
Impact Objectives
• Explore the Japanese addiction to pachinko and pachislot games 

• Use qualitative research methods to identify intervention to both  
prevent the addiction and provide early intervention  

Qualitative research explores 
gambling disorders

Kiyomi Arai and her team are unveiling the pachinko and pachislot world. With little studies being done 
on games like these in Japan, the team have conducted novel research to learn more about why they are 
used to escape reality

Firstly, can you 
talk a little about 
your own research 
background? What 
type of research you 
have been involved 
with?

My research revolves around the Japanese 
addiction to pachinko and pachislot, which 
are types of games. Pachinko is pinball and 
pachislot is a slot machine in a pachinko 
parlour. Stemming from my learnings 
about the connection between alcohol 
use disorder and gambling, I have been 
conducting research to find out more on 
the roots of the two disorders. So far, our 
research has mainly been done through 
qualitative methods - interviewing families, 
talking to those with addictions and also 
conducting interviews with people. In my 
most recent research, I have been focusing 
on talking to those who have reached out 
for telephone counselling, to figure out an 
intervention that could help prevent the 
addiction but also how to catch those with 
early signs of addiction.  

What did you learn from your study about 
early detection? 
The average age of starting to gamble was 

found to be 22.5 years old, where 60 per 
cent had experienced gambling before the 
age of 20. Through our findings, the age 
of 30 years was the average age of those 
showing addictive issues, but many had 
not reached out of help until in their late 
40s. We hypothesise that many might have 
shown early signs of addiction in their mid 
to late 20s, and if there was a way for that to 
be prevented, the severe issues of addiction 
can be avoided. This is why early detection 
of gambling is crucial as it is common to 
find cases of family members not knowing 
about the addiction, and addition to 
pachinko and pachislot gambling not only 
affects the addict but heavily influences their 
families and their finances. Through this 
research, I have learned that it is important 
to have prevention education at an early 
age before the gambling starts, for example 
about the consequence of borrowing money 
and the fundamental value of money. 

Why do you think there has been little 
research done in Japan on gambling?

This is a very interesting question, as I have 
not figured out the exact reason. However, 
perhaps it is because most of the research 
focuses on the illness which is caused by 
gambling and not the core issues, being the 

pachinko and pachislot. I feel that addiction 
to pachinko and pachislot is not recognised 
as an issue.  

You are planning to work on preventive 
education for those who are prone to 
addiction. Can you give examples of what 
this research might involve? 

As our research is concentrated on the 
voices of those who are seeking help, we 
believe there are answers in these voices 
to construct our preventive education. 
For example, a clerk in a pachinko has 
a gambling disorder himself; it was 
discovered in the research that people 
having a pachinko problem themselves 
have a higher sensitivity to recognise the 
problem behaviour in others. Also, when a 
person with a gambling disorder first goes 
to a medical institution, there is a higher 
proportion of those seeking consultation for 
depression than those seeking consultation 
due to gambling disorder. These findings 
are some of the examples I believe we 
can use to find the points for both early 
detection and early intervention, and 
then create a format and information for 
preventive education.  
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The reality of gambling 
addiction

Kiyomi Arai from Tokyo Metropolitan University sheds light on the voices of those with gambling  
and gaming addictions. Hearing their reasoning though telephone counselling, she hopes to create  
an intervention to rescue those who are caught in the spiral of pachinko and pachislot

Pachinko and pachislot are both very 
common games in Japan. The games 
parlours illuminate the streets of Japan 
with their colourful and extravagant signs, 
attracting people, many of whom become 
regular customers. The young age group 
of those who show addiction issues with 
pachinko and pachislot has been a concern 
for Kiyomi Arai from Tokyo Metropolitan 
University and she has been undertaking 
some important and novel research into this 
field.

Arai explains that gambling in Japan refers 
to public gambles like horse racing, boat 
racing, bicycle racing, auto racing and 
lotteries. She notes that pachinko, pachislot 
and mahjong are referred to as ‘games’ 
and so are not considered by many as 
gambling. ‘However, pachinko/pachislot is 
similar in terms of betting money against 
something with unknown result,’ she says. 
‘90 per cent of those with a gambling 
disorder in Japan have a pachinko/pachislot 
dependence. In response to this situation, 
countermeasures against ‘gambling 
dependence’ were taken after the new law 
was passed and pachinko/pachislot was 
included.’ As a result her latest research 
deals with ‘gambling disorders’ without 
distinction to pachinko/pachislot from other 
gambling activities.  

QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCH
Arai and her team had found 46 per cent of 
those who showed addiction were below the 
age of 20 years, and 28 per cent of people 
in their 20s were in debt to be able to 
continue their pachinko or pachislot games. 
‘However, the reasons behind this addiction 

and the process in which the gamblers 
spiritual attraction to addiction has not been 
studied further,’ says Arai. ‘Worse, there is 
little acknowledgement to those who are 
severely addicted to pachinko or pachislot 
gambling.’ In Japan, where pachinko and 
pachislot parlours continue to grow, Arai 
and her team are now unravelling the reality 
and reasons behind those with a gambling 
addiction to help build ways to support 
the prevention to gambling and develop 
intervention plans. 

