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The Gambling Fantasy Space


Gambling is defined as “playing games of chance for money or some other stake, or to take a risk in order to gain some advantage.”
  By some accounts life is a gamble, as people are faced with decisions that involve risk and chance everyday.  Gambling activities are extensions of the risk and chance of life.  Many people believe gambling is just a game, a way to turn a bet into a commitment.  However, gambling is actually an elaborate fantasy space, with many different facets and levels of immersion.


Gambling can range from slot machines, to table games, to lotteries, to sports betting, to parimutuel betting, and bingo.  Each game can become a complicated fantasy space, if the player so desires.  This paper will examine how and why gambling has become one of the most popular, and one of the more costly, fantasy spaces.


Gambling is among the largest sector in the entertainment industry.  In 1993 for example, more people visited casinos (90 million) than baseball stadiums (70 million).  In 1995 the gross revenue of gambling was $44.4 billion.  This was more than twice that of movie theaters ($5.5 million), cruise ships ($6.7 million), and theme parks ($7 million) combined.
  The reasons people gamble are varied.  People gamble for fun, for money, for excitement, and for a challenge.
  The amount of involvement one has in a gambling activity depends on the person.  Lotteries have very little involvement whereas casino games usually involve much greater amounts of participation.


Many kids are exposed to gambling at a young age.  Playing the game of POGS is just one such example, as there is little or no skill involved, just chance.
  Other kids play simple card games or dice games, such as Yahtzee, for loose change.  As a result, nearly everybody is exposed to gambling at some point.


Lotteries are some of the less involved types of gambling.  It usually involves picking a few numbers at random.  A drawing is then held at some regular interval and winners can often win millions of dollars if they match all the correct numbers.  The time commitment for these types of games is very low; however, fantasies are still created as a result of lotteries.  Despite odds of more than 195 million to 1 for the Powerball grand prize, there are plenty of people who play it regularly.
  The odds of being killed by lightning are roughly 2.6 million to 1.  Yet one out of every three people in the United States think that winning the lottery is the only way to become financially secure in their life.
  It is not so much the game itself that becomes the fantasy, it's the potential results of playing the game.  Every person who buys a lottery ticket buys into the fantasy of a big, life changing win.  Many even bet the same numbers every time out of fear that the second they change them the are sure to be winners.  The game itself sells a fantasy to people, and to cope with the inevitable losses, people construct their own fantasies and superstitions in order to increase their chances of winning.


Another lottery game, scratch off tickets, have a similar effect on people.  While the payoffs are not as large, the instant gratification fulfills the same function.  Instantaneously, people can win hundreds or even thousands of dollars.  Most other lottery games follow the same basic structure and have the same fantasy, to instantly make life-changing sums of money with no effort.  All lottery games are losing games in the end though.  If played over a long enough time every person who plays will lose money.  Only by beating the odds can a lottery player actually make any money.


Parimutuel betting is a system used in horse racing, greyhound racing, and other sporting events of relatively short duration in which participants finish in a ranked order.  The money from all bettors is pooled and the final payouts are not determined until the pool is closed.  For this discussion I will focus on horse racing.  Unlike lotteries, it is possible for a skill player to make money in the long run betting on horse racing.  Any person who bets on horses knows this.  The fantasy is that any one can do it, which is certainly far from the truth.


The fantasy space of horse betting is more elaborate than that of lotteries.  Going to the track (or off-track wagering sites) is an escape from home.  Lottery tickets can be purchased many places, including many gas stations, convenience stores, and grocery stores.  It is usually not necessary to go out of the way or spend much time purchasing lottery tickets or finding out the results.  Horse betting requires much more than this.  It is usually necessary to research horses and jockeys, determine track conditions, and determine which type of bet to make.
  The entire process becomes an escape.  In fact, most horse races are over in minutes yet the entire process of betting, socializing, and watching often lasts an entire afternoon.


Sports betting is the practice of predicting sports results and betting on their outcome.
  It is one of the few forms of gambling where it is actually possible to win in the long run.  The number of wagers that can be made are nearly limitless.
  People who make sports bets can be causal players who only make a few bets every year, to experienced players who make multiple bets a day.  The amount of immersion is up to the player.  For many of the more involved players sports betting is almost a job in and of itself.  The fantasy space created by it can almost be a second life.


A casual sports bettor can use sports betting as a way to further enjoy a favorite sport, in much the same way as fantasy sports.  Often times, the bets are made on “hunches” and between friends.  The risk is small and the reward far from life-changing.  But the escape is still present.  Even casual bettors are likely to watch the game they are betting on, rooting solely for the outcome that will win their bet.  For the duration of the sporting event, they are in their own fantasy world, rooting for one outcome.


High stakes sports bettors take the simple sports betting formula and take it to the extreme.  A sportsbook, the place where gamblers can make their bets, often look like some sort of NASA command center, with hundreds of monitors showing every possible sports program playing. 
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�	Pogs is played by two players using round paper discs.  Each player has their own collection of pogs and a slammer, a heavier game piece often made of metal or a thick plastic.  An equal number of pogs from each player is stacked face down.  The players then take turns throwing their slammer onto the stack causing the pogs to scatter.  Each player keeps the pogs which land face up after the throw.  This is repeated until no pogs remain in the stack.
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�	The three most common ways to bet money are to win, to place, and to show.  A bet to win means that you stake money on the horse, and if it comes in first place, the bet is a winner. In a bet to place, you are betting on your horse to finish either first or second. A bet to show wins if the horse finishes first, second or third. 


�	I have excluded online sports betting in this discussion, as I will discuss online gambling later in the paper.


�	Some of the more common bets include a straight bet (a bet on the winner at given odds), the point spread (betting on two teams which have been made equal by allocating extra points to the underdog team), the money line (establishes odds inversely proportional to the point spread), the over/under (a bet that the combined number of points scored by the two teams in the game will be Over or Under the total set by the oddsmaker), and proportion bets (betting on more unusual events, such as who will score the first points in a game).






