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Introduction

What can bingo can add to our academic, law, and policy debates about gambling and political
economy? 2 I have been trying, for a while now, to make the case that bingo matters to academics - in
its own right (it is a globally-significant, popular, though under-researched form of play that has
historically been central to the development of gambling law and policy) - and because it offers a new
lens on broader concerns about diverse economies, and the ways in which they are shaped by law. Like
many other authors interested in this new journal, I spend much of my time arguing that the concerns
of mainstream gambling studies are too narrow.

In this blog post, however, I want to share some thoughts about an issue that is absolutely central
to mainstream gambling studies: responsible gambling (RG). In particular, I want to think about the
role of cash use in responsible gambling, given the widespread claim that registered play, associated
with card use, can be an effective harm reduction tool.? In a shortened version of an argument that I

make in my book, Bingo Capitalism, 1 suggest that critical gambling scholars need to think carefully

about player tracking as a solution to excessive gambling. The short version of my argument is this: I
am worried about the fact that states and academics — not just businesses - are increasingly motivated
to gather, and extract value from, gambling data, and I am unconvinced that it will help matters. Because
cash use helps players to limit spending, account-based play may even be counterproductive,
undercutting long-established mechanisms for regulating excessive play. Specifically, I identify two
paradoxes that emerge from consideration of bingo in the UK, both of which under-cut the promise of
account-based play to foster responsible play: 1. the safety of cash, and 2. the additional risks posed by

online play.

! This blog post is an expanded version of an argument about player tracking and cash use that I first published
in Bedford 2018 (b). A longer version of the argument is contained in Bedford 2019.

2 See e.g. Bedford, K. 2015; 2018. For the relevance of bingo to law and policy debates, see Bingo Project 2016.
3 In other work I have explored other dimensions of cash use, including the requirement for workers (paid and
unpaid) to show ‘clean hands’ after touching cash in B.C. bingo halls. See Bedford, K. 2018.


https://global.oup.com/academic/product/bingo-capitalism-9780198845225?cc=ca&lang=en&

The Broader Academic and Policy Debate

Player tracking was originally built into the design of gambling machines to increase profit.

However, in many jurisdictions these player tracking technologies have been deployed as a Responsible
Gambling mechanism (Schiill, 2012, p. 260). Some machines are equipped with pop-ups on play time

or tips on RG, or software that allows players to

| perform voluntary acts of self-governance, such as
budget management tools, limits setting, self-

exclusion, or personal risk evaluations (275). In

¥YOU HAVE BEEN PLAYING FOR &0 MINUTES,
D YO WISH TO QO TINLE T

—

other cases, play data is monitored to pick up on

patterns that might indicate problem gambling,

such as repeated top ups; these can be used to

s R generate alerts that send over a member of staff, or
Image from htips:/www.basisonline.org/2 I that freeze advertising (283-4). Some credit card
companies allow people to Dblock their cards from Dbeing used to gamble

(https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/nov/15/halifax-hsbe-block-cards-from-gambling).

Increasingly, there is also hope that the metadata of online play might be used more effectively, with
algorithms used to find patterns and correlations and thereby allow better policy interventions.

Some academics are very supportive of player tracking.* However, others are more sceptical, on
the grounds that surveillance technologies to monitor and shape the habits of players have a dual, and
arguably inherently conflictual role: to enable more effective marketing so as to accelerate consumption,
while also promising to increase safety.’

In my research on the UK bingo sector, I seek to further dampen the ‘hype and hope’ (Rieder &
Simon, 2016, p. 4) about how technology will resolve problematic gambling, by troubling the joint
state/researcher faith in algorithms on which it rests. This faith rests on the promise that player tracking
technologies will provide real-time feedback, find patterns that cannot be detected by human cognition,
distil them into predictive analytics, and generate new policy solutions (van Dijck, 2014; Yeung, 2017a,
2017b). I draw instead on more critical accounts of big data that doubt the ability of algorithms to access
truths about social life, and that question the desirability of subsequent measures to identify or pre-empt
risk (Rieder & Simon, 2016; Yeung, 2017a, 2017b; Scholz, 2012). One key insight from these accounts
is that big data is not just of interest to companies. Data produced by consumers can also be a resource
for employers, police (Andrejevic, 2012, p. 160), regulators, and academics (Boyd & Crawford, 2012;
van Dijck, 2014). For many critics, it is the ‘inextricable knot’ of commercial, state, and researcher
interests in metadata that explains the proliferation of tracking, and associated efforts to convince the

general public that continuous surveillance is in our collective interests (van Dijck 2014, p. 203).

