling, but to drill 
down into particular places and some of the practices found there. These 
‘thicker’ descriptions of gambling provide data that complements more 
generic survey findings. The book is part of a qualitative turn that is taking 
place in gambling research, towards a more grounded perspective and a 
more critical approach which places the experiences of gamblers and their 
families at the centre of the analysis and also pays attention to the inequal-
ities that gambling creates and reinforces including those of class, race 
and gender (Cassidy et al. 2013; Nicoll 2013, 2019; Schüll 2012).

The book is explicitly comparative and draws on data from a range 
of contexts and jurisdictions. This approach, central to anthropology, 
disrupts the idea that the organisation of gambling in any one place or 
time is natural or inevitable. Simply looking elsewhere and seeing how 
things are different can undermine ‘conventional wisdom’, raising new 
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questions and opening up fresh perspectives. Unlike lab-based psychology 
experiments, I embrace the confusing and messy circumstances in which 
gambling takes place. Whether someone is betting on an illegal dog fight 
in Deptford, or on baccarat in a casino in Macau, is, to me, a significant 
and interesting part of the data, rather than ‘noise’ to be controlled for, or 
‘written out’ of my account. Unlike psychologists, I am not seeking to make 
generalised observations about gambling behaviour or indeed gamblers. 
On the contrary, I am trying to problematise categories and ideas that have 
become entrenched and powerful, and to show how their manifestation 
is a significant part of the process of legitimising commercial gambling.

All of my fieldwork took place openly, and in accordance with the 
ethical guidelines of the Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK. 
Participants were invited to provide written or verbal consent after I had 
explained the nature of my project. In order to protect the privacy of my 
research participants, and in keeping with their wishes, all names have 
been changed in the text. Where research participants shared stories 
which might cause them to be identified, I have changed details in their 
narratives in order to protect their anonymity. As for all anthropologists, 
the safety and privacy of my participants is my priority and takes prece-
dence over any other concerns. In the course of my fieldwork, I have been 
privileged to speak with many people who have personal experience of 
gambling harm, and their views and priorities have shaped this book. The 
historical lack of input from ‘experts by experience’ in gambling research 
and policy making is a weakness that must be addressed.

The research was funded by a few different sources. The first grant 
I received to work on gambling came from a joint venture between the 
Economic and Social Research Council, a non-departmental public body 
funded by the UK government, and the Responsibility in Gambling Trust 
(RiGT, now called GambleAware) a charity supported by voluntary con-
tributions from the gambling industry to pay for research, education 
and treatment of problem gambling (Cassidy 2012a). When I shared my 
findings with the RiGT I was told that I could not speak in public about 
them without first receiving written clearance. This injunction is far from 
unusual: charities, quangos and government departments all over the 
world with responsibility for funding gambling research routinely impose 
conditions on academic freedoms. However, as a young, naïve researcher, 
the experience had a profound effect on me and on the direction of my 
work. I decided that, in future, I would not seek funding from sources 
that were directly linked to gambling profits, and that I would pay greater 
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attention to the process of producing evidence about gambling in general 
(Cassidy et al. 2013).1 In 2010 I received a four-year award from the 
European Research Council (ERC) to use anthropology to explore the 
expansion of commercial gambling (ERC 2015).2 This support enabled me 
to take a very broad approach to gambling, without any fear of interference.

How much gambling is there?

Although gambling sometimes appears to be everywhere, on our televi-
sions and phones, our streets, and on the shirts of sports stars, it is very 
difficult to get an accurate estimate of exactly how much of it there is, 
because of the paucity of available data and the vested interests of those 
doing the counting. In 2015, Morgan Stanley estimated that the global 
gambling market was worth $423 billion, and would grow to $635 billion 
by 2022. According to their report, land-based casinos were the largest 
sector, accounting for 35% of revenue, followed by lotteries at 29%, with 
‘other gambling’, such as sports betting and pari-mutuel racing at 28% and 
online gambling at $37 billion or 9% (Morgan Stanley 2015). To give a 
sense of the scale of the industry, according to Bloomberg, in 2017 casinos 
were the twelfth largest industry globally, just ahead of Chemicals and 
Coal Mining (Bloomberg 2016). How is this money distributed geographi-
cally? According to Forbes: of the $146 billion from land-based casinos, US 
commercial and ‘tribal’ operations3 took in $67 billion or 46%, Asia and 
Australia casinos $61 billion or 42%, and the rest of the world $18 billion 
or 12% (Cohen 2015).

