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Abstract: We report on a collaborative qualitative study to identify gambling expenditure trajectories associated with 
COVID-19 restrictions on in-venue gambling for people in a regional First Nations Community in Victoria, Australia. 
Drawing from interviews with 20 First Nations people and seven workers, we use three people’s stories to illustrate 
experiences associated with: reduced gambling expenditure; little change in gambling expenditure; and increased 
gambling expenditure. Across each trajectory, many participants took up or increased online gambling during 
restrictions. The largest proportion returned to pre-COVID-19 gambling expenditure once restrictions eased. Some took 
the opportunity of a forced break from in-venue gambling to reassess its role in their lives, and a further small 
proportion spent more money on gambling after the pandemic than prior to it. We highlight the importance of 
Community in participants’ capacities to manage gambling during this period. Participants described the presence of 
Community members at in-venue gambling as limiting their spending, something that became unavailable when 
gambling online at home during lockdowns. Willpower was identified as most participants’ preferred means of 
managing gambling. This worked for some, but others noted that the ubiquity of online gambling products and ongoing 
effects of trauma and disadvantage stymied their efforts. As some participants insisted, the gambling industry and 
governments that are its beneficiaries perpetuate colonization by extracting money from First Nations peoples, with 
gambling harm attributed to Indigeneity rather than poverty resulting from colonization and dispossession. Thus, First 
Nations Communities and individuals are held responsible for problems that are largely not of their making. 
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Introduction 

Gambling in Australia is widespread, and 
Australians spend more per capita on gambling 
than people in any other nation (Armstrong et al., 
2018). Furthermore, First Nations people in 
colonized countries such as Australia tend to 
gamble more frequently than their non-First 
Nations counterparts (Hing et al., 2014). In 
Australia, First Nations people are also more likely 
to experience problems from their gambling 
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(Hagen et al., 2013; Hare, 2015; Hing, Russell, et 
al., 2015)—something that may have been 
exacerbated by COVID-19 public health 
restrictions.  

This study was developed through a 
partnership between Mallee District Aboriginal 
Service (MDAS) and La Trobe University staff. It 
investigates the effects of COVID-19 restrictions 
on the lives of people who gamble within the local 
First Nations (referred to here as ‘Aboriginal’) 
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Community in the Sunraysia region of Australia. 
MDAS is an Aboriginal Community–controlled 
health organization that provides health and well-
being services to the Aboriginal population in the 
Sunraysia region, an inland region in the 
northwest of Victoria and southwest of New 
South Wales. This area has been inhabited by the 
Wadi Wadi, Latje Latje, Dadi Dadi, Mutti Mutti, 
and Wemba Wemba peoples since ancient times.  

As part of a public-health response to COVID-
19, intermittent restrictions or lockdowns were 
implemented during 2020 and 2021 in many 
countries. These measures included intermittent 
restrictions on the opening of venues such as 
casinos, clubs and pubs, gambling retail outlets, 
racetracks, and sports events. Gambling products 
that were unavailable included in-venue 
electronic gaming machines, keno, cards, and 
bingo. During this period, new groups of people 
started online gambling, and gambling patterns 
among existing online gamblers also changed 
(Håkansson & Widinghoff, 2021). The longest 
lockdown in the town of Mildura occurred in April 
and May of 2020, lasting 43 days. We know little 
about the impact of restrictions on in-venue 
gambling on the gambling practices of Victorian 
First Nations peoples, or how these have evolved 
since the restrictions were lifted.  

In this article, we report on qualitative research 
to identify the experiences associated with three 
gambling trajectories for First Nations people 
living in the Sunraysia area from before 
restrictions were introduced to a period some 
months after they were lifted. These trajectories 
were: reduced expenditure; no significant change 
in gambling expenditure; and increased gambling 
expenditure. A case narrative approach to analysis 
(see Ravn, 2019; Törrönen et al., 2021) allowed us 
to identify three themes, which we then explored 
in relation to other participants’ experiences. 
Study findings were shared with MDAS and other 
Aboriginal Community–controlled health services 
to inform their ongoing service provision. 

Literature Review 

As noted above, alongside gambling more 
often on average, First Nations people are also 
more likely to experience harm from gambling 
than non-First Nations people (Hagen et al., 2013; 
Hare, 2015; Hing, Russell, et al., 2015). Some 
studies suggest that First Nations Victorians 
experience around ten times more harm from 
gambling than non-First Nations Victorians 
(Delfabbro, 2012; Hare, 2015). However, gambling 
is also a valued social activity for many and some 
gambling products that are collectively played 
(i.e., bingo) have a lower harm profile than others 
done privately (i.e., electronic gaming machines 
or ‘pokies’) (Maltzahn et al., 2020).  

