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First-Ever Cohort Study of Gambling Behavior in the U.S. Sheds Light  
On Problem and At-Risk Gambling in Massachusetts 

 
BOSTON - The Social and Economic Impacts of Gambling in Massachusetts (SEIGMA) research team at 
UMass Amherst has released a report on the first major adult cohort study of gambling conducted in the 
United States—the Massachusetts Gambling Impact Cohort (MAGIC). By surveying the same individuals 
over time, cohort studies provide information on how gambling and problem gambling develops, 
progresses, and remits. The goals of the MAGIC study are to 1) uncover and understand populations in 
Massachusetts who are at a higher risk of experiencing gambling harm and problem gambling and 2) 
inform the development of effective and efficient prevention and treatment programming in the 
Commonwealth. 
 
Dr. Rachel Volberg, Research Professor in the School of Public Health and Health Sciences at UMass 
Amherst and Principal Investigator of the MAGIC study, comments on the importance of the cohort 
study to assess gambling behaviors in Massachusetts:  
 
“Although this report focuses on results from before the opening of MGM Springfield and Encore Boston 
Harbor, we have already learned a great deal about how gambling problems among Massachusetts 
adults develop, progress, and remit—information that will assist the Gaming Commission and the 
Department of Public Health in crafting the right mix of prevention, intervention, treatment, and 
recovery services to effectively minimize and mitigate gambling harm in the Commonwealth.” 
 
This report specifically looks at changes in the gambling behaviors of 3,139 Massachusetts adults from 
2013/2014 (Wave 1), 2015 (Wave 2), and 2016 (Wave 3)—before MGM Springfield and Encore Boston 
Harbor opening, but after Plainridge Park Casino opened in 2015.  
 
This is what the report found: 

 Massachusetts residents gambling at out-of-state casinos significantly decreased from 2015 to 
2016. 

o This suggests that the opening of Plainridge Park Casino in Plainville—and near the 
border of Rhode Island—in June 2015 may have been successful in ‘recapturing’ 
Massachusetts residents who were previously gambling at out-of-state casinos (see 
Plainridge Park Casino First Year of Operation: Economic Impacts Report for a detailed 
discussion of Plainridge Park Casino’s ‘recapture’ of Massachusetts residents’ casino 
spending). 

 From 2015 to 2016, the problem gambling incidence rate—the proportion of people that newly 
experience problem gambling over a 12-month time period—was 1.2%, which is similar to other 
jurisdictions.  

 From Wave 2 to Wave 3 of the study, the remission rate—the proportion of people who are no 
longer experiencing problem gambling but were experiencing this disorder 12 months prior—

http://www.umass.edu/seigma
https://www.umass.edu/seigma/sites/default/files/MAGIC%20Wave%203%20Report_Final_2019-09-12.pdf
https://www.umass.edu/macohort/
https://www.umass.edu/seigma/sites/default/files/PPC%20First%20Year%20Operating%20Report%202017-10-06.pdf


was 44% and slightly more individuals remitted compared with the number becoming new 
problem gamblers. 

o This suggests that additional treatment resources and prevention efforts may be 
especially beneficial in continuing the higher remission over incidence rate. 

 Concerning stability—an individual’s gambling behavior remaining the same across years—
Recreational Gamblers were the most stable, followed by Non-Gamblers. Those who were 
experiencing problem gambling or who were engaging in gambling in ways that put them at risk 
of experiencing problem gambling were the least stable. 

 Individuals who gambled were unlikely to transition to non-gambling across the three years. 
o Problem and At-Risk Gamblers were unlikely to transition to become Non-Gamblers.  
o This suggests that, when individuals move to less harmful gambling behaviors, they are 

unlikely to abstain from gambling altogether, but pursue more moderate forms of 
gambling.  

o These results are consistent with findings that some ‘controlled’ gambling may not be 
incompatible with remitting from problem gambling.  

o These findings only represent three years of data and, since gambling problems can be 
transitory and episodic, the UMass Amherst research team looks forward to examining 
how the cohort members transition in future years and whether this pattern persists or 
change with the opening of additional casinos in the state. 

 
“Findings from this study support the importance of equipping players with tools and information that 
support controlled gambling.  For example, the Massachusetts Gaming Commission (MGC) casino-based 
programs GameSense and PlayMyWay are designed to increase informed player choice and help reduce 
risky levels of gambling,” said Mark Vander Linden, MGC Director of Research and Responsible Gaming. 
 
The next MAGIC report—to be released in 2020—will examine the predictors of problem gambling 
across years and whether there are racial/ethnic, income, gender, and/or regional differences in these 
predictors. In later waves, the research team will conduct in-depth interviews with a cross-section of 
individuals experiencing at-risk or problem/pathological gambling who remit, do not remit, and relapse 
to more fully understand pathways to remission. 

 
### 

 
About the Social and Economic Impacts of Gambling in Massachusetts (SEIGMA) research study  
The University of Massachusetts Amherst School of Public Health & Health Sciences (SPHHS) has been engaged by the Massachusetts Gaming 
Commission (MGC) to carry out a comprehensive, multi-year research project, believed to be the first of its kind, on the economic and social 
impacts of introducing casino gambling in Massachusetts. The project fulfills Section 71 of the 2011 Expanded Gaming Act, which requires the 
MGC to establish “an annual research agenda” to assist in understanding the social and economic effects of the introduction of casino gambling 
in MA, and in making annual scientifically-based recommendations to the Legislature. For more information on the SEIGMA research study, 
please visit http://www.umass.edu/seigma or connect on Twitter (@ImpactsMA).  
 
About MassGaming 
The mission of the Massachusetts Gaming Commission is to create a fair, transparent, and participatory process for implementing the expanded 
gaming law passed by the Legislature and signed by the Governor in November 2011. In creating that process, the Commission will strive to 
ensure that its decision-making and regulatory systems engender the confidence of the public and participants, and that they provide the 
greatest possible economic development benefits and revenues to the people of the Commonwealth, reduce to the maximum extent possible 
the potentially negative or unintended consequences of the new legislation, and allow an appropriate return on investment for gaming 
providers that assures the operation of casino-resorts of the highest quality. For more information on MGC, please visit MassGaming.com or 
connect and share on Twitter (@MassGamingComm) or Facebook www.facebook.com/MAGamingComm. 

 
CONTACT: Elaine Driscoll, Communications Director, Massachusetts Gaming Commission, 
elaine.driscoll@state.ma.us, (617) 571-2964. 
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