Lottery: Harming Alabama’s Most
Vulnerable
ISSUE SNAPSHOT
Gambling proponents contend that people spend only
their disposable, “entertainment” funds on gambling.
Playing the lottery is thus made to appear as a “voluntary
tax” that makes money for the state while you are doing
it.1 In reality, those hardest hit by lottery losses are those
who can least afford it: the poor, minorities, underage
gamblers and senior citizens.
The poor. People from all income levels gamble, yet the
poor are most adversely affected because it is harder for
them to afford a loss. Unfortunately, low-income
households spend a larger percentage of their income on
lotteries than those with more wealth, “possibly because
they see few role models of financial success achieved
through conventional means” according to John Welte, a
senior research scientist at the Research Institute on
Addictions in Buffalo, New York. Welte notes,
“Gambling may be viewed as one of the few opportunities
for financial advancement, and perhaps provides the lure
as a means for easily gaining money.”2
There is ample evidence the poor play the lottery more
than other segments of the population:
A landmark study on lottery play conducted by
researchers at Duke University in 1999 found that
households with annual incomes below $25,000 spent
almost $600 per year on lottery tickets, while those from
households earning more than $100,000 spent only $289.3
Between 1994 and 2013, residents in the ten poorest
counties in Georgia spent an average of $351 per person
on lottery tickets, compared to $196 per person in the
state’s ten wealthiest counties. Not only do the poor in
Georgia spend more on lottery tickets, they receive less
educational aid from lottery funds than their wealthier

Households with annual incomes of less than
$25,000 spend about $600 per year on lottery tickets,
compared to $289 in households earning more than
$100,00.
African Americans are more likely to lose a higher
proportion of their incomes purchasing lottery tickets
than whites, and are twice as likely as whites to be
problem gamblers or gambling addicts.
Between 1975 and 1998, the number of elderly
Americans involved in gambling increased from 35%
to 80%

neighbors. Since 1994, students in the ten wealthiest
counties received an average of 41 cents back per dollar in
some form of education benefit for every dollar spent on
the lottery in their counties. By comparison, the poorest
counties received only 26 cents.4
The difference between rich and poor counties is
particularly stark regarding the receipt of HOPE
Scholarship funds: poor counties averaged 11 cents back
per dollar for college scholarships, while wealthier
counties averaged 25 cents. In Oconee County, the sixth
wealthiest county in Georgia, its students received a
staggering 57 cents back in scholarship funds for every
dollar spent on lottery tickets. On the other hand, the
residents of Clay County, the poorest county in Georgia,
spent an average of $710 per person, only to receive four
cents back per dollar in HOPE scholarships.5
A similar analysis in North Carolina in 2014 found that,
while lottery ticket sales averaged $238 per person in the
state, the ten counties with the highest per-capita sales

averaged $475 per person, with four counties reporting
sales of more than $500 per resident. The poverty rates in
these same high-sales counties averaged 42% higher than
the rest of the state.6
In South Carolina, households earning less than $40,000
comprise 28% of the state’s population but make up 54%
of frequent lottery players.7
In New York, a 2008 analysis of Census-based
community data found that, as median household income
increases, lottery ticket sales as a percentage of total
household income drops sharply, from 4% of income in
households earning $20,000 per year to less than 0.5% in
households earning more than $90,000 per year.8
Minorities. Like the poor, minorities tend to play the
lottery in disproportionately large amounts. A 2012
survey of almost 5,000 Americans published in the Journal
of Gambling Studies found that African Americans and
Native Americans were more likely to play the lottery
(20.6 days per year and 25 days per year, respectively) than
whites (14.1 days), Hispanics (14.4 days) or Asians (8.1
days).9 Research at the state level supports these findings:
In South Carolina, a 2009 survey conducted for the state
lottery found that African Americans comprise 20% of the
state’s adult population but account for 38% of frequent
players. Of the daily games such as Pick 3 and Pick 4,
more than 50% of players were African American.10

research by Charles Clotfelter and his associates at Duke
University, African Americans spent $998 per-person on
lottery tickets in 1999, compared to $210 for whites.14
Similar results were found in a 2005 survey in Texas,
where African Americans spent an average of $684 a year
on the lottery, compared to about $250 for whites.15
Not only do African Americans spend more money on
the lottery than whites, they are also more likely to be
victimized by gambling addiction. According to a 2010
report in The American Journal on Addictions, AfricanAmerican adults are twice as likely as whites to be
problem gamblers or gambling addicts.16
Underage gamblers. Ironically, some of the biggest losers
in states with lotteries are not old enough to legally
gamble. It is estimated that two-thirds of adolescents
have gambled at least once in their lives,17 with the lottery
being the most popular gambling activity.18
So many teenagers are gambling that many become
addicted to it. A landmark study published in the
American Academy of Pediatrics notes that five percent of
teenagers are already addicted to gambling, and another
10% are at risk of becoming problem gamblers.19 As many
as 90% of the nation’s problem gamblers started gambling
when they were adolescents, according to Dr. Michael
Gordon, an Atlanta addictionologist who specializes in
treating pathological gamblers.20

In Georgia, African Americans constitute 31% of the
state’s population, yet make up 44% of the population in
the ten counties with the highest per-capita lottery ticket
sales between 1994 and 2013. These same counties
received only 13 cents back per dollar for total education
benefits and only seven cents back per dollar for HOPE
scholarships.11 Earlier research for the state’s Department
of Human Resources found that 48% of all problem or
pathological gamblers in Georgia are non-white.12

According to research conducted at McGill University in
Montreal, the average pathological gambler starts serious
gambling at the age of 10.21 Much of this gambling is
with parents and grandparents, so most children with
gambling problems do not appear to feel the need to hide
their gambling from their families.22 Of even greater
concern is the finding that the time between the
beginning of gambling and becoming a problem or
pathological gambler is significantly decreasing: that is, it
is taking less time for underage gamblers to become
gambling addicts.23

African Americans are also more likely to lose a higher
proportion of their incomes purchasing lottery tickets
than whites, according to research published in 2009 by
sociologists Brandon Lang and Megumi Omori at
Bloomsburg University of Pennsylvania.13 According to

The elderly. According to the National Council on
Problem Gambling, senior citizens are one of the fastest
growing groups of gamblers. Between 1975 and 1998,

the number of elderly Americans involved in gambling
increased by 45 percentage points, from 35% to 80%.24
As the number of senior citizens who gamble increased,
so has the prevalence of those who have developed
gambling problems. At least one of every ten senior
citizens is at risk of financial problems because of
gambling, according to a 2005 study released by the
University of Pennsylvania.25 What makes this problem
particularly troubling is that many seniors are on fixed
incomes, making it very difficult to repay these losses
without having a job.26

Policy Recommendation
There is no truth to the idea that lotteries are a “victimless
vice” that only exists to entertain its players while
benefiting noble causes such as education. The
experiences of other states show that lotteries attract and
entrap disproportionate numbers of the poor, minorities,
underage gamblers, and the elderly. Because Alabama is a
poorer state with an above-average percentage of
minorities, legalizing a lottery would jeopardize large
subpopulations of the state with the possibility of
devastating economic and social consequences. It makes
no economic sense for Alabama or any other state to
legalize and promote a product that can do so much harm
to the most vulnerable of its citizens.
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