4 E.g. Gainsbury 2011; Griffiths 2014; Parke et al. 2008.
5 E.g. Schiill 2012: 276. On personalized advertising as a feature of mobile gaming platforms, shaped by
algorithms that learn from the time, place, and type of play, see Reith 2016.


https://lifehacker.com/how-casinos-use-rewards-programs-to-track-everything-yo-1830864482
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/nov/15/halifax-hsbc-block-cards-from-gambling

Applying these insights to gambling studies should lead us to pause in our embrace of cashless play as

a SR mechanism.

Social Responsibility in UK Commercial Bingo Halls and the growing emphasis on Player

Tracking.

Photo by Alison Turner

Almost unanimously, when interviewees from the UK’s licensed bingo sector were asked about
problem gambling, they said that it was rare, and mostly concerned gambling machines. Generally, staff
tended to be cautious about intervening, because they feared offending customers. However, they did
intervene, often because they genuinely cared about helping people to get better, and sometimes, also,
because the distress manifest was upsetting other customers, and/or causing complaints from family
members. In the past, before SR had become a regulatory priority in the UK, informal but regularized
mechanisms included ‘having a chat’; telling someone to go home or to only come in with family or
friends; refusing to serve alcohol to someone with a gambling problem; and ‘letting someone know you
are keeping an eye’. Staff also used measures equivalent to ‘imposed self-exclusion’ (where players
with problems are identified by staff and barred) and ‘third party self-exclusion’ (where family members

request that a player be barred and cut off from marketing).®

¢ Within gambling studies, such measures are considered to be at the extreme end of interventions designed to
protect adults from themselves; see Reith and Scottish Centre for Social Research (ScotCen) 2006: 71; Hancock
2011: 149, 226.



https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/143770/0036514.pdf

The reliance on informal measures that gave hall managers considerable discretion to design

solutions in negotiation with players and their families has now given way to formal procedures

mandated by legally binding codes. Since the 2005 Gambling Act came into effect in the UK, in
September 2007, SR has become a key regulatory priority impacting the gambling industry as a whole.’
The same approaches to SR are being rolled out across different gambling sectors, and practices are
increasingly standardized.

Moreover, the growing regulatory concern with SR has led to efforts to track players at an
individual and aggregate level, via new technologies. In 2014, the national regulator, the Gambling
Commission, launched a research initiative using loyalty card and anonymous transactional machine
data, to see if there were technology driven measures that could minimize harmful play without
impacting on those who do not exhibit harmful behaviours (see Department for Culture, Media and
Sport 2014, and discussion in Miers 2015). The government also placed a requirement on larger betting
shop operators to offer account based play. The move was welcomed by many observers, including
some academics. The Responsible Gambling Trust funded further research into the topic (Forrest &
McHale, 2016).

In turn, cashless play is now being recommended in all sectors by the Gambling Commission, as
part of the joint state and researcher faith that algorithms can access truths about gambling much more
accurately than people can. Specifically, ‘anonymous play’ (with cash) is now framed as a SR problem,
in part because it makes sector-wide self-exclusion policies harder to implement. In 2015, a
Commission document announcing stricter SR codes for licensees opened with a foreword from
organization’s then-chair, Philip Graf, which laid out the case against cash on money laundering and

harm prevention grounds:

“the anonymity currently inherent in cash-based gambling makes identifying and reducing
harm much more challenging than it otherwise might be. It hampers research into the causes of
harm and cost effective ways of mitigating it. And it makes more advanced player protection
measures, such as feedback from patterns of play over time and associated operator action, virtually
impossible to introduce effectively. It is also important to recognise that for some customers—those
engaged in the disposal of criminal assets or fruits of the black economy—anonymity is highly
attractive. Added to this, we are now in a world where new forms of harm reduction, based on data
analytics, are becoming possible.... Account-based or registered play—with the ability to link play
to identified players over time—offers opportunities to identify those who potentially might be at
risk of harm.” (Gambling Commission 2015a: 3)

71 discuss the legislative, regulatory, and case law dimensions of this shift in some depth in the book.


http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2005/19/contents

Although Graf noted opposition to player tracking, stemming from concerns about privacy and
the personal freedom to dispose of funds that have been acquired legitimately, he stated that these are
for Parliament, not the regulator, to address (2015, p. 4).

