
Advantages and Disadvantages Associated with a Consolidation Plan of the Various 

Toll Free Numbers into a Single National Number.  

 

Reducing barriers for problem gamblers who seek help is an important goal for the 

National Council and Affiliates.  There has been a long ongoing discussion about the 

proper relationship between the NCPG National Helpline number and various state 

helplines.  This paper will review the advantages and disadvantages associated with a 

consolidating various state numbers into a single national number.   

 

Brief History and Current Operation of the National Helpline Network and Number  

 

The national helpline actually began in the late 1980’s when NCPG received a grant from 

Harrah’s to develop a national helpline.  At that time there was no distinction between the 

number and the call center, so the term “helpline” encompassed both aspects of the 

service.  The nationwide tollfree number (800.522.4700) was established and all calls 

were answered at the national office in New York.  When the grant ran out and NCPG 

could no longer handle the cost of covering these calls, several state call centers were 

asked to handle calls from states in their region.  It is important to note the dedication to 

“putting the problem gambler first” shown by these states who stepped into the beach to 

ensure that a problem gambler would only be one call away from help regardless of 

location.  NCPG continued to pay for the incoming phone calls, while the state call center 

collected data and made referrals.  NCPG entered into a contract with the Texas call 

center to handle “default” calls to the National Helpline from the 20+ states that did not 

have adequate resources.  This was necessary to maintain the commitment to nationwide 

coverage and nationwide referral—no caller would ever dial the National Number and be 

turned away.     

 

Almost three decades later, the NCPG involvement in helpline operations has 

dramatically changed, as has telecom technology and state problem gambling service 

systems.  The number of state call centers has grown and NCPG has been able to “hand 

off” responsibility for answering the calls to these groups.  NCPG continues to pay all 

costs for each call to the National Helpline Number, while the call centers handle the 

information and referral.  NCPG also still maintains a contract with a call center to cover 

the remaining nine states without services.  The implicit goal has been to eventually 

identify call centers able to cover every call   

 

[Insert chart here.  Total number of calls, split between default & other centers]   

 

The National Number receives a quarter million calls per year—or one every two 

minutes, every day of the year.  The NCPG master routing program identifies the 

originating area code of each call to the National Number.  Every call is then instantly 

and seamlessly routed to the appropriate call center.  There are 27 state and regional call 

centers (who cover a total of 41 states) on the Network.  Each call center maintains 

referral resources for their coverage area.  All call centers on the Network agree to abide 

by a set of written Policies and Procedures adopted by the Board in June 2005 that 

include minimum standards, summary data collection and insurance coverage.    



 

The national number is publicized extremely widely on the NCPG website (50,000 visits 

per month) as well as 12,000 other sites.  It is featured in the NPGAW campaign—last 

year the TV spots alone were broadcast 182 times in 29 different states to an audience of 

130 million viewers, with an additional 551 radio spots in 39 states to an audience of 89.4 

million.  The number is on the back of 25 million Harrah’s Total Rewards cards, 40 

million Global Cash Access receipts and across numerous other industry materials.  Calls 

to the National Number are projected to grow approximately 15% per year through 2014.  

Significant recent promotional initiatives include a commitment of $6 million dollars in 

online promotion by Yahoo! and Microsoft.  
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Most of the call centers integrated into the Network also promote at least one in-state 

number.  Many of these numbers are mandated by state regulation, and some have been 

in existence as long as the National Helpline.  In addition, several helpline numbers are 

accessible nationwide, most notably 800GAMBLER.  State affiliates and agencies have 

invested considerable time, energy