Research in the general population about the 
impacts of COVID-19 and associated restrictions 
on gambling patterns has produced inconsistent 
findings about frequency, intensity, and harm. It 
appears that online gambling increased 
substantially in the early months of the pandemic 
for some people. A survey of 2,019 Australians 
who gambled prior to COVID-19 showed that 
almost one-third of participants signed up for 
new online betting accounts and 1 in 20 started 
gambling online during COVID-19 (Jenkinson et 
al., 2020). Participants in this study gambled more 
often during this time, with the proportion who 
gambled four times a week or more increasing 
from 23% to 32% during the first few months of 
COVID-19 restrictions (Jenkinson et al., 2020). A 
different study showed that 11% of Australian 
adults gambled online in the first six months of 
2021, up from 8% in 2020 (Australian 
Communications and Media Authority, 2022, 
p. 3). 

A later study conducted in the UK (Fluharty et 
al., 2022) provides information about pandemic-
related gambling trajectories. This study entailed 
surveying almost 20,000 participants about their 
gambling before, during, and after pandemic-
related lockdowns. Just under 80% reported that 
their gambling remained the same during and 
after lockdowns, with the remainder split almost 
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evenly between increasing and decreasing their 
gambling (9.2% and 11.4%, respectively).  

Changes in gambling trajectories did not 
happen consistently across the population. An 
international review by Brodeur et al. (2021) 
found that individuals who increased gambling 
during the pandemic were generally those 
already experiencing problems resulting from 
gambling, although this was not conclusive. 
Fluharty et al. (2022) found that factors associated 
with increased gambling during lockdowns in the 
UK included pre-existing anxiety and / or 
depression, self-reported boredom, frequent 
alcohol use, and employment. Men and smokers 
were less likely to increase their gambling during 
lockdowns. After restrictions eased, smokers, 
people from ethnic minority backgrounds, and 
people with lower education levels were more 
likely to maintain increased gambling or increase 
their gambling still further. 

Only one study specifically considers Australian 
First Nations peoples’ gambling trajectories over 
recent years. Interviews with 29 urban First 
Nations people from the Northern Territory 
indicated that pandemic-related venue closures 
led to some people taking up online gambling; 
some reducing gambling; and, for others, 
spending more time with family or increasing 
alcohol use (Gupta et al., 2021). Understanding 
the varied nature of these trajectories for First 
Nations Australians is important for informing 
service provision, Community action, and policy. 

We are mindful that First Nations Communities 
in Australia are collectivist rather than 
individualist in nature. Much of the pleasure and 
benefit that First Nations people in Australia 
report from gambling concerns the opportunities 
it provides to spend time with family and other 
Community members (MacLean et al., 2019; 
McMillen & Donnelly, 2008). First Nations 
peoples also regard Community and culture as 
resources to heal from social problems such as 
substance use and gambling. Where Western 
approaches tend to conceptualize resilience as a 
quality that exists within individuals, First Nations 

people often regard it as far more holistic; 
produced through engagement with family, 
Community, Country, and the wider societies in 
which we all live (Gale & Bolzan, 2013; Gee et al., 
2023). A scoping review of Indigenous resilience 
found, for example, that resilience emerges in 
people’s connection to culture, Community 
ancestry, and land (Usher et al., 2021). A 
qualitative review of gambling interventions 
among Indigenous populations by Saunders and 
Doyle (2021) found that, while there was a dearth 
of empirical evidence, culturally centred 
approaches that drew on Indigenous knowledge 
and strengthened capacities within communities 
were integral. Gambling-harm programs can 
reduce harm, but they can also reinforce 
paternalistic, colonizing approaches that 
individualize responsibility for gambling 
(MacLean et al., 2019). 

Method 

This study follows guidelines advising on 
ethical conduct in research involving First Nations 
peoples (National Health and Medical Research 
Council, 2018). As a collaborative research project 
(Pyett, 2002), the study design, project aims, 
publication, and data ownership were managed 
through a written agreement between MDAS and 
La Trobe University. MDAS staff members TG and 
JP, both of whom are First Nations, provided 
guidance throughout the research process, 
including in the design, data collection, and 
analysis phases. MDAS staff were trained in 
research interviewing skills, and a feedback 
session was held with staff members to share 
findings with the organization at the conclusion 
of the project. Ethical approval for the study was 
obtained from La Trobe University. 

A qualitative approach to the study design was 
deemed by MDAS staff to be most likely to 
successfully engage research participants. A total 
of 20 interviews were conducted with Community 
members (Table 1). Participants reflected an 
almost equal gender spread, ranged in age from 
late teens to over 50, and included several Elders. 
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The sample included several who had sought help 
from gambling services. A quarter primarily spoke 
with us about a relative’s gambling rather than 
their own. Interviews were conducted 6–
11 months after the end of the last lockdown in 
regional Victoria. Recruitment was done via 
MDAS’s Facebook page, signs posted outside the 
service’s buildings, and by workers asking people 
within their networks whether they were prepared 
to participate. During this period MDAS staff and 
the Community were still impacted heavily by 
COVID-19 outbreaks and hence recruitment to 
the study was challenging. 