As a result, ‘anonymous’ (cash-based) play was identified as a problem to be managed, in part
due to the faith that player tracking—at both the aggregate and individual level—will reduce harmful
gambling and prevent money laundering. The gambling industry was warned that unless they
voluntarily engaged with the regulator to address this problem, in the way proposed by the regulator
(player-tracking), even stricter technological solutions may be imposed (Gambling Commission, 2015,
p. 5). In 2018, GambleAware invited bids for a new research package on consumer vulnerability that is
reliant on player tracking, and—in turn—on cashless play (Responsible Gambling Strategy Board,

2018). The Gambling Commission’s current website guidance on Cashless payment technologies in

gambling premises reiterates that new technologies for player tracking provide new opportunities for

harm reduction.

Paradox 1: Cash may be safer, and/or less anonymous.

The first problem with this framing is that, broadly speaking, cash can be a useful technology for
limiting spending in gambling: once it is gone it is not topped up. Conversely card use speeds up play
and induces automaticity, in part by reducing interruptions. When cash money is turned into credit, it
is more likely to get psychically separated off into a non-fungible form considered only viable for use
in the exchange zone of the machine (Schiill, 2012, p. 56). This is perhaps why the casino sector has
tried to encourage card use, or creation of credits, and why some problem gambling treatment providers

recommend reliance on cash as a harm minimization measure. GambleAware’s own leaflet ‘Staying in

control’ advises:

Don’t take your bank card with you. This is a good way to safeguard your money limit and not
let being ‘in the moment’ warp your judgement.

Similarly, the Gambling Commission’s webpage on cashless payments mentions research
showing “that non-cash payment methods in gambling can lead to consumers over-spending, as such
methods require less thinking about the actual cost and affordability implications of a
transaction...compared to cash payments” (2019). Earlier this year, the Commission announced a ban
on the use of credit cards for all forms of remote gambling, and for non-remote betting (the conditions
for non-remote bingo and adult gaming centre licenses already prevented operators from accepting
payments by credit card). This awareness of the risks of credit card use sits awkwardly with the
enthusiasm for account-based play expressed by the same organizations.

Moving from gambling in general to bingo specifically, it becomes clear that in this sector cash-
using players are not anonymous. In contrast, they may be well-known regulars. Their play may be
opaque to data tracking systems, and central regulators, but it is easily legible within the hall, and staff

are able to monitor it; they know precisely who is calling them over to change notes for coins to feed
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https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/for-gambling-businesses/Compliance/General-compliance/Social-responsibility/Cashless-payment-technologies.aspx
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/for-gambling-businesses/Compliance/General-compliance/Social-responsibility/Cashless-payment-technologies.aspx
https://www.begambleaware.org/safer-gambling/
https://www.begambleaware.org/safer-gambling/
https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/for-gambling-businesses/Compliance/consultation-responses-2020/Changes-to-licence-conditions-and-codes-of-practice-on-the-use-of-credit-cards-for-gambling.aspx

into side games, for example. In this regard staff hope that their cash-related interactions with bingo
hall members can guide them as to whether people are experiencing problems. They have no such faith
in player tracking technologies. Indeed, many interviewees were critical of moves to player tracking,
given the low-risks associated with bingo, and the fact that its distinctive player demographic has a
strong attachment to cash. As scholars exploring the demographics of the ‘unbanked’ have noted, cash
is accessible for otherwise financially marginalized groups,® including older people, women, and people
on low incomes — precisely the demographic that dominates bingo. Indeed, many bingo players come
with set amounts of cash for the session, leaving coins out for their side games or machine play for
example. The idea that these are especially risky players, from a money laundering or problem gambling

point of view, struck many in the bingo sector as absurd.