There is little doubt that regulated gambling has grown rapidly in the 
past four decades, all over the world. However, estimates of the rate, 
extent and distribution of this growth vary considerably, depending on the 
inclinations of the source. The many ways in which the profits generated 
by gambling are measured (including the most common, gross gambling 
revenue [GGR], which is broadly defined as the amount wagered minus the 
winnings returned to players) vary between jurisdictions and companies 
and are sometimes closely guarded commercial secrets. Furthermore, 
private companies are not under the same obligations to publish data as 
their public rivals. The data gathered by regulators is often incomplete, 
or incomparable across jurisdictions, or lags behind technology and new 
markets. As it catches up and includes new categories of gambling in its 
returns, comparisons become increasingly difficult. To complicate matters 
further, the precise methodologies used to gather data are often missing 
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from reports. Meaningful comparisons through time or across space are 
therefore virtually impossible.4

The result of this is that gambling statistics are brought into existence 
and acquire lives of their own. The fact that predictions of growth in par-
ticular markets or sectors are often pitches is ignored, and even established 
companies have had to radically alter figures in the face of disappointing 
results. In 2015, for example, Morgan Stanley reduced their projection of 
the size of the US online industry in 2020 down from $5 billion to $2.7 
billion (Pempus 2015). My approach to this patchwork of rhetorical data 
has been to triangulate where possible, and to maintain the link between 
various estimates and their sources, which sounds elementary, but is not 
something that always happens. In 2014, for example, National Basket-
ball Association (NBA) Commissioner Adam Silver wrote to the New York 
Times, arguing for the legalisation of sports betting in the US on the basis 
that the illegal market was worth $400 billion (Silver 2014). A journal-
ist for Slate magazine traced the origin of this figure to a ‘guesstimate’ by 
a member of Congress, and has described how, ‘a statistic that may well 
have been made up on the spot was sealed into history’ (Weissmann 2014), 
becoming a key number in subsequent changes to legislation, even after 
its origins had been questioned. This is typical of the way in which statis-
tics function in gambling policy and research.

Different approaches to gambling regulation

Although the growth of commercial gambling is a global phenomenon, 
this growth is uneven and the businesses on which it is based vary wildly. 
In Macau, for example, ‘King of Gambling’ Stanley Ho held the monopoly 
on licensed gambling for over 70 years until the American Sands Corpo-
ration (the largest casino company in the world) was granted a licence 
in 2004. Macau, the only place in greater China where casino gambling 
is legal, gradually became the largest market for gambling in the world, 
peaking at $45 billion gross gaming revenue in 2013, before declining 
after a crackdown on ‘graft’ (corruption) in China (Ge 2016). Despite the 
slowdown in growth, Macau still outstrips Las Vegas by some distance: in 
2017 gross gaming revenue in Macau was $33 billion, compared to $7.09 
billion in Las Vegas (Casino News Daily 2018). 

Although electronic gaming machines have been the drivers of growth 
in the US and Australia, this is not always the case (Schüll 2013). For 
example, the most popular game in Macau, by a huge margin, is baccarat 
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(accounting for $29.2 billion of revenue in 2017), played at tables, with 
live dealers. In complete contrast, the majority of revenue in Las Vegas 
($3.64 billion in 2017) is generated by slot machines (Casino News Daily 
2018). However, it is Japan, not the US, which has the highest number of 
gambling machines per head in the world, even though ‘gambling’ (apart 
from betting on horse, boat and cycle racing) is, technically, illegal (Ziol-
kowski 2016). Pachinko, a noisy variety of pinball played in distinctive 
‘parlours’ on streets in Japanese suburbs, is fast and immersive, just like 
slots in Vegas and pokies in Australia. However, unlike pokies and slots, 
it is defined as ‘entertainment’ on the basis that any winnings must be 
collected from a kiosk located outside the parlour. After many years of lob-
bying by North American companies, Japan is in the process of licensing 
its first resort casino in Osaka (Wilson and Saito 2018). However, online 
gambling, with the exception of betting on horse races, bicycle races, 
motorcycle races and motorboat races operated by the Japanese govern-
ment or municipal bodies, remains strictly illegal. 

It is also important to remember that while gambling is growing rapidly 
in many places, in others it is totally or partially prohibited. As well as 
in the majority of the US, sports betting is illegal in India, Pakistan and 
China, three of the largest gambling markets in the world. Needless to say, 
gambling takes place in these countries, sometimes feverishly and often 
in distinctive and interesting formats (Puri 2014). However, the focus 
of this book is the regulated industry and the governmental logics that 
underpin legality. Gambling is also banned in most Muslim countries and 
in some of them, including Brunei and the United Arab Emirates, this 
ban is rigorously enforced. Canada and several countries in Scandinavia 
take a different approach altogether, granting the state a monopoly on 
regulated gambling and either supplying the market themselves or con-
tracting out that opportunity to private companies. Australians spend the 
most per person on gambling, and do so with a mixture of commercial and 
local, charitable organisations (Economist Daily Chart 2017). These differ-
ences in definitions, tastes and practices are a product of distinctive social 
histories and proclivities, including shifts in regulation, as I will explain.

