The WAGER, Vol. 3(15) -
Quantifying responses to “amount
spent gambling”

April 14, 1998

One basic standard of sound survey research methodology is to ask each survey
question in a way that minimizes the ways the question can be interpreted.
Gambling researchers have been interested in the question of amount individuals
spend on gambling, with a typical hypothesis being that pathological gamblers
spend larger amounts of their available money on gambling than non-pathological
gamblers. However, one individual may consider their gambling expenditure as
the total amount spent in the gambling episode, while another individual may
consider their gambling expenditure as the net loss after subtracting the gains.
Blaszczynski & colleagues examined the range of interpretations that typical
survey respondents have to the question “how much do you spend gambling?” [1]
A sample of 181 medical students were asked how much was spent in five
vignettes of various gambling scenarios presented to them. For each vignette,
respondents were asked “how much was won”, “how much was lost”, and “how
much was spent gambling”. In one of the vignettes (shown below), respondents
calculated the response to “how much was spent gambling” in a variety of ways:
63.9% calculated net expenditure, 16.7% calculated the initial investment, 5.6%
calculated initial investment plus losses minus winnings, 3.9% calculated sesion
loss, and 10.1% used another strategy. Overestimates of gambling expenditure
are related to reporting turnover (total amount gambled inclusive of wins which
are re-invested) and/or incidental costs (e.g., travel, food) in their calculation of
amount spent gambling. As self-reported gambling expenditures are often used to
estimate community or sub-population expenditures for public health or policy-
making purposes and to provide a clinical marker for risky gambling behavior, it
is important to assure consistency in the interpretation of this question.
Blaszczynski & colleagues recommend that clear instructions on how to calculate
expenditure be included in surveys asking respondents to estimate how much
they spend gambling. Their recommendation for the most relevant estimate of
gambling expenditure is net expenditure (the amount gambled less winnings, or
gross profit).
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Methods of calculating "amount spent
gambling”

=Vignette: You recently decided to gamble 5120 on
your favormte form of gambling, You inmally won 360
but then followang a bad run of luck, lost 5100
Feeling tired, you decided to leave and return home
" Possible responses o "How much did you spend
gamblng?™;
= Net Expenditure: ($120 - [$120 « &0 - 1001)
= Initial Investment (5120)

= |nitial Investmant plus lossas minus winnings. (5120 +
100 - 60)
= Session Lost: (5100)
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