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Introduction

Casino tourism (CAT) significantly contributes to the local and
national economies (But and Ap, 2017). Casino gambling is also proven to
improve residents' quality of life in two ways; by extending the recreational
options available to the residents and also by increasing job opportunities
and income generated from casinos (Andriotis & Vaughan, 2003; Gursoy
& Rutherford, 2004; Ham et al., 2004; Deery et al., 2012). Increasing
affluence and seeking of the pleasure of tourists has led to the phenomenal
growth of this industry. Tourists on vacation want to experience the
entertainment the gambling establishments offer, especially those tourists
from countries where gambling is completely banned. There are opposing
views regarding the desirability of casinos (Lee et al.,2020). While the
government, local authorities, and entertainment companies support
gambling for its financial benefits, many social organizations criticize
gambling for its evil effects, like addiction and increased crime (Nichols
and Tosun, 2017).

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic are significant in all fields
of life and all across the world. Since the beginning of the pandemic,
authorities and gambling houses have been concerned about the impact of
the pandemic on gambling. The impact of the pandemic on gambling is
rambling. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in lockdowns
worldwide, temporary closure of casinos and short-term suspension of
gambling by many. While some of these gamblers continued the
suspension, some switched to online gambling (Davies, 2020), raising a
major concern since online gambling is considered a high-risk game
(Gainsbury et al., 2015; Hing et al., 2015). After the easing down of the
pandemic, some continued suspension, some remained online, while most
resumed casino gambling.

Only a small amount of literature is currently available on COVID-
19 and gambling, and it is still uncertain how the COVID-19 pandemic may
affect gambling behavior and gambling problems. To further understand the
impact of the pandemic on gambling, more study is required, including
qualitative and mixed methods studies (Brodeur et al., 2021). The need for
understanding the experience of gamblers during the epidemic and the
inadequacy of published qualitative or mixed investigations has also been
noted by Auer et al. (2020). Furthermore, Donati et al. (2021) observed the
dearth of literature on COVID-19 and gambling. They pointed out the need
to examine how the COVID-19 pandemic may affect people's gambling
habits and how gamblers may react to the reopening of casinos.

The main focus of this study is to fill the gaps mentioned earlier by
analyzing the impact of COVID-19 on gamblers and their reaction to the
reopening of casinos using a qualitative approach and learning theory
framework. Gamblers with addictions believed that nothing could stop them
from playing. They had to stop gambling due to the pandemic, which caused
casinos to close (Kalke et al., 2022). Even though many gamblers struggled
to cope (Biddle, 2020; Georgiadou et al., 2022), many saved money and
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achieved financial stability. When they were not gambling, they focused on
their families and jobs, but when casinos reopened, they felt restless and
started playing again. Many gamblers were heavily indebted and spent their
whole income on gambling. The primary motive behind the comeback and
ongoing gambling was recovery. Gamblers were thrilled to be able to
gamble again when casinos reopened, even though they were aware that
regular gamblers seldom won money. This study aligns with learning
theories and establishes the role of various social and psychological factors
in the decision to stop, pick up again, and keep gambling. While
observational and reinforcement learning processes lead to the formation
and continuation of behavior operant conditioning, which uses rewards and
penalties, and classical conditioning, which links the enjoyment of activities
with environmental cues, are learned to cause addiction. These components
of the learning theory provide explanations for gambling behavior, relapse
and persistence. This research uses learning theories to hypothesize the
causes of the relapse and continued gambling based on qualitative
interviews.

The main objectives of this research are:

1. To analyze the impact of COVID-19 on gamblers and their reaction
to the reopening of casinos using a qualitative approach and learning
theory framework.

2. To explore the role of social and psychological factors in the
decision to stop, pick up again, and keep gambling.

Theoretical Background

A growing body of literature has begun to stress the importance of
integrating major theoretical explanations of gambling to develop a better
understanding of the underlying mechanism of deviant behavior. It has been
found that theories of learning have been at work in addition to addiction
theory and risk theory, which are considered distinct traditional theories of
gambling. Gambling requires a distinctive skill set normally obtained
through personal interactions and experiences and not normally possessed
by all (Skinner and Fream, 1997). Gambling is s learned behavior rather
than innate behavior; hence, it is imperative to explore learning theories in
understanding gambling behavior.