London leads the way

The best place to appreciate the scale and diversity of the global gambling 
industry is at the International Casino Exhibition (ICE), the largest 
commercial gambling conference in the world, which takes place every 
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February at the Excel Centre in London. ICE is international, innova-
tive, dynamic, aggressively liberal, and sexist: the ideal place to reflect on 
London’s role in the global expansion of gambling. As a sensory experi-
ence, ICE rivals a Tokyo pachinko parlour. It is deafening, overwhelming 
and relentless, as hundreds of exhibitors attempt to make their product 
stand out from the other roulette wheels, casino chairs or automatic card 
shufflers. Purveyors of the latest slot machines command the largest 
marketing budgets and produce some spectacular effects. In 2017 an Isle of 
Man-based software provider launched a new game ‘Jurassic Park World’ 
from a specially constructed dinosaur bar complete with ‘dinosaur eggs, 
mosquitoes preserved in amber’ and ‘a mammoth 5m × 5m shark-eating 
Mosasaurus, a replica of the genetically modified reptile from the Late 
Cretaceous period’ (Press Releases 2017). The previous year the same 
company constructed a ‘cryolab’ to showcase their pioneering work in 
Virtual Reality (VR) roulette. However, they were upstaged by Endorphi-
na’s regular Twerk Slot, as promoted by Di Baddest, a group of ‘glamorous 
dancers’. The treatment and representation of women at ICE attracted 
criticism in 2018, but in 2019 it was business as usual, a reflection of 
the unapologetic sexism that exists within some sections of the industry 
(Davies and Marsh 2018). For example, in the midst of the row in 2018, 
I asked an executive what he thought about feminism and he responded: 
‘much like Health and Safety. An affront to our way of life. Equal rights? 
Who wants to see a bloke walking around with his tits out?’

ICE is also important because, unlike the Global Gaming Expo (G2E), 
its North American counterpart which is held in Las Vegas each year, it 
draws exhibitors from every jurisdiction in the world, and from every 
sector of the industry including bingo, casino, lottery, mobile, online, 
social gaming, and sports betting. G2E is huge and showy but compara-
tively parochial, and emphasises the elements that complete the so-called 
‘bricks and mortar’ industry in the US: lotteries, slots and ‘hospitality’ 
(specifically: ‘food and beverage’ a category of huge importance in the US, 
which is non-existent at gambling events in the UK). 

Despite a recent ruling by the Supreme Court, online gambling remains 
illegal in the majority of the US, and strongly vilified in some quarters 
(Katz 2019). High-profile campaigns against legalisation include the 
powerful Coalition to Stop Internet Gambling (CSIG) funded by casino 
owner Sheldon Adelson, CEO of the Las Vegas Sands Corporation (Ho 
2016). The situation in Macau is similar: at a conference in 2016 I was 
puzzled by the small audiences in the main sessions: an insider from an 
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online sports betting company based in the Philippines explained that the 
real conference was taking place in private, in hotel rooms and restau-
rants. Executives from companies operating in the so-called ‘grey’ and 
illegal markets of Asia did not want to risk being photographed by the 
police at the conference as had apparently happened the previous year.5

Senior executives in the US told me that their businesses are currently 
around fifteen years behind the UK in terms of innovation, regulation and 
knowledge. In stark contrast, the UK is the largest regulated market for 
online gambling in the world (GamblingCompliance 2018), and corpo-
rations are already comfortable exploiting the intersections of gambling 
and gaming, betting in-play, social gaming, Bitcoin, financial trading and 
spread betting, betting exchanges, e-sports and, most profitably, mobile 
gambling. In the US, while the implications of the Supreme Court ruling 
in 2018 remain unclear, they are still focused on finding new players and 
different attractions to replace the income generated by ‘grinders’, the 
older generation of casino customer who have kept the industry afloat and 
are now dying off: ‘We are still looking at cheap food and booze while you 
guys have cornered the market on phones and online’ explained one Las 
Vegas executive in 2017. The contrasting experiences offered by gambling 
expos shows that the expansion of commercial gambling is shaped by local 
and regional politics. This diversity, and the paradoxes and inconsistencies 
that produce it, show that while commercial gambling has an affinity with 
late capitalism, there is nothing inevitable about its expansion, or fixed 
about the form that expansion might take. 

The natural history of gambling

The expansion of gambling is often presented by policy makers as the 
inevitable result of a combination of changes in attitudes, desires and tech-
nology, which are associated with progress towards a broadly neoliberal 
version of modernity in which markets provide solutions to economic and 
social challenges. In relation to gambling, these arguments take several 
different, not totally consistent, forms. The first suggests that risk taking, 
including gambling, is part of human nature and therefore universal. 
These arguments have a long history. In 1870 Steinmetz suggested that 
gambling was ‘a universal thing’ (1870: 4) and in 1901 Thomas described 
‘The gaming instinct’ as something which is ‘born in all normal persons’ 
as an ‘expression of a powerful reflex fixed far back in animal experience’ 
(1901: 760). 


