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editorial 

The present issue includes a broad selection of current research and thinking about 
gambling in the Nordic countries—Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden. The 
issue is based on presentations at a seminar on gambling issues organized by the Nordic 
Council for Alcohol and Drug Research (NAD) in 2005 and sponsored by the Swedish 
National Institute of Public Health. A paper by Cisneros Örnberg sets the framework for the 
papers, discussing both the general nature and organization of the Nordic gambling markets 
and the pending efforts by European Union institutions to transform them. Jonsson reviews 
Nordic studies of the prevalence of problem gambling, and Ólason et al. discuss the 
literature on teenage gambling in the course of their report on a large survey in Reykjavík, 
Iceland. Rossow and Molde offer a psychometric contribution to the epidemiological work, 
discussing the relation between different measures in a study of Norwegian adolescents. 
Lalander gives a vivid view of the world of gambling machine betting in Sweden and of the 
types of players that inhabit it. Hansen offers an overview of the treatment response to 
problem gambling in the Nordic countries in a report that draws on a series of visits to 
different treatment agencies across the Nordic region. Last, a physician and researcher who 
has been active in gambling policy discussion in Norway, Hans Olav Fekjær, offers a 
perspective on difficulties experienced in putting gambling problems on the social agenda. 
The diversity of work represented means that the reader will come away from this issue with 
a good overview of current work and thinking about gambling problems in the Nordic region.  

Finland was the last of the Nordic countries that Marianne Hansen visited when she wrote 
her report on the treatment of problem gamblers in the Nordic countries. The study required 
visits to and interviews at a number of Nordic institutes, and by the time she came to Finland 
she had already visited dozens of institutions and met several Nordic experts in the field. As 
Marianne Hansen's host, I was curious about what would happen while in Finland. Gambling 
in Finland is quite often associated with pensioners standing at supermarkets playing slot 
machines. To my great surprise, one of the experts interviewed, who worked at a big 
addiction institute in Finland, didn't think this was a problem at all: 'But isn't it good there is 
something that keeps the pensioners busy?' he asked, leaving me and Marianne Hansen 
absolutely dumbfounded. 

In March 2005, as a project secretary at the Nordic Council for Alcohol and Drug Research, I 
organized a seminar in Helsinki about problem gambling. At that time, I was glad to find out 
that even though not much is known about problem gambling in general, a broad range of 
literature and research exists in the area. However, relatively little of the empirical 
knowledge seems to have leaked from academic circles to the public. Many devoted people 
are involved in treating problem gamblers, but their knowledge is seldom based on empirical 
studies. Most of the interviewees who were treating problem gamblers in Finland had got 
their education in the early 1990s, with some occasional further training, if any, after that. A 
Swedish report states that the majority of the staff in the outpatient institutions in Sweden 
primarily received their knowledge about gambling from television documentaries. Only 5% 
had had any education in gambling issues, according to a study from the Swedish National 
Institute of Public Health. Problem gamblers in Finland are generally offered the same care 
as all other addicts, since not much else is available.  

The Nordic countries vary when it comes to the public's awareness and acceptance of 
gambling as a serious problem, and this seems to be true among the gamblers themselves 
as well. Since the issue of gambling is seldom on the public agenda and often isn't taken 
seriously at all, people having problems with it might not know where to turn. They might 
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even doubt that there is any reason to look for help in the first place, since gambling 
generally isn't considered as a real problem in Nordic societies. The general view of 
gambling is still, to a great extent, that it is mostly a harmless hobby. Public opinion is 
important to how the gambler understands his/her situation. 'A gambler is even more 
ashamed of himself than an alcoholic, since alcoholism is an accepted diagnosis', said one 
of the interviewees in Finland. This might be why relatively few people seek help for their 
gambling problems in any of the Nordic countries, as stated at the seminar in Helsinki.  

The importance of reliable prevalence studies was often mentioned in Helsinki in March 
2005. The question was raised whether the existing methods and tools are good enough to 
measure such a heterogeneous phenomenon as problem gambling. The methods often fail 
to classify the different types of gamblers or the level and extent of the problem for the 
individual. There is, for the time being, no consensus about how to measure problem 
gambling. Several methods are available, but they all have their weaknesses. The most 
used test until now has been the South Oaks Gambling Screen Revised (SOGS-R), which 
might give useful information about large populations but tells very little about individual 
gambling habits. 'All the people who walk in through my door score at least 13 points in 
SOGS, so I don't even use that test any more', said one interviewee in Finland. In the 
different surveys made in the Nordic countries, 0.3% to 6% of the population has been 
identified as problem gamblers, depending on the test and the country. The tests at hand 
seem to be able to tell whether a person has problems with gambling, but not much more. 
Jakob Jonsson believes that even the present methods could give better information if more 
attention was paid to the implementation of the surveys and also to their comparability.  

Today there are telephone helplines for problem gamblers in all Nordic countries, including 
Iceland. One might wonder about the relatively low numbers of calls to the helplines, but, as 
noted at the seminar in Helsinki, very few know about these help lines and about the support 
they provide. Still, the thousands of calls are a useful source of information on the negative 
sides of gambling—and they also verify that the problem is real. The results from both 
Finland and Sweden show that gambling is first of all a problem for young and middle-aged 
men. The gambling pensioners might indeed be a Finnish speciality, but for the callers in 
both Finland and Sweden the biggest source of problems are indeed those innocent slot 
machines. Slot machines are easily available and the response comes quickly—something 
that is central to all addictions. 

The big question for all the Nordic countries concerning gambling is, of course, the EU and 
the changes EU legislation and court decisions might bring in the near future. There is a fear 
that the liberal market policies of the EU will ruin the possibilities for Nordic countries to 
control, limit, or prevent the negative effects of gambling while cynics might say, that not 
much has been done to prevent the negative sides of gambling anyhow—which is only 
partly true. Preventive work is being done at several levels and in several ways in all the 
Nordic countries, although these actions seem almost non-existent when compared with the 
size of the gambling business. At the same time the society in whole is already involved in 
the gambling market as long as our states regulate it. This means that, first of all, we all 
have a responsibility to be aware of the impacts of gambling—even if these phenomena 
seem remote to us Secondly, we need to take action when needed. 
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