Social Learning Theory

Researchers have confirmed the relationship between the SLT of
Bandura (1978) and deviant behavior (Hinduja and Ingram, 2009; Holt et
al., 2010; Smallridge, 2012). As mentioned, the specific skill set required
for gambling is not normally possessed but acquired through differential
association. This differential association is a component of SLT; hence,
social learning theory can be applied to studying gambling behavior.
Moreover, Social Learning Theory remains among the most empirically
supported explanations for involvement in traditional deviance like crime
and gambling (Hwang and Akers, 2003).
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The social learning theory suggests that users' behaviors are
determined by two structurally different social learning processes:
observational learning and reinforcement learning. The theory revolves
around the concept of conditioning for behavior formation and addiction.
The conditioning concept divides environmental stimuli leading to behavior
formation into classical and operant conditioning. The coming sessions
further explain various concepts associated with the learning theory.

Observational Learning

Behavior change regulated by direct and indirect interaction with
people is known as observational learning (Cheung et al., 2015). Individuals
tend to develop particular behavior in a social environment in which other
people expose them to the said behavior (Lowry et al., 2016). This is more
applicable in the case of deviant behavior, where individuals learn these
behaviors from deviant peers without rational and deliberate information
processing. This is applicable in the case of gambling too.

Reinforcement Learning

Reinforcement learning refers to the probability of rewards and
punishments associated with deviant behaviors (Lam et al., 2010). Deviant
behaviors are strengthened through rewards which act as positive
reinforcements (Lee et al., 2014). Obtaining rewards and avoiding
punishments are considered behavior-shaping mechanisms in
reinforcement learning. Amount, frequency, and probability of reward lead
to the retention of deviant behavior. Occasional wins at the casinos
reinforced gambling behavior and continued gambling, hoping for more
wins.

Classical Conditioning Theory

Classical conditioning is based on a stimulus eliciting a behavior.
Here the stimulus occurs before the behavior. For gamblers, these stimuli
could be SMS from the casinos, print or electronic media advertisements,
discussions or peer mentions, etc. Since gambling is a learned behavior,
stimuli at various stages have been found to draw people towards gambling.

Operant Conditioning Theory

Operant conditioning is an associative learning process through
which the strength of a behavior is modified by reinforcement or
punishment. According to Homans, the founder of behavioral sociology,
human behavior is more operant; hence, operant conditioning is more
suitable for studying social behavior (Homans, 1974). Gamblers receive
quick rewards with little risk in the form of wins which will serve as positive
reinforcement leading to operant conditioning and addiction. According to
Hinduja and Ingram (2008), rewards serve as differential behaviour
reinforcement, leading to addiction.
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Methods

While there is literature on the impact of the pandemic on gambling,
there is very little about how gamblers experience lapse, relapse, and
suspension. This study aims to bridge this gap by using the qualitative
research method to understand these experiences comprehensively.
Qualitative research aims to collect high-quality, meaningful data from a
small number of respondents who are most qualified to respond to the study
topic (Patton, 2014). Participants' reactions frequently result in the
generation of a vast amount of data.

Our research explains the entire process of closure, lapse, and
relapse through learning theories based on qualitative research conducted
among gamblers. Higgins and Makin (2004) suggest using theories to
explain behavior and employ traditional theories on the behavior of
individuals associated with cybercrime. Traditional behavior theories are
necessary to determine whether the same concepts can explain suspension
and relapse. Social Learning Theory (SLT) is a comprehensive theory of
deviant behavior that is most extensively examined and empirically verified
(Verrill, 2008; Warr, 2002) and is also known to develop a qualitative
literature base (Bachmann, 2010).

The phenomenological research approach, a prevailing qualitative
method, seeks to understand and describe the essence of a phenomenon.
This approach explores the everyday experiences of human beings while
suspending the researchers' preconceived assumptions about the
phenomenon. The concept of "lived experience" was coined in
phenomenology to explain how an individual perceives and interprets the
world as real and significant within their particular environment. By
investigating participant descriptions, phenomenological research strives to
understand and capture the phenomenon's meaning deeply on a fundamental
level. This method depends upon face-to-face interviews to obtain rich first-
person accounts of experience but can also be obtained in other ways like
online interviews.

