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Introduction: Research Objective


Big Top Bingo is a large Bingo and Pull-Tab gaming establishment in Fargo, ND. The building is hard to ignore, with a red and yellow circus-themed exterior. There is a large parking lot in the front of the building, and additional parking is available across the road. Pull-Tab games are available for playing all day, but Bingo games occur on a more scheduled basis. There is also a cafe in the building called the Side Show Cafe, which features a variety of fried foods as well as soda. The building is quite large, with a central large room with twelve seating sections, as well as two smaller seating rooms for overflow. The caller stands on a podium at the front of the room, and there are four large boards that show the numbers called. Bingo games are played only at certain times of the day, and one must purchase a package to play. The different game packages available for Bingo include Mini-Brunch, Matinee, Evening, Moonlight, and Nite Shift. I attended the Moonlight games, which occur from 10:30-12:15 Thursday, Friday, and Saturday evenings. I mainly chose to attend these games due to my own personal scheduling conflicts with the remaining available sessions. However, the people that attend the Moonlight games are of a different stock than those who attend the other games, making it an interesting social setting to observe.  There are 26 games during the Moonlight games, of which 15 are available for a standard rate, and 11 of these incur an extra charge. I chose to observe this setting due to the stereotypes associated with Bingo. The majority of people assume that Bingo players are only old women playing with their Social Security money, but the reality is that Bingo games draw a diverse crowd. I chose to observe this setting in order to show the variety of people and personalities that enjoy Bingo. 

Methodology & Ethics


I utilized unobtrusive observation as my primary methodology. This type of methodology was most suitable for this situation because I did not want the participants to know that I was observing their behavior. Had they known that I was observing their interactions, or tried to ask them questions on my own, I would have not been able to produce an accurate representation of their gaming. In order to remain incognito, I bought a Bingo card but did not play, and sat near the back of the room with a friend. My reasons for using this methodology stemmed from personal reasons, as I do not gamble as a rule. My researcher role therefore is participant-as-observer, but this role brings with it some ethical issues, in particular, deception. However, I see no other way that my research could have been conducted without taking this role. I would not have been able to sit in the facility had I not purchased a card, so it was necessary that I do so. Also, if I had fully participated in the game, I would not have been able to observe people and their interactions fully and accurately. I sat at a table that was also near the door and the cafe. This vantage point gave me full view of the gaming facility,  as well as being close to the cash register.  I brought along a notebook and took notes on the crowd, but was not asked anything about this. Many people bring notebooks with them to keep track of which people win which games, so I did not stand out at all. People feel that cheating occurs in the games, and so many people feel that by keeping track of how many times each person wins, they will be able to prove their allegations of cheating. This is why my notes were not questioned at all during the process.  


No harm is likely to come of this unobtrusive observation, so the ethical obligations are very small. No illegal activity is occurring at Big Top Bingo, so descriptions of the individuals partaking in Bingo as well as their vehicles are appropriate to be used in this situation. Also, though I attempted to make thorough and accurate descriptions of these individuals, they are not so descriptive as to definitively identify those in attendance. 

Observations/Results


Big Top Bingo is a large brick building, with large red and yellow circus-themed “tents” above the main entrances, as well as a larger “tent” in the middle. There is ample parking available, and it is hard to ignore the caliber of vehicles in the lot. One vehicle that stands out is an old Ford Aerostar. The vehicle is a dark maroon color, with a gray stripe down the side. Garfield characters decorate the windows, and trash bags fill the back of the vehicle. Other similar vehicles fill the parking lot. A small green Ford Contour with an “I Love My Pug” decal in the window is parked directly outside the main entrance. My vehicle is the most well kept and new vehicle in the lot, and it is a 2007 Venture van. This leads me to believe that those playing Bingo on this particular night are likely to be of a low socioeconomic status, if one would be to infer the social class of the players merely by the caliber of vehicles outside the establishment.