 
Table 1: Community interview participants 
 
  Number 
Gender Woman 11 

Man 9 
Elder status Yes 9 

No 11 
Age range 18–25 4 

26–33 4 
34–41 4 
42–49 0 
50+ 8 

Engaged with 
gambling 
services 

Yes* 2 
No** 18 

Speaking about 
own gambling 
experience or 
that of a family 
member  

Own 
experience 

15 

Family 
member 

5 

* is currently or has been engaged with a gambling service 
in the last five years  

** has not been engaged with a gambling service within the 
past five years  

 
To check our findings against the perceptions 

of people who work in gambling services across 
the state, we held an online interview with seven 
expert gambling service workers employed in 
four Aboriginal Community–controlled health 

services across Victoria. This was held 
approximately a year after restrictions ceased in 
Mildura. Of these seven workers, two were First 
Nations, three were female, and four were male. 
Workers were recruited with support from the 
Victorian Responsible Gambling Foundation, 
which funds their programs.  

The interviews were conducted by one or two 
of TG, JP, GC, and SM. Most were conducted face-
to-face, while two, including the expert worker 
focus group, were held online. Participants were 
reimbursed with vouchers valued at $50. The 
interviews were conducted in a flexible and 
informal manner. Interviewers were guided by 
schedules that allowed for general discussion 
around key topics concerning participants’ 
experiences before, during, and after COVID-19 
lockdowns. 

Interviews with Community members were 
transcribed and grouped as three trajectories 
before and after COVID-19 restrictions, according 
to whether they identified spending less, more, or 
a similar amount of money on gambling after 
restrictions than before they were implemented. 
Spending more money on gambling usually 
equated to engaging in it for more hours per 
week and was linked in participants’ accounts 
with exacerbated harm due to running out of 
money and being unavailable to be with family or 
friends (albeit the extent to which this was 
possible was limited during lockdowns). It was not 
possible to categorize trajectories for four Elders 
interviewed, as these interviews entailed 
discussion on gambling trajectories for multiple 
people. Neither did we attempt this with the 
worker interviews. Interviews with family 
members were grouped according to the 
expenditure trajectory of the main person 
discussed. Numbers in each category are not 
provided here, as the study involved a small non-
representative sample, and our intention is to 
understand factors involved in broad gambling 
trajectories rather than to establish prevalence.  

Interviews were analyzed thematically (Willis, 
2013) using NVivo 12 software. TG reviewed the 
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themes and coding to ensure the non-Indigenous 
coders understood the nuances in the data. We 
then identified three case stories that illustrate 
themes reported by participants in the broader 
study in each of the three gambling trajectories. 
Using case stories or narratives is a research 
approach that highlights how changes in 
practices such as gambling are embedded in the 
contexts of people’s lives, and it offers a more 
nuanced picture of people’s experiences than can 
be achieved with thematic analysis alone. 
Importantly, it also provides an opportunity to 
trace the changes in people’s lives over time. In 
developing our method for this component, we 
followed other qualitative studies using case 
study approaches (see Ravn, 2019; Savic & 
Bathish, 2020; Törrönen et al., 2021). In the 
Discussion section, we expand on these three 
cases and draw on broader reflections from other 
interviewees participating in the study to discuss 
the three themes emerging from our analysis. 
These are: Community protection when 
gambling; disadvantage, trauma and 
colonization; and Community solutions for 
moving beyond individualized responses. False 
names are used in reporting quotes and 
experiences. A conclusion summarizes the 
implications for policy and practice.  

Trajectory 1: Similar Gambling Expenditure 
Post-Lockdowns 

After lockdowns ended, the majority of the 
interview participants for whom we could 
determine a trajectory resumed patterns of 
gambling that closely resembled their practices 
prior to COVID-19. Those who had gambled face-
to-face prior to lockdowns generally returned to 
that. Those who had taken up or increased online 
gambling due to face-to-face restrictions often 
opted to phase out their online gambling in 
favour of previous habits. The case study of 
“Kirra,” a young Aboriginal woman, portrays a 
trajectory in which gambling habits were 
relatively similar before and after the lockdowns. 

Kirra  

Kirra is employed as an administrative and 
technical officer on a full-time basis. Prior to the 
pandemic, she played on the pokies infrequently. 
This was “more of a social thing; usually, we’d go 
watch Friday night footy and have a press at the 
same time.” Kirra estimates that she would visit 
the pokies roughly two to three times every two 
months, spending around $200 to $250 during 
sessions that lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. 
Before the pandemic, Kirra always gambled in the 
company of her family members. When she won, 
she would allocate the funds towards paying bills, 
clearing debts, or purchasing alcohol. She found 
gambling on the pokies boring after relatively 
short sessions and did not feel concerned that it 
seriously impacted her life prior to the lockdowns. 