The descriptive phenomenological method of Giorgi (1985) and
Colaizzi (1978) is considered the best-known phenomenological method. A
descriptive phenomenological study "unveils" a specific experience in its
entirety, with "nothing is taken away, and nothing added" (Wertz,2011).
Colaizzi's method of data analysis emphasizes the description of the "lived
experience" over the explanation, i.e., studying the "lived experiences"
through phenomenology. Newstrom (2002) describes this method as
truthful in describing a phenomenon and not creating ideas or explanations
regarding it, resulting in thorough explanations of 'what an experience is'
for those who experience it (Giorgi, 2008). Also, this method is especially
valuable in areas with little existing research (Morrow et al., 2015) and has
considerable potential for qualitative researchers, especially those coming
fresh to phenomenology. Descriptive phenomenology was deemed
appropriate for this study because it aimed to analyze gambling from the
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perspective of those experiencing it to understand its essential structure.
This study used telephonic interviews to gather the experience of gamblers.

Study Setting

This study was conducted among gamblers who visited land-based
casinos regularly for gambling. The frequency of visits was set as a
minimum of five times per week.

Participants and Recruitment

It has previously been recommended that qualitative studies require
a minimum sample size of at least 12 to reach data saturation (Clarke and
Braun, 2013; Fugard and Potts, 2015). However, the number of participants
depends on the qualitative research approach. According to Levitt et al.
(2018), Narrative includes 1-2, phenomenology includes 3-10, and
grounded theory includes 20-30. While Morse (1994) recommends a
minimum of six informants for phenomenological research, Creswell and
Poth (2016) suggested 5-25 participants for the phenomenological study.

In a phenomenological study, careful determination of criteria for
identifying potential participants with significant experiences of the
phenomenon is necessary. Participants must be able to reflect and provide
full and sensitive descriptions of their lived experiences to ensure they have
substantial experiences of the phenomenon (Cilesiz, 2011).

A purposeful sampling technique was used to identify ten gamblers
who had direct personal experience with the phenomena of interest and were
willing to share their experiences. Participants needed to meet the following
inclusion criteria to be eligible for the study: 1) Respondents were required
to visit casinos a minimum of five times per week; 2) Respondents needed
to be gambling before the pandemic; 3) They needed to be willing to
participate in the study and share their experience. The study was based on
unstructured individual interviews, which yielded a wealth of data.
Inclusion criteria were set to capture experience from those with greater
experience and addiction to gambling. Participants consisted of four
females and six males whose ages ranged from 28 to 58 years, with a mean
age of 43.3. Their experience in gambling ranged from 5 to 30 years, with
amean of 14.3 years of gambling history. While 50% of female respondents
were homemakers, the rest worked in the private sector. Among the male
respondents, four were business people, and the rest two were employed.
Demographic data of the participants are provided in Table 1
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Table 1. Demographic Data of Participants
Participant | Gender Age(yrs) Gambling Profession
Experience (yrs)
1 F 28 8 Employed
2 M 32 5 Business
3 F 45 9 Employed
4 F 38 20 Homemaker
5 M 48 7 Business
6 M 58 10 Business
7 M 50 25 Employed
8 M 42 15 Business
9 F 56 30 Homemaker
10 M 36 14 Employed

Data Collection

Comprehensive semi-structured interviews were carried out
between May 2022 to June 2022. "Do you still visit casinos" was the
opening question of the interview, which invited the participant to describe
a personal experience. The interviewer (second author), who provided
questions, prompted the respondents to explain their experiences further.
Each interview was conducted in a setting away from the casinos and lasted
between 40 and 60 minutes. With the participant's permission, interviews
were electronically audio recorded and subsequently verbatim transcribed.
Data was accumulated until no more new information was found, which
suggested that data saturation had been reached.

Data Analysis

Colaizzi's (1978) distinctive seven-stage process, illustrated in
Table 2, provides a better understanding of the rigorous analysis performed
by the researchers.
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Table 2. Stages in Colaizzi's Descriptive Phenomenological Method

Stage Description

1. Familiarization Read and re-read all the transcripts to acquire a

feeling of familiarization.

2. Identifying significant statements The researcher identifies all statements or
phrases in the transcripts directly on the research

phenomenon.

3. Formulating meanings Formulated meanings are constructed from the

significant statements.

4. Clustering themes Formulated meanings are clustered into

identified themes that are common.

5. Developing an exhaustive description | The researcher writes a detailed, exhaustive
description of the phenomenon, incorporating all

the themes in step 4.

6. Producing the fundamental structure | The researcher condenses the detailed

description down to a short, dense statement.

7. Seeking verification of the The researcher returns the fundamental structure
fundamental structure statement to all participants or sometimes a sub-
sample to ask whether it captures their

experience.