Paradox 2: Online bingo becomes the model for social responsibility.

Many land-based bingo staff in the UK point resentfully to the inverse relationship between the
lower levels of harm caused by their products, and the freer rein given to online operators who are able
to offer product mixes prohibited in brick and mortar halls (including card games such as poker, and
online roulette). Moreover, online bingo is seen as more risky in part because players can easily lose
track of spending. These concerns have made their way into political debate: for example, MPs have
spoken in Westminster’s Parliament of constituents who had struggled with online bingo addictions,
criticizing the lack of spending limits, the difficulty of closing accounts, and the continued marketing
directed at people who had tried to stop playing.’

Despite these concerns, due to the regulatory embrace of player tracking solutions to SR a
paradox has emerged whereby online bingo—long seen as more risky than land-based play—is being
(re)positioned as safe, because its technologies enable greater surveillance. Regulators and land-based
bingo operators are at odds here, with the latter sometimes incredulous that the online sector is being
seen to offer SR lessons. One land-based bingo expert insisted that underage players would ‘last five
minutes’ if they tried to enter a hall, ‘Coz somebody would spot them and they would be removed’
(Interview A29), whereas with access to a payment card they could play online. Hence in a Q&A session
with the Gambling Commission at a 2015 bingo industry meeting, one irritated land-based operator
challenged the regulator on the failure to control online play, stating ‘The problem is online! Not the
bricks and mortar.” The answer from the Commission was that ‘Online is traceable. Every single
transaction.’” The fact that the online player is completely transparent—far more so than their land-based
counterpart—is a ‘very valuable asset for regulatory interventions’ (fieldnotes). For online operators
and regulators, traceability through centralized player tracking systems is key; for halls, what matters

is other ways of ‘seeing’.

8 See e.g. Squires 2009: 22; Fung Huynh and Stuber 2015; Bagnall and Flood 2011.
® See Hansard reports including Jessica Morden in 574 Parl. Deb. HC (6th ser.) (30 January 2014) col. 1001; see
also 492 Parl. Deb. HC (6th ser.) (13 May 2009) cols. 964-83.



Conclusion.

Put bluntly, I agree with the hall managers that players are probably safer in halls, and that
technologies being heralded as SR aids may make problematic gambling worse. The danger is that
people will be ported into cashless, account based forms of play that purport to be safer, but that actually
undermine existing mechanisms for regulating spending.

More broadly, however, these measures are of concern because they further entrench
governmental and researcher faith in algorithmic approaches, and the online technologies of which they
are a part, to resolve social problems. In this regard the promotion of cashless, account-based play
reflects the broader capture of the regulator (and some gambling academics) by technological
imaginaries about perfect surveillance via electronic payments. In this respect, the embrace of player
tracking technologies within bingo offers a compelling example of the multiple investments being made
in metadata.

In this, wider, sense, while I am concerned about measures being proposed to track bingo players
because of what they mean for bingo players, I am also worried about the more general implications of
the faith in algorithms to protect us from harm. That faith is not only misplaced, but also
counterproductive. The power of algorithmic approaches is in part that they eclipse alternative
regulatory solutions, and it is for this reason that the joint state/researcher interests in player tracking
technologies need to be critically interrogated—because they may well lead to further exploitation,
while problematizing the everyday behaviours of already marginalized, stigmatized groups of
consumers. These approaches are also fundamentally opposed to the epistemological values that should
inform qualitative approaches to gambling, such as the need for contextualized data, deep immersion in
the field of enquiry, and listening carefully to people with most on-the-ground experience. In this respect
the desire to port bingo players away from cash is important beyond bingo. Those with deep insider
knowledge tell us that cash use helps regulate spending, and that online play is more harmful. But the
embrace of data-driven solutions leads to regulatory recommendations for opposite approaches. At issue
here is not just a way of playing bingo, but also an orientation to knowledge that links together the state,

researchers, and dominant sectors of the gambling industry in new and potentially harmful ways.
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