Kirra described significant struggles during the 
lockdowns as she was responsible for her children 
and their home schooling. Although she lived 
with family and had social contact at home, the 
absence of interaction with friends and other 
family took an emotional toll on her. Boredom 
was also a significant issue for Kirra during the 
lockdowns. Kirra came across online gambling 
advertisements and heard about online gambling 
platforms from her family members who used 
them. She noticed they helped her manage stress: 
“I felt like, obviously when I discovered online 
gambling, it helped more. It was sort of the stress 
relief from the big day of having to sit with the kids 
all day inside.” 

These circumstances led to a rapid increase in 
her online gambling and expenditure. She 
observed similar effects within her local 
Community, where diminished contact, reduced 
social and community connectedness, and a 
reluctance to ask for help resulted in people 
experiencing increased financial distress relating 
to online gambling.  

During the lockdowns, Kirra reached a point 
where she would spend over $550 per week on a 
combination of online pokies and TattsLotto (a 
weekly Australian lottery that is drawn and 
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broadcast on free-to-air television). Managing 
online gambling during the lockdowns was 
challenging, not only due to the emotional strain 
but also because family and Community 
members were not present, making it easier to 
overspend in the privacy of her online 
interactions. With numerous online gambling 
options readily available on her phone, it was 
hard to control: “You can just access your card 
anytime you want.” 

Although Kirra spent a significant amount on 
gambling during the lockdowns and found her 
gambling troubling during that period, she did 
not feel the need to seek support from services. 
Even at its peak, her gambling spending rarely 
caused difficulties in paying her bills. Since the 
lockdowns ended, her online pokies gambling 
decreased and returned to pre-pandemic levels, 
although her participation in TattsLotto remained 
consistent. As she resumed her work and social 
activities, the boredom and isolation that were 
the primary contributing factors to her online 
gambling diminished. She now considers her life 
to be “back to normal.” 

Trajectory 2: Reduced Gambling Expenditure 
Post-Lockdowns 

A sizeable proportion (almost two-fifths) of 
participants for whom we could discern a 
trajectory emerged from COVID-19 lockdowns 
gambling less and spending less on gambling 
than they had prior to lockdowns. Those who 
reported decreased gambling or expenditure 
seemed to actively take the opportunity provided 
by COVID-19 lockdowns to re-evaluate their 
relationship to gambling. The story of “Troy,” a 
young Aboriginal man, demonstrates a trajectory 
of reduced gambling expenditure after 
lockdowns.  

Troy 

For some years, Troy had placed the occasional 
bet on sports events online. Prior to COVID-19, 
this was restricted to betting on sports that he 
followed and enjoyed watching in a social 

context, with friends present. Before 2020, he 
placed an average of one bet per month on a 
sporting event and spent an average of $20. He 
reports using the pokies as part of a trip to a 
casino on rare occasions when he visited 
Melbourne, but in-venue gambling was not part 
of his usual routine.  

During the COVID-related lockdowns, Troy’s 
work shifted to his home, and his social life was 
drastically curtailed. He was bored and struggled 
with having less structure in his days. At the same 
time, he had an increased disposable income.  

Troy started online betting regularly. This was 
facilitated by constant exposure to online 
gambling advertising and the ease of spending 
money on the apps. Troy also shifted from betting 
on sports he followed to placing bets on sports 
he knew little about, and games and teams he did 
not follow. He was able to place bets during the 
day because of his remote work and did not have 
friends or Community around him while he was 
gambling to hold his spending accountable. 
During lockdowns, his spending on online 
gambling increased to approximately $400 per 
month.  

After some time doing this, Troy became 
concerned that he was not in control of the 
situation. He reached out to a gambling service 
worker from another regional centre—another 
young First Nations man—for support. It seems 
important to Troy that this support occurred “off 
the books.” The age, Aboriginality, and gender of 
the service worker also contributed to the success 
of the supportive relationship. With the support 
of this professional, acting more as a friend than 
as a worker, he developed some strategies to 
manage his gambling. Troy found that online 
gaming worked for him as a reliable substitute for 
the entertainment that online betting provided. 

Troy spoke of patterns of what he refers to as 
“addiction” in his life and the lives of others in his 
family and Community, whether substance use, 
gambling, fitness-related, or other practices. He 
attributes this to intergenerational trauma among 
First Nations peoples: 
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It’s sort of trying to fill that void […]. It’s 
filling that sort of area that not a lot of 
people have actually had closure or any 
sort of thing like that. Like they haven’t 
had that sort of love or care, and you 
know, they—your parents sometimes, 
because they’re traumatized, they act in 
certain different ways which presents that 
trauma to the child. The next child…. Yeah, 
and it’s sort of just a repetitive circle. 

As he observed, these tendencies are not 
necessarily negative—in fact, they can be a 
significant positive force, such as when they are 
harnessed to work on fitness at the gym. 

After lockdowns concluded, Troy resumed his 
social life. A busy and fulfilling job, a new 
romantic relationship, and an ongoing supportive 
friendship with the service worker also 
contributed to his gambling management. As a 
result, online gambling in the form of sports 
betting had less of a presence in his life after 
restrictions on venues finished than it did prior to 
the pandemic. 