Stage 1: Familiarization
The researchers conducted each interview personally, leading to a
better understanding of the respondents' experience. It is important to read

Journal of Gambling Issues, 2023 12



Journal of Gambling Issues, 2023 https://cdspress.ca/

the narratives (Colaizzi,1978) and listen to the recording several times
(Haase and Myers, 1988) to understand the participants' experience at the
Familiarization stage.

To understand each participant's experience, the researchers initially
listened to the recorded interviews two times separately and then listened to
the same together. The researchers listened to the interviews for the last time
individually, and transcripts were written out jointly. The researchers read
the transcripts several times to assist in the bracketing and reflective
process. A copy of the transcripts was sent to the participants, who affirmed
that the transcripts represented what was communicated during the
interview.

Stage 2: Identifying Significant Statements

At this stage, the researchers read and re-read the transcripts to
identify the gamblers' experiences. Gamblers mentioned the role of
observational learning, reinforcement learning, operant conditioning and
classical conditioning in gambling behavior, relapse and continuation of
gambling. Significant phrases and statements were highlighted on each page
of the transcripts to pay more attention to them and analyze the iteration.
Each statement was then cut from the transcript and pasted onto a separate
sheet marking the page and line number. This helped re-read the transcripts
with a new sense of openness to the data and identify early themes emerging
in the data. From the ten transcripts, 32 significant statements were
extracted.

Researchers manually analyzed the significant statements, which
helped continue immersion in the data. Thoughts and feelings that arose
during this stage were jotted down in the reflective diary and later utilized
in describing how interpretive decisions were made.

Stage 3: Formulating Meanings

In this stage, more general statements were formulated. Researchers
formulated meaning for each significant statement extracted. Each
significant statement relating to the description and experience was studied
carefully to determine its meaning. The fundamental questions asked here
were "What did the gambler feel at the sudden closure of casinos?", "How
did they cope with it?" and "What did they feel when the casinos reopened,
and how did they react to it?". It is important to consider the statements
preceding and following the significant statement to ensure the contextual
meaning is correct (Haase and Myers, 1988). Being conscious of the same,
formulated meanings were developed by the researchers. The formulated
meanings indicated various components of learning theory. Reinforcements
in the form of wins (operant conditioning) and cues like SMS from the
casinos and calls from friends (classical conditioning) were mentioned by
gamblers. Since the respondents were not probed about the initial gambling
stages, statements did not indicate observational learning. Examples of
formulated meanings from interview excerpts are given in Table 3 below.
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Table 3: Process of Creating Formulated Meanings from Significant Statements

Significant Statements

Formulated Meanings

Something was missing; every day, I used to go gambling. When

the casinos closed, I did not know what to do.

Missing

I used to enjoy gambling so much that something was not there or

was lacking in my daily life.

Lacking

I was no more able to experience the thrill of gaming. I was

craving the excitement of casino gambling.

Craving

I was spending more time with my children and could also attend

to my family.

Relief

When [ was gambling, I didn't have any money in my pocket; now,

I realize I have a lot of money.

Financial Freedom

You know how it is; I am addicted. It is difficult to live without

gambling.

Restlessness

I have lost so much money, and I somehow want to recover.

Recovery Motive

When you go to the casino, they give you immediate cash, and
your winning is accounted for in terms of chips; these things are

not there online.

Uncertainty

We don't know whether they will credit our money; we are not

dealing with people with flesh and blood.

Risk

When I saw the news that the casinos reopened, I could not resist

returning.

Stimulus

Journal of Gambling Issues, 2023
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You can win, and sometimes you win. I think my numbers will

continuously fall one day, so I will win.

Reinforcement

I lost so much, at least half of which I should recover.

Recovery Motive

I would have left gambling long back if [ was only losing.

Reinforcement

Helping my wife with daily chores and gardening made us much

closer to each other.

Positive alternative

The pandemic and the closure of casinos opened my eyes to what
I was missing by staying away from the love and laughter of my

kids, and I will never waste my time and money on gambling.

Repentance

I have received an SMS from online gambling sites reminding me

of the thrill of gambling.

Reminding

A friend was discussing online gambling possibilities, so I got

lured to the activity.

Luring

Winning occasionally reinforced their expectation of winning.

Reinforcement

My colleague with whom I used to go gambling invited me back

to gambling, and I couldn't resist

Adoption

Stage 4: Clustering Themes

Once meanings were formulated for all the significant statements
extracted, they were arranged into clusters of themes. Thirty-two significant
statements were arranged into 12 theme clusters, then collapsed into seven
themes of experiences at different gambling stages. The final themes were
common to all participants' descriptions of their experiences.