As you continue in to the building, the smell of smoke greets you. Smoking is no longer allowed in the building, but there are at least five people hunched outside smoking and attempting to dodge the rain. Walking into the building, the doors are littered with signs, one of which states that no one under the age of 16 is allowed inside, and that to play Bingo, you must be 18. If one enters the building through the Pull-Tab entrance, a sign that says you must be 21 to play will greet you. There is a cash register when you enter to the left, and a uniformed employee stands behind it. All employees wear the same uniform: a bright red polo shirt tucked in to black dress pants and black dress shoes. The shirts are emblazoned with “Big Top Bingo” and a red and yellow circus tent on the left breast. Because I arrived before the gaming starts at 10:45, I am considered an “Early Bird” player, and receive my cards for half price. Many people arrive at this early time to get the cheaper packages. Few arrive after the 10:45 p.m. cutoff, so it can be assumed that this “Early Bird” deal is a big draw for Big Top Bingo.  I buy the cheapest package, which is one pack of 6 sheets with 3 cards on each sheet. This is $3.25, and package prices continue to increase in price up to $45 for a digital Bingo monitor and 3 packs of 6 sheets. From my vantage point near the front of the building, I notice that most people buy this large package. Few people buy the small packages, but those I notice with these packages are younger in age. There are vending machines in the corner of the room, and as I go over to them I am stopped by one of the employees in the building. I know she is an employee by the uniform she is wearing. She is older, probably in her late 60s, and has short, curly, gray hair. She informs me that there is a girl here that will “try to steal my man away.” She tells me to keep an eye on him, and to tell the girl to go back to her seat if she bothers us. “We've had a lot of incidents with her,” she says, a hint of annoyance in her voice. 


I go back to my seat by my friend and begin watching the Bingo players. I can tell the woman next to me is a serious Bingo-er. She is what the employees would call a regular, and you can tell she has done this before because she has nine daubers in front of her. A dauber is required to play the paper version of the game and comes in a variety of colors. You can also choose a fluorescent version of the dauber, and she has a few of these as well. She is very intent on the game, and watches the caller at the front of the room closely. She is wearing a bright pink checkered shirt and white pants, and looks to be about 75. Her gray-black hair is short and straight, and she wears large, thick glasses. Since she is sitting next to me, I am able to watch her throughout the game. She is very serious and focused throughout the entire game, and every time someone else shouts “BINGO!” she grunts audibly in disapproval. She does not take part in any of the extra games, and does not use a digital game pack. She never takes a break like most of the other patrons do during the game session. She organizes and re-organizes her daubers after each game. The pink fluorescent dauber appears to be her favorite, as she uses this one for over half of the gaming sessions. Unfortunately, she does not win, and at the end of the session, leaves in a bit of a huff. A sign at the door of the establishment tells patrons not to be disappointed if you do not win, but I'm not sure she notices this when she leaves. It could be reasoned that this sign exists to keep people coming back to play. The admission of the establishment that “not everyone will win every time they play” leaves one with the impression that they will definitely win at some time. This is good marketing on the part of Big Top Bingo, because Bingo is entirely a game of chance, and it is important to keep people coming back for this chance to win. However, it cannot be imagined that these returners will ever break even. The games do not have a large payout, with the highest payout during the Moonlight games being $500, and the average payout per game being around $20. Considering the amount spent on cards, it is impossible that the majority of the players are able to break even. 


Another player that stands out is definitely a regular as well. He sits directly in front of the caller and knows all the employees by name. He is a Bingo “high-roller,” playing all of the extra games and playing both a digital Bingo card and a full sheet of nine cards. I stand behind him in line when he buys his card, and his bill for Bingo cards totals well over $100. This is a sign of the socioeconomic status that frequents Bingo. In casinos across the Midwest, it is not uncommon for people to drop thousands of dollars on gambling, and in casinos in Las Vegas, gambling debts in the millions is commonplace. In Fargo, North Dakota's Big Top Bingo however, a “high roller” has a much different connotation. For these people, myself included, $100 for Bingo cards is a ridiculous amount, and an amount only a well-to-do individual could spend. However, this man's appearance shows a different picture. He is morbidly obese, and wears an oversized white polo shirt that barely covers his protruding stomach. He is in attendance with his daughter, a larger woman wearing a bright yellow T-shirt and black dress pants. She is also very into the games, but also orders a lot of food from the cafe. She orders an order of cheese curds, and then later an order of french fries. I hear her at one point lean over to her father and remark loudly, “People sure must not come here for the food.” Her father wins often, and each time he wins he gives a tip to the floor employee. It appears that dolling out tips is the best way to get service from the employees, because each time he raises his hand he is immediately served by them. As I have mentioned, extra games require the purchase of more cards, which can only be purchased from a sort-of Bingo waitress, who moves from table to table asking people if they need more cards or daubers. The bigger tippers tables are frequented more often, and those on the outskirts of the room are often overlooked entirely when it comes to buying more cards. It appears that tipping your “Bingo waitress” will get you outstanding service, much like in a restaurant. 