Trajectory 3: Increased Gambling Expenditure 
Post-Lockdowns 

The third, and least common, trajectory among 
our participants was one in which gambling harm 
and expenditure increased from the period 
before to the period after lockdowns. In this 
trajectory, the participant took up or significantly 
increased their online gambling during 
lockdowns, and then as lockdowns ended, either 
continued their escalated online gambling or 
reintroduced face-to-face gambling along with 
online gambling, resulting in increased overall 
gambling expenditure. The case study of “Harry,” 
an older First Nations man, shows this gambling 
trajectory.  

Harry  

Harry is a musician living with a mental health 
condition and managing complex life challenges, 
including homelessness. In terms of gambling 

before the pandemic, he primarily played pokie 
machines and keno, a lottery-like game. 

Pandemic-related lockdowns made travel 
impossible, disrupting his pursuit of music. With 
the closure of venues, Harry shifted to online 
gambling, which became more convenient but 
also felt to him more habit-forming. Social media 
advertising for online gambling eroded his 
resistance and management strategies. In the 
quote below, he compares himself to a 
Community member who was not as familiar with 
social media as he was: 

I was just talking to [Auntie _____], she’s 
only just learning Facebook…. I’m one of 
the unlucky ones that knew all about it 
[…]. You get halfway through a couple of 
notifications, next thing you know is 
you’ve got a gambling thing there […]. The 
temptation’s overwhelming […]. You can’t 
miss it, like, you’ve got your TAB 
[gambling app] things on there as well 
and your Sportsbet [gambling app] and all 
that.  

The constant availability of online gambling led 
to increased spending, loss of self-control, and 
financial hardships that impacted his capacity to 
pay for food and rent. Harry’s gambling habit also 
intertwined with his substance use, highlighting 
the complex relationship between gambling and 
other habitual practices. 

Unlike Kirra and Troy, Harry did not enjoy the 
social experience of gambling at venues, 
reporting frustration with Community scrutiny 
and the expectation of sharing winnings. He 
describes this as a disincentive to gamble in those 
spaces and a reason to prefer online gambling: 

When you’re sitting at home and you’re 
playing on a machine at home, there’s 
nobody there bludging, and nobody knows 
how much you’ve won. Where you can go 
into a club and there’s somebody ringing 
you up and telling you how much you 
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won. Now that’s private, it’s none of your 
business.  

Harry says that the “temptation’s 
overwhelming” to gamble online. He has taken 
steps to disallow his credit card from linking to 
online gambling platforms. Instead, he recharges 
his credit using Neosurf (a pre-paid voucher that 
can be spent on online gambling platforms). He 
feels this allows him some extra control; but even 
so, his spending on gambling is still a very 
significant component of his income. The daily 
and weekly limits he used to set himself before 
the pandemic are “out the window.” He still 
gambles at in-person venues, although his 
preference for online gambling means that he 
does so less often. Harry acknowledges frankly 
that if he spent less money on gambling, he 
would probably spend anything he saved on 
drugs.  

Harry has never sought help for his gambling 
and states that it “wouldn’t be genuine” to do so 
because he knows his desire to gamble is 
powerful, and that he will always be motivated to 
do so. His inviolable rule is not to borrow money 
for gambling, drinking, or drugs, and he has been 
able to stay true to that “line in the sand.” Harry 
suggested that further restrictions on gambling 
access should be introduced, as exist to support 
responsible serving of alcohol: “I think the 
answer’s got to be regulation: making it harder to 
access these sites…. It’s like being in the pub—
when you start staggering, you start slurring, 
they’re not going to serve you another drink.” 

While much of what our participants told us 
could be true for any Victorian who gambled and 
lived through the restrictions of 2020 and 2021, 
some elements in the accounts of gambling 
trajectories we heard appear particularly salient 
for First Nations people, particularly those 
concerning the collectivist nature of First Nations 
communities. In what follows, we draw on data 
from other interviews conducted for the study to 
explore three themes: lack of Community 
protection when gambling online; disadvantage, 

trauma, and colonization; and moving beyond 
individual to Community and policy responses. 

Lack of Community Protection when 
Gambling Online 

As signalled in all three case studies, the 
interpersonal and social aspect of face-to-face 
gambling is especially meaningful for Aboriginal 
gamblers who are likely to have strong 
Community links and ties of obligation. This 
impacted the experience of online gambling 
during the pandemic in both negative and 
positive ways. Many described face-to-face 
gambling in venues as an opportunity to meet up 
with others; for example, “Gambling is just for 
friendship and stuff like that, being around people” 
[Jana]. Online gambling was regarded as an 
isolating activity that did not enhance 
connections in the same way: 

Because [when gambling online] you’re 
really there by yourself. You’re sitting there 
with a phone in your face. When you go to 
the pokies or something, you’ve got people 
come up: “Oh hello, I haven’t seen you in 
a while.” Then they’ll sit down and yarn up 
and then you’ve got someone sitting there 
playing with you while they’re playing 
theirs. [Helen] 