Stage 5: Develop an Exhaustive Description

Integrating all the resulting ideas into a detailed description of the
phenomenon is important. This was done by incorporating the emergent
themes, theme clusters, and formulated meanings into the description to
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create its overall structure and ensure that it contained all of the elements of
the experience.

Stage 6: Producing the fundamental structure

At this stage, the detailed description is reduced to an essential
structure. The "lived experience" of gamblers is derived from their personal
experience at various stages of gambling before the pandemic and during
the closure and reopening of casinos. Gamblers mentioned the role of
reinforcement in luring them to gambling before the pandemic and during
the reopening of casinos; this was further enhanced through classical
conditioning. The gamblers' perception of gambling has been contemplated
during the closure of casinos and depends on how the gamblers spend the
closure stage. Their perceptions are framed by the activities they are
involved in during the closure and through the relationships with family and
friends during the closure period. It is a dynamic trait of the individual that
evolves with life events, making them susceptible to growth and both
present and future change. Significant others, risk perception, and gambling
motives proved to frame the gamblers' perception of gambling harm or
benefits (positive and negative reinforcements), which led to the cessation
or continuation of gambling. Addiction or loss of control also played a vital
role in luring gamblers back to casinos.

Stage 7: Seeking Verification of the Fundamental Structure

To confirm that the phenomenon accurately captures the
participants' experiences, the participants should be contacted again for a
second interview at the end of the data processing process. Debriefing was
done on each respondent, and they acknowledged that what they read
corresponded to their gambling experiences at various stages.

Gambling in the Context of the Pandemic

All the countries worldwide implemented restrictions to decrease the
spread of COVID-19 once the World Health Organization (WHO) declared
it a pandemic. Most countries implemented lockdowns, including closing
public facilities, educational institutions, leisure houses, and hotels, closing
borders and banning travel. Not essential individual movements were
prohibited due to quarantine. All these measures were implemented to
curtail social contact and thus curb the virus's spread. Casinos worldwide
had to close and were not allowed to receive customers. While the
population was oblivious to the future, most addicted gamblers faced higher
levels of anxiety, stress and frustration, similar to substance addicts
(Volkow, 2020; Ettman et al., 2020). The feelings of worry and anxiety
contributed to the development of mental disorders in many and the change
in addictive behaviors (Pieh et al., 2020; Schwinger et al., 2020). During
the temporary closure of casinos, addicted gamblers were forced to suspend
gambling activities or shift to online gambling. This indicates the existence
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of two divergent groups; the first group of gamblers who completely
suspended gambling and the second group who shifted to online gambling.

1. Suspension

When gamblers were forced to suspend gambling, the initial suspension
led to mixed feelings of missing and relief. Conditions such as craving,
anxiety, depression, and substance use disorder are common among
frequent gamblers (Brodeur et al., 2021). The unexpected closure of casinos
during the pandemic has led to an increase in these conditions (Rajkumar,
2020; Czegledy, 2020; Hunt et al., 2020; Sharman et al., 2021; Sharman,
2022; Turner, 2020; Wardle, 2020; Ng Yuen and Bursby, 2020).
Participants of this study also reported having experienced similar emotions
of lacking, missing, or craving. People who were used to gambling reported
an initial feeling of missing something. One of the respondents said that
"something was missing; every day I used to go gambling. When the casinos
closed, I did not know what to do", another respondent added. "I used to
enjoy gambling so much so that something was not there or something was
lacking from my daily life was the comment by yet another respondent.
Gambling used to fill a lot of time in my life". Boredom is associated with
problem gambling (Mercer and Eastwood, 2010). Respondents of a study
conducted by Donati et al. (2021) also claimed to have negative feelings
about not gambling, which they expressed in terms such as tired, bored, and
sad. A third respondent said, "I was no more able to experience the thrill of
gaming. | was craving the excitement of casino gambling".

Soon many of them realized that they were better off in many ways. One
respondent said, "I was spending more time with my children and could also
attend to my family". Another respondent said, "when I was gambling, I
didn't have any money in my pocket; now I realize I have a lot of money".
Another respondent said she was able to pay back her debts. The improved
quality of life experienced by the gamblers acted as negative reinforcement
leading to classical conditioning and suspending gambling behavior.
Classical conditioning theory speaks of positive and negative
reinforcements leading to or drifting from various behaviors. The study of
Donati et al. (2021) also found around half of the respondents had a better
positive state of mind after the cessation of gambling, which they captured
in words like 'well, better, happy, serene, calm' etc. Gamblers also
experienced a sense of freedom and improved relationships with family, and
a few of them also started with new interests like gardening, reading, etc. In
conclusion, forced gambling cessation and family members' presence
appear to improve gamblers' quality of life.