A table of girls across the room from me would qualify as “casual” Bingo-ers. They each have brand-new daubers, a sure sign that they recently purchased them, more than likely at the front desk. They all ask the employees for assistance often, and I notice that one of the girls accidentally begins daubing her card during the wrong game, which is an easy mistake to make, but not one that is made by a regular. When she asks the employee if she can get a new card, they reply importantly that they cannot, but provide her with a voucher for a free game at a later date. She scoffs afterward to her friends that she won't be needing that, because “There is no way you are dragging me to one of these places ever again!” They giggle and talk throughout the game, earning them constant stares from the other patrons. I am not able to deduce why they are playing from watching them, but assume that it is mainly for the people-watching aspect of Bingo. 


After the warning about the woman in green I received, I was interested to observe the types of interactions she would have with the other gamers. As I watched her walking through the room, I also watched the people she interacted with. Her dry, frizzy, orange-blonde hair bobbed from person to person and tried to get someone to talk to her. I noticed that she was at the Bingo establishment alone, and it appeared that she was not as much of a troublemaker as the employees would have me believe. In fact, it just seemed that she was incredibly lonely, and she was just trying to make friends. However, as she walked from person to person, each one would greet her the same way: by averting their eyes and turning away. It seems odd that someone in this type of setting could be such an outsider. The desperation in her face is apparent as she tries unsuccessfully to engage someone in some type of interaction. An older gentleman sitting across the room gets a Bingo, and she rises from her seat to go congratulate him. A couple people turn to each other and I overhear them whispering about her, all of it seeming to be along the lines of “Why is she even here?” As she walks over to the man in her bright green jumpsuit and black horn-rimmed glasses, her hand up and outstretched for a high five, he turns completely away from her, and ignores her entirely, his NASCAR hat turning 180 degrees away to show that it is emblazoned with Jeff Gordon on the back. It's hard not to feel bad for her, with all the negativity surrounding her interactions. It makes me wonder if this is one of the only social interactions she has. I even notice that she is not actually playing her cards. She only bought the cards so she could sit in the building and visit. I am amazed that there is such an insider culture at Big Top Bingo.  It is hard to imagine that anyone could be considered an “outsider” in such an establishment as Big Top Bingo. The only conclusion I am able to surmise from her situation is that she is trying too hard to be liked. During Bingo, people do not like to be interrupted. Talking or even whispering while the numbers are being called will result in a loud hushing from the majority of the players. Her frequent attempts at interaction are often right before or immediately after a game starts, which leads one to believe that people ignore her mostly because they do not want to miss anything themselves. This is understandable, due to the fairly fast-paced nature of the game. Her inability to comprehend this norm of Big Top Bingo puts her at odds with her fellow Bingo players, and creates the sensation of being an “outsider.”

Conclusion


This research is definitely not exhaustive, and it would be interesting to observe more interactions at Big Top Bingo. Returning on more than one occasion would be helpful. It would be interesting to see the types of interactions that occur during different games. Obviously, the Moonlight games will bring a different crowd than will the games that occur earlier in the day. I feel that the elderly population is less likely to be playing that late at night, so observing during the Mini-Brunch games would be interesting to see. Or, if I want to just focus on the Moonlight games, returning on both Friday and Saturday night to observe as well would be interesting. Also, observing with more than one person would be helpful. Having a couple other people situated in different corners of the room would create triangulation and a more accurate representation of Big Top Bingo. Overall, I am amazed by the hidden culture of Big Top Bingo and the way insiders and outsiders are treated. There is a far deeper sub-culture hidden in Bingo gaming, and it would be interesting to observe it on a deeper basis. 

Field Notes

· People with many daubers

· People with Premium cards

· Majority overweight

· Workers wear red

· Extra games

· People missed games – argue with worker; get free sessions

· More experienced players only look at board

· Pleased when win

· Others throw cards away

· Look at others' cards

· Special dauber bags

· Nine cards and Premium game - “high roller”

· White baggy T-shirt; overweight

· Number caller hates her job; monotone voice; congratulations to that winner

· One other younger couple

· Early birds

· Many seem to know workers

· Women in bright yellow shirt sighs deeply; short black hair; daughter of high-roller

· Caller – lists rules like an auctioneer

· New caller

· Envious faces

· Frustrated sighs

· Woman across from me – short hair; uses two chairs; blue knit sweater

· Talky girl stretches out arms and food flies as she gestures; oddly dyed hair

· Looks for acnowledgement

· Talks to winning lady

· Bright jumpsuit – green

· Deep purple tables

· Pop

· People talk about others wins and losses and compare

· Employees get tips

· Green cut-off and suspenders; no neck; bald; glasses

· TV screens

· Green rule signs

· Friends in groups

· Green girl man had bingo high five and no

· Keeps trying anyway