I know a lot of community members, 
especially Elders, who go down because 
sometimes it’s the only place where they 
can go sit for like bingo or pokies; they’ll 
go down to face-to-face. Online, obviously 
you can isolate yourself a lot. Especially if 
you are having a good run on it, I think 
you could tend to isolate yourself more 
than is healthfully necessary. [Kirra] 

As in studies involving primarily non-
Indigenous people, participants in our research 
complained that the strategies they used to 
manage gambling in venues were less effective 
when gambling online (Hing, Cherney, et al., 2015; 
Hing et al., 2022; Livingstone & Adams, 2011). 
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Each person selected as a case here discussed the 
ease of spending money via online gambling 
apps where bank account details are preloaded 
into apps, meaning spending can be done with 
ease and absolute privacy (Hing et al., 2022).  

In addition to promoting connection with 
others, the social nature of in-person gambling 
helped people to curb gambling expenditure. 
Both Kirra and Troy spoke of the protective effect 
of Community presence while gambling in 
venues. Like other participants, Beth found 
knowing that people were looking after her 
welfare helped her limit her spending: “So, I feel 
sometimes when people are standing behind you 
watching, well the intimidation is there. It’s like: 
‘Okay, I’m not going to play that much. I’m going 
to pull this out. I’m going to walk away.’”  

In contrast, Harry, whose gambling expenditure 
remained higher after restrictions ended, was 
glad for the lack of scrutiny afforded by online 
gambling. He appreciated not having to share his 
winnings from online gambling as would usually 
be expected in the Community. 

It seems that while opportunities to socialize 
drew people to in-venue gambling, the presence 
of Community protected them to some degree 
from excessive expenditure and harms. Regular 
use of social media, often used to keep in touch 
with other Community members, left some 
participants highly exposed to online gambling 
advertising. 

Disadvantage, Trauma, and Colonization 

Our interviewees spoke about some factors 
that they believed put their Communities at 
added risk for excessive gambling expenditures 
during lockdowns. The main appeal of gambling 
is the opportunity to win money. This operates for 
most players but may be especially appealing for 
some First Nations people, who have limited 
access to other means of making money due to 
historical and contemporary dispossession and 
discrimination. Brian said that gambling (online or 
in venue) offered him a chance to see himself as 

successful in a way that was otherwise unavailable 
to him:  

It’s like a seed that grows, so the more that 
you keep going, the more you keep going, 
it lights it up and it’s the chance of 
winning. Because in your average life […] 
there’s not much that you really win at 
and then that there makes you feel like 
you’re winning. It’s like winning at life, I 
think.  

Culture or race are sometimes used as proxies 
for other causal factors in social problems. Our 
interviewee Nat observed that when First Nations 
people gamble too much, it is due to “poverty 
rather than Indigeneity,” which seems to be also 
relevant for Brian. 

Research increasingly identifies trauma as a risk 
factor for gambling harm (Hodgins et al., 2011; 
Imperatori et al., 2017; Kausch et al., 2006). The 
trauma of multigenerational child removal 
renders First Nations people vulnerable to mental 
health challenges and poor well-being (Gee et al., 
2023). As Troy observed in his life and among his 
family and friends, and as appeared to operate in 
Harry’s life, trauma, discrimination, and the 
ongoing effects of harmful policies contribute to 
some First Nations people’s risk of problems from 
alcohol, other drugs, and gambling.  

In turn, relatively few Indigenous Australians 
approach gambling services (Jurisic, 2011). 
Research suggests that this is due to feelings of 
shame about gambling, worry about 
confidentiality, a lack of knowledge about 
services, or poor service availability (Aboriginal 
Health and Medical Research Council of New 
South Wales, 2008; Holdsworth et al., 2013).  

Thomas, another interviewee who experienced 
problems related to his gambling expenditure 
during the pandemic and afterwards, provided a 
quite different explanation for refusing to 
approach services. Thomas was insistent that 
gambling was a problem of colonization and 
therefore not his job to fix by going to 
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counselling. Thomas was clear that blame should 
be apportioned to extractive gambling industries 
brought by white invaders to the country (see also 
Rintoul et al., 2013): 

The Black people left the bush, left the 
mountain, valley, streams, to come to the 
city, and that’s how we get addicted. It’s 
not our fault. It’s whoever created all this 
crap. It’s nothing to do with Black fellas. 
The white man’s system for everything.  

Representing First Nations individuals as 
responsible for their gambling rather than 
attributing blame to an extractive gambling 
industry arguably contributes to an ongoing 
project of colonization. It obscures the role of the 
policies and extractive commercial entities that 
created the social problems (Gale & Bolzan, 
2013). Rita also observed how her Community 
was pathologized: “COVID lockdowns affected 
everyone the same—Indig and not. But Indigenous 
people’s problems are under the spotlight. I think it 
shows more if you’re Indigenous because people 
are looking out for you to have a problem.” 