2. Online Gambling

The major impact of the pandemic on gambling was the closure of
casinos because of the restrictions imposed by government and health
authorities, like social distancing and lockdowns (Griffiths et al., 2020;
King et al., 2020). Gamblers were expected to shift to online casinos to
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compensate for the excitement and thrill of gambling (Xuereb et al., 2021;
Price, 2020). People who missed casino gambling turned to online gambling
(Brown and Hickman, 2020). One of the gamblers said that he was feeling
restless. He said one of his friends introduced him to online gambling.
Although they felt that the social and physical surroundings of the casinos
were missing, online gambling was a reasonable substitute for casinos. One
of them said, "you know how it is; I am addicted. It is difficult to live
without gambling". According to Roberta Pacifici's report on National
Center for Addiction and Doping, ISS on 23 ™ April 2020, in a situation of
limitation, compulsive gambling thoughts, which are already continuous in
daily life, can become so intense that they significantly disrupt daily living.
Another person said, "I have lost so much money, and I somehow want to
recover". These statements indicate the role of positive reinforcement in the
form of occasional wins in motivating gamblers to shift to online gambling
during the temporary closure of casinos.

Many who suspended gambling hesitated to go online because the
perceived risk was high. Problem gamblers reduced their gambling
behaviors and cravings Donati et al. (2021), and a very limited shift towards
online gambling was found (Kalke et al., 2022) during the pandemic. One
of the respondents commented, "when you go to the casino, they give you
immediate cash, and your winning is accounted for in terms of chips; these
things are not there online". Another respondent commented, "we don't
know whether they will credit our money; we are not dealing with people
with flesh and blood". Many gamblers felt online gambling was a risky
proposition. They also mentioned their lack of knowledge of technology
and awareness of online options as another reason to refrain from online
gambling, which is in line with the findings of Avanzi et al. (2020).

While for some of those suspended gambling, missing was strong, others
have started enjoying the relief of being better off financially and socially.
Only a small fraction of gamblers shifted to online gambling during the
closure of casinos, and hence gambling as a whole decreased during the
pandemic (Lindner et al., 2020).

Reopening of Casinos

When casinos reopened, many gamblers returned to casino
gambling while few sustained the cessation. There were two sources from
where people returned to casinos. Those who had suspended gambling were
one group. One of them said, "the moment I saw the news that the casinos
reopened, I could not resist going back". There was another gambler who
had the same feelings. Casinos lured their old customers through positive
reinforcement of wins and improved and safe gambling facilities. They sent
out SMS to existing customers once the casinos reopened. They ensured the
customers complied with the hygiene requirements: a maximum number of
customers per venue, physical distancing rules, and mandatory face masks.
All the respondents said they received an SMS from a casino inviting them
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to gamble. Three respondents said this SMS was non-resistible and lured
them back to casinos.

In some cases, old friends invited them to go back to casinos. One
of the participants said, "my colleague with whom I used to go gambling
invited me back to gambling, and I couldn't resist". Exposure to and
socialization with peers is proven to be positively associated with deviant
behavior (Lee 2015; McCuddy and Vogel 2015; Meldrum and Clark 2015),
known as the differential association component in social learning theory.
The importance of peer interactions on behavior is supported by qualitative
literature (Holt, 2007). Researchers have established a positive association
between peer interactions and behavior in deviant behaviors like digital
piracy (Cooper and Harrison, 2001) and cyber offending (Bachmann, 2010).
Researchers have also pointed out the need for further examination of peer
influence to obtain a clearer picture of peer influence on behavior (Holt and
Copes, 2010). Excerpts from the above interviews confirm the positive
influence of exposure to gambling through the news about casinos
reopening, the SMS sent out by the casinos and the role of peers on
gambling behavior.

Most people who returned to casinos felt they were addicted and had
no control. Although some wished to stop gambling, they could not because
they were thinking of the prospect of winning someday. This works as
differential reinforcement of behavior. Researchers (Hinduja, 2003; Miller
and Morris, 2016) have confirmed the role of differential reinforcement in
the form of quick rewards leading to a particular behavior. One of the
gamblers said, "you can win, and sometimes you win. I think one day
continuously my numbers will fall so that I will win". Another gambler said,
"I lost so much, at least half of which I should recover". Another person
said, "I would have left gambling long back if I was only losing." These
statements confirm the role of positive reinforcement in continued
gambling.

