Foucault's Governmentality:  A Plain-English Overview
And how it applies to understanding problem gambling


Michel Foucault was a French philosopher interested in how power works in modern societies:  not through force or law alone, but through the way people come to govern themselves.

His concept of governmentality describes how governments, institutions, and industries shape the way individuals think about their own behaviour. Rather than telling people what to do, modern power works by persuading people to want to regulate themselves:  to be responsible, sensible, and self-managing.

The key idea is responsibilisation: the process by which responsibility for complex social problems is shifted from institutions onto individuals. You are not told to stop gambling; you are given a self-exclusion scheme and told to use it. The problem:  and the solution:  are both placed in your hands.

In gambling research, governmentality helps us ask: who is actually responsible for problem gambling:  the industry that profits from it, or the individual who struggles with it? And whose interests are served by framing it as a personal failure of self-control rather than a structural problem?



Three concepts from governmentality that appear in this interview:

	Responsibilisation
The industry puts the burden on the individual:  self-exclusion, deposit limits, 'gamble responsibly'. Our participant shows why this fails when someone is already addicted.
	Self-surveillance
He monitored himself constantly:  performing normality, pre-empting discovery. He had internalised the judgement of others and policed his own behaviour accordingly.
	Technologies of the self
Treatment reshaped how he sees himself and talks about his past. Recovery is not just stopping a behaviour:  it is becoming a different kind of subject.





You do not need to be a Foucault scholar to use these ideas. They are simply a lens:  a set of questions you can hold alongside your data:

Who is being asked to take responsibility here:  and why?
What structures or institutions are being let off the hook?
Whose interests does this framing serve?

Those questions are relevant whether your own research is about leadership, trust, working from home, or anything else. Governmentality is always asking: where does the responsibility really sit?
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