The researchers have conducted their 
studies using both quantitative and 
qualitative methods to explore the reasons 
for gambling addiction. The following 
topics were analysed through a number 
of questions: age; gender; profession and 
careers in the past; average working hours; 
family structure; and when the beginning of 
the gambling was. Every ‘yes’ answer was 
counted as 1 point, and if the total amount 
exceeded 5, they were recognised as having 
an addiction. This pointing system was 
referenced from SOGC (the South Oaks 
gambling Screen). Arai also conducted 
research using telephone counselling, 
talking to those people who had reached 
out for help to provide more detail about 
their gambling behaviour. ‘Through this 
interview method, we learned more about 
the process and paths in reaching for help 
and understood better about pachinko and 
pachislot addictions,’ she explains. ‘For this 
research, it was also important to know how 
much money was spent in one gambling 
session.’ 

PATH TO ADDICTION
The gender of their subjects were mainly 

men with just under 24 per cent being 
women. The average age was 37.7 years 
old and many lived with their families and 
had regular jobs. Arai explains that there 
are no significant differences between 
gender, source of income and household 
when looking at gambling problems and 
the degree of the problem. ‘What caught 
our attention the most was the age in which 
people had begun gambling,’ she highlights. 
About half of their participants had started 
gambling at between 18 to 20 years old, 
and the next largest number were between 
15 and 17 years with just over 16 percent of 
participants in this age range. ‘This resulted 
in 65 per cent of our subjects experiencing 
pachinko or pachislot before the age 
of 20,’ Arai continues. ‘These numbers 
triggered us to investigate the reasons in 
starting gambling at a young age, and the 
consequences these people had faced when 
reaching the age of 30 years.’ 

Arai notes that during the telephone 
consultation many people said that their 
families were not aware that they were 
playing pachinko or pachislot or that they 
were in debt. ‘From these answers, it seems 
this addiction is carried out individually and 
is becoming stressful baggage for people 
in their lives,’ she observes. ‘The questions 
now are how will these people reach out 
for help and how do they escape from their 
pachinko or pachislot addiction?’ This is the 
reason why Arai and her team are working 
to create forms of intervention to catch the 
addiction as early as possible. 

IMPORTANT FINDINGS
Given that the average age of the participant 
in this study was just over 37 years old, 
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BIO 
Kiyomi Arai completed her doctorate 
degree at University of Tsukuba Graduate 
School of Human Sciences in March 
2015 and acquired a PhD (Human Care 
Science). From a preventive perspective, 
she conducted research on people who 
are at risk of developing addiction, 
alcoholism, gambling, drugs, etc., and 
based on the results she gives workshops 
and lectures for the general public. Arai 
is also working on athletes’ addiction 
countermeasures. She has four awards for 
her research, including on examination 
of factors affecting serious gambling 
disorders and on the actual condition of 
college student athletes’ addiction.

the team has concluded that those with 
recognisable gambling issues are around 40 
years old. In Japan, 40 years old is regarded 
as middle aged where family and work life is 
very important and the pressure to perfect 
one’s role in life causes a tremendous 
amount of stress. Arai believes this stage 
in one’s life is very difficult and is where 
physical and mental problems may rise.  
The region in Japan with the most gamblers, 
according to All Japan Game Cooperative 
Association, is the Kanto region where big 
cities like Tokyo and Kanagawa prefectures 
are. ‘In a bigger city, I believe it becomes 
much more difficult to reach out for help 
- if one is caught up in work and family 
life there might be a tendency to resort to 
gambling during someone’s small window 
of free time,’ she says.

The challenge of how to get more people to 
use telephone counselling is multi-layered. 
Arai points out many gamblers try to solve 
their problems on their own rather than seek 
help and support. The result is that many 
people fall deeper into the addiction, mainly 
triggered by the amount of debt. ‘It takes 
on average 5.4 years for someone reach out 
to a health care facility from the beginning 
for their debt.,’ says Arai. ‘The motivator to 
reach out for help that we identified was that 
people felt they wanted to solve the issue 
themselves before letting the family know 
and this clearly shows the stigma associated 
with burdening family members.’ 

PREVENTION AND INTERVENTION
Knowing this is the reality of the situation, 
Arai and her team are working to create 
an intervention programme designed to 
prevent progression to a serious stage of 

gambling addiction. They believe the most 
effective and long-term intervention may be 
to raise awareness to the consequences of 
gambling to those who still find gambling 
fun. As mentioned earlier, in Japan, the age in 
which one experiences pachinko or pachislot 
for the first time is very young. Considering 
the current status where the tendency to 
seek telephone consultation much later in 
life, Arai believes it will be effective to come 
up with ways for people to reflect on their 
relationship with the gambling machines, 
self-check if they may have a problem and 
promote any available support. 

Arai is hoping to target people who have 
recently prioritised going to pachinko and 
pachislot without having any debt or those 
who have recently changed the way they feel 
about pachinko or pachislot. ‘By focusing 
on this group of people, early prevention 
before spiralling into heavy debt and deep 
addiction may be possible,’ she highlights. 
Arai and her team are now working towards 
creating the contents of such a programme. 
This includes points like information about 
gambling disorders, signs of gambling 
disorders whilst the act is still fun, the 
importance of repeat consultation when 
their feelings change towards pachinko/
pachislot and reflecting on the reasons 
why they hide their gambling to their 
families. ‘Recognising the characteristics 
of the addictions as a result of the research 
means we are now aware of the various 
gambling disorders and the measures 
taken in relation to it,’ says Arai. The team’s 
work is continuing to focus on defining the 
intervention and support needed to help 
those with gambling addictions in Japan. l

Through this interview method, we learned more about the process and paths in  
reaching  for help and understood better about pachinko and pachislot addictions
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