Another group that returned to casino gambling is online gamblers.
They missed the ambience, physical environment and social interactions
provided by the gambling venues. Casinos also provided free food and
drink, which they could enjoy. A major reason for the return to casino
gambling from online gambling was the interchangeable game preference
of the gamblers and their poor skills with technology (Avanzi et al.,2020).

The number of gamblers who used the lockdown to cease
participation in casino gambling was very small compared to those who
returned to gambling. The sustained cessation could owe to the decrease in
availability leading to calming down the need for gambling, as explained by
Williams et al. (2012). One of the gamblers who completely stopped
gambling after the pandemic narrated the quality time spent at home with
family and doing alternative and productive activities. He said, "helping my
wife in daily chores and gardening made us much closer to each other".
Another gambler said," pandemic and the closure of casinos opened my
eyes to what I was missing by staying away from the love and laughter of
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my kids, and I will never waste my time and money on gambling". The
influence of negative reinforcement in drifting away from the behavior is
established through these statements.

Discussion

Previous researchers have observed a shift to online gambling
during the COVID-19 pandemic and the temporary closure of casinos
(Pantling, 2020; Lepido and Rolander, 2020; Abel and McQueen, 2020;
Lischer et al., 2021; Wardle et al., 2021; Yahya and Khawaja, 2020) and a
rise in gambling (Hakansson, 2020). Our study findings were contradictory;
there was no major shift in online gambling and a decrease in gambling.
While the respondents reported a major reason for not resorting to online
gambling as a perceived risk, it is possible that, in many cases, the gamblers
did not want their families to know that they were gambling. It was
impossible to gamble without family members' knowledge, as everyone
remained indoors during the lockdown. Some respondents indicated their
family members did not know they were visiting the casino. These findings
align with another school of previous researchers (Gainsbury et al., 2020;
Haékansson et al., 2020), who indicated that gambling habits dropped or
remained the same for most gamblers.

Classical conditioning is a powerful theory explaining the influence
of associated stimuli in craving for addicted behavior. It has been found that
the respondents are reminded of gambling by various stimuli engineered by
the casinos or naturally present in the environment, like word of mouth and
other associations. Reinforcement by occasional wins has been found to
lead to adherence to gambling in the expectation of recovery of past losses.
It was paradoxical that while gamblers knew that long-term gambling would
invariably result in losses, they had high hopes of recovery in the form of
big wins and sometimes continuous wins. However, it was clear that they
were aware of the possibility of the risk of losing their stake.

Theoretical Implications

The study recapitulates the importance of Learning Theories in
studying behavior and, more importantly, deviant behavior. The study
extends the theoretical implications of earlier studies. It establishes that the
learning processes and the concept of conditioning associated with learning
theory explain the suspension, relapse and continuation of casino gambling.
The social learning theory suggests that users' deviant behaviors are
determined by two structurally different social learning processes:
observational learning and reinforcement learning. The respondents of the
study confirmed the same. Most of the gamblers interviewed mentioned the
role of family, friends, or travel agents, leading to observational learning of
gambling behavior. Gamblers can win quickly and with little risk,
reinforcing their gambling behavior. Due to intermittent positive
reinforcement in the form of winnings, subjects continued to gamble offline
and online. Most individuals claimed that occasionally winning increased
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the expectation of winning. Occasional wins hinted at the possibility of a
single, large win that would enable them to recoup their losses. These
statements underpin the observational and reinforcement learning processes
of social learning theory.

The study findings also reinforce the concept of conditioning
associated with learning theory. People who had to stop gambling due to
the closure of casinos were found to be attracted by various cues to online
gambling. He has reported, "I have received an SMS from online gambling
sites reminding me of the thrill of gambling". Another person said, "a friend
was discussing the possibilities of online gambling such that I got lured to
the activity". Similarly, in the case of relapse of casino gambling, it was
found that cues like a newspaper report, TV news, word of mouth by
friends, and SMS from casinos have reminded subjects about casino
gambling. These statements agree with the key principles of classical
conditioning theory established by Russian physiologist Ivan Pavlov
(1897), which confirms the role of classical conditioning theory in studying
gambling behavior.