Community Solutions and Moving Beyond 
Individualized Responses to Gambling  

Troy’s story highlights a further issue for First 
Nations people: the need for culturally 
appropriate health care delivered in a non-clinical 
way by a person who can inspire trust, usually by 
being a Community member themselves (Finlay 
and Wenitong, 2020). Where people described 
beneficial therapeutic relationships with workers 
(as Troy did), they spoke of that relationship as a 
personal one that emerged from the site of 
formal support. Interviewees also reflected that 
Community members would be most likely to 
access gambling or other services where they 
could create connections and a feeling of safety, 
and they spoke about yarning circles as a way to 
achieve this collectively.  

Aboriginal Community–controlled health 
services such as MDAS provide effective health 

care for their communities, and this is enhanced 
by the employment of staff who are themselves 
First Nations (Campbell et al., 2018). Troy was able 
to seek and accept help with gambling from a 
young man with whom he felt an affinity based 
on shared age, Aboriginality, and gender. This 
underlines what is already known about the 
critical contribution that First Nations staff can 
make to service provision in their communities, 
including the importance of First Nations 
Community–led interventions such as yarning 
circles (Campbell et al., 2018). 

Despite the political critique some participants 
made of the gambling industry, we observed 
among many participants a conviction that 
managing gambling was a private and personal 
responsibility, and that this should be achieved by 
willpower and without resorting to services or 
help from others. This neoliberal view about the 
importance of self-management is also widely 
held by non-Indigenous people (Nicoll, 2018). As 
an extension of this, participants commonly 
identified individual strategies as the main way to 
deal with gambling. Whether this was related to 
being a First Nations person was not clear, 
although Beth spoke of being proud to show her 
Community that she was able to control gambling 
through her own efforts, perhaps thus 
counteracting racist stereotypes of First Nations 
people as lacking capacity for self-management: 
“I do everything in moderation. I’m quite proud of 
that. I like being the example for my Community. 
My Aboriginal Community. I’m quite proud of 
that.”  

While individual willpower has a place in 
managing gambling, much of the harm that 
ensues from gambling is driven by structural 
factors outside the person, such as product 
availability and advertising (Rintoul et al., 2013; 
Strohäker & Becker, 2018). The pandemic 
dramatically curbed in-venue gambling. A worker 
spoke of an improvement in some First Nations 
people’s relationships with gambling when 
venues closed: 
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It was sort of a really different shift we saw 
in Community, which was really amazing; 
space and capacity to focus on certain 
elements […]. Parents and carers we’ve 
seen had some time to really focus on 
certain elements that were affecting their 
social and emotional health well-being, 
and sort of had the right supports in place. 

Unlike Troy, who increased his gambling 
expenditure during lockdowns and then reduced 
it subsequently, some experienced a trajectory 
towards reduced gambling expenditure during 
restrictions. These people’s in-venue gambling 
ceased abruptly when lockdowns started, and 
they did not commence online gambling 
afterward. The sudden absence of pokies in 
particular disrupted practices and allowed people 
space to learn what it was like not to gamble, 
giving them extra cash and space to consider 
what they could do to support their well-being 
and that of their families. The opportunity this 
afforded some people reflects a similar finding in 
another study involving First Nations people 
(Gupta et al., 2021).  

Yet this did not last for everyone once 
restrictions were relaxed. The overall sense shared 
among the workers we spoke with was that 
“people came back gambling better and harder.” 
The pandemic experience demonstrates that the 
most effective way to reduce excessive gambling 
expenditure is to restrict availability, rather than 
relying on individuals to exercise willpower. 

Workers talked about wanting to share with 
Community members how gambling products are 
designed to override their willpower and ensnare 
them, and that this is done in particularly 
insidious ways through advertising online 
gambling products on social media (Hing, 
Cherney, et al., 2015; Hing et al., 2022; Livingstone 
& Adams, 2011). This may be a form of 
Community education that does not stigmatize 
individuals for social problems (see Keane, 2019). 

Discussion 

In this article, we consider stories exemplifying 
three gambling expenditure trajectories from 
before to after COVID-19 lockdowns reported by 
20 First Nations people living in the Sunraysia 
regional area of Victoria, all of whom identify as 
Aboriginal.  

The three case studies presented here highlight 
the diverse trajectories that individuals followed 
during and after restrictions associated with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Following the pandemic 
restrictions, a majority of people interviewed 
returned to their regular levels of gambling, with 
the remainder split evenly between more and less 
gambling post-COVID restrictions. Our results are 
similar to those from a large population study 
conducted in the United Kingdom (Fluharty et al., 
2022). 

Regardless of their trajectory, most of our case-
study participants showed a marked increase in 
online gambling during lockdowns when venues 
were closed, stresses were many, and there was 
little else to do to occupy their time. This move to 
take up or increase online gambling was evident 
in the Australian population more broadly during 
the early months of the pandemic (Jenkinson et 
al., 2020). 