Once the casinos reopened, subjects continued gambling either
online or offline due to periodic positive reinforcements in the form of
rewards. Most subjects reported that "winning occasionally reinforced the
expectation of winning". Wagering more money to recover the losses was
long established as a major motivation for gambling (Roehr, 2013; Bibby,
2016; Studer et al., 2015). The recovery motive was the driving force to
restart gambling for those who lost money in casinos. Occasional winning
pointed to the possibility of one big win that would help them recover the
lost money.

Those who continued in the suspended position were also reinforced
by the rewards associated with the cessation. These rewards were improved
financial condition, freedom from debt, better social and family relations,
and higher psychological well-being (Serafini et al., 2020). While the
occasional wins motivated gamblers to continue gambling, financial
freedom and improved quality of life kept them away from gambling. Thus,
it can be confirmed that positive or negative reinforcement leads to
adherence or deviation from a behavior.

Practical Implications

This study confirmed observational learning as a behavior-shaping
mechanism. Casinos can use this method to lure prospective tourists who
might become habitual gamblers. Casinos can attract tourists by promoting/
offering tour packages, including casino experience and by offering
incentives to agents. As highlighted in the study findings, rewards or wins
at the casinos will lead to positive reinforcement, persuading tourists to
revisit. The need for frequent invitations and reminder cues for regular
gamblers, useful for casino management to attract customers, is also
emphasized. With remarkable effort, it is possible to win back customers
who have left by the cessation or shifting gambling mode. It is also
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important to communicate the significance of occasional wins to reinforce
the positive side of gambling.

Tourists prone to addiction should refrain from visiting casinos even during
a package tour, including the casino experience. As far as problem gamblers
are concerned, they should realize that they are vulnerable to cues like
reminders and advertisements glorifying success in gambling.

Limitations

The authors have taken utmost care to objectively understand and
describe the subjective lived experiences of the subjects. This has been done
by mutual consultations and discussion between the authors, wherever
descriptions of experiences could be interpreted in multiple ways. One of
the authors is a subject of gambling experience, and care has been taken to
avoid the author's influence in interpreting the narratives by bracketing.
This author noted his feelings, thoughts, and ideas in a diary to set them
aside so they won't influence the reflection process. However, the readers
are cautioned to be aware of the possibility of the subjective gambling
experience of one of the authors influencing the interpretations.

The language used in the process of interviewing was English. The
mother tongue of the subjects was not English. Hence, the intensity of the
expressions of feelings might not have been to the extent it could have been
possible in the mother tongue. Both the interviewers had a mother tongue
different from the mother tongue of the subjects. Had the lived experience
been captured in the mother tongue, it could have been more appropriate.
However, care has been taken to avoid these limitations to the maximum
possible extent by creating conditions favorable for free expression by the
subjects.

Conclusion

Forced abstinence from casino gambling due to the COVID-19
lockdown, the shift to online gambling and the simultaneous gambling
behavior on reopening casinos have become prevalent contemporary issues
around the globe. However, research on closure, lapse, relapse, and
gambling suspension due to the COVID-19 pandemic remains sparse. In
this study, the authors tested the role of learning theories and found that the
principles of the theories affect the lapse, relapse, and suspension of
gambling. A positive relationship was established between gambling
motives (Flack and Morris, 2016; Schellenberg et al., 2016; Dechant, 2014)
and type of reinforcement (Devos et al., 2017; Sundqvist et al., 2016;
Mathieu et al., 2018; Leeman et al., 2014; Harris et al., 2015) and gambling
behavior by previous researchers was confirmed by this study as well. The
study findings, in line with previous studies (Hakansson et al., 2021), show
that there has not been a major shift to online gambling during the temporary
closure of casinos. Major reasons for not shifting to online gambling, as
mentioned by the participants and also confirmed in previous studies, were
incompetency in using technology (Avanzi et al.,2020), reluctancy to
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gamble in the presence of families, lack of trust in online gambling sites,
lack of social interaction and improved quality of life attained through time
spent with family and or engaging in productive activities (Donati et al.,
2021). While few gamblers continued suspension even after the casinos
reopened, most of the gamblers returned to gambling. Those who suspended
gambling attributed this to the improved quality of life (Dowling et al.,
2017; Bonfils et al., 2019; Odone et al., 2020; Marionneau and Jarvinen-
Tassopoulos, 2022) and the financial stability they experienced during the
lockdown, this conclusion is in line with previous research by Donati et al.
(2021). Positive reinforcement and classical and operant conditioning are
attributed to gambling relapse.
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