First Nations health research has rightly been 
derided for its tendency to report a litany of 
problems (Bryant et al., 2021). It is important to 
highlight that the majority of people in this study 
returned to their usual level of gambling 
expenditure after lockdowns eased, with some 
reporting that they spent less on gambling after 
the pandemic restrictions than they did before.  

However, we should also bear in mind that a 
minority of people in our study reported 
increased expenditure and harm from gambling 
after lockdowns, particularly involving new 
modalities of online gambling. Discussions with 
workers that occurred as part of the study suggest 
that this pattern of increased overall gambling 
may be more widespread within the broader 
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Victorian First Nations Community than in our 
interview sample.  

The literature suggests that factors such as pre-
existing mental health and substance-use 
conditions, personal coping mechanisms, and 
disadvantage appear to play a role in shaping 
these trajectories (Fluharty et al., 2022). This may 
well be true for our participants; however, we also 
note that those who distanced themselves from 
Community scrutiny had only individual 
strategies to implement to manage their 
gambling. Future research might investigate 
Community connectedness as a protective factor 
for gambling harm. Evidently, a policy and service 
response involving Community at every step is 
required to meet the needs of those whose online 
gambling has remained more problematic since 
the conclusion of COVID-19 lockdowns. 

Community played a significant role in all the 
trajectories described in this paper. Most 
participants spoke of the presence of Community 
members as supporting them to moderate 
gambling; something that was unavailable to 
those who gambled online at home during 
COVID-19 restrictions. Community was also used 
to ameliorate problems from excessive gambling 
expenditure, with some participants preferring to 
seek help from another First Nations person. This 
is consistent with literature that shows how 
resilience for First Nations peoples emerges 
through relationships between people, their 
Communities, and culture (Gale & Bolzan, 2013; 
Gee et al., 2023; Usher et al., 2021). 

Contrary to this emphasis on Community as a 
source of resilience, individual willpower was 
identified by most participants as a preferred 
means of managing gambling. This worked for 
some, but participants also noted that the 
ongoing effects of trauma made it more difficult 
for First Nations people to manage gambling. 
Some participants were wary of problematizing 
First Nations people’s gambling and drew 
attention to the responsibility of colonization and 
the gambling industry for causing these troubles. 
Thomas insisted that gambling was part of a 

“white man’s system” to oppress First Nations. 
Beth observed that her Community members 
were scrutinized for signs of problems from 
gambling in a way that non-Indigenous people 
were not. Nat pointed out that, when First Nations 
peoples experience problems from gambling, it is 
attributed to their Indigeneity rather than the 
poverty from colonization and dispossession. 
These participants echo arguments made in the 
academic literature that gambling is part of an 
ongoing project of colonization and oppression 
of First Nations people, and that it does this by 
producing racialized stigma and shame (Nicoll, 
2018). 

Exposure to online gambling, and related 
marketing, was a key factor in shifting or 
increasing gambling practices during COVID-19 
lockdowns for many. Due to the particularly 
predatory nature of the marketing and availability 
of online gambling, people were clear that 
stronger regulation and advertising of these 
products is required. While gambling regulations 
must account for the need for self-determination 
among First Nations communities (Saunders & 
Doyle, 2021), the gambling industry (and related 
promotions) represent a commercial determinant 
of harm that individualizes and 
disproportionately oppresses First Nations 
communities. Reconciling these two competing 
priorities requires, first and foremost, policies and 
regulations that draw on the voices of First 
Nations people. 

Conclusion 

As a small qualitative study involving a 
convenience sample of interviewees, we cannot 
generalize our findings to make claims about the 
prevalence of the trajectories we identified. The 
voluntary recruitment process might have 
influenced our findings, as those struggling with 
gambling might have been less likely to 
participate. The study also has strengths; for 
example, it benefited greatly from Community 
co-researcher contributions. Further, following 
people’s stories, as we have done here, has 
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enabled us to trace the evolution of gambling 
practices over time. It allows us to recognize 
something of the diversity and nuances of 
practice, such as gambling within individual lives, 
and the various factors that seem to shape how 
they form, persist, and dissipate.  

This paper highlights a complex dilemma to be 
negotiated by those working in gambling 
response services for First Nations people. 
Services are funded to work with individuals and 
Communities in the knowledge that First Nations 
people are at higher risk of harm from gambling 
than the general population due to 
multigenerational dispossession, poverty, and 
trauma. An immediate response to individual and 
Community suffering from gambling is, of course, 
required. Yet excessive spending on gambling is 
encouraged by governments and industry—and 
these are the bodies that are able to bring in 
measures promoting the most effective change—
as was evident during COVID-19-related 
restrictions on gambling venue opening. 
Encouraging people to change their gambling 
practices might be an easier option than 
addressing the contribution of the gambling 
industry to the ongoing colonization of First 
Nations peoples or achieving political action to 
reduce gambling product availability. But it also 
implicitly blames First Nations Communities and 
individuals for problems that are largely not of 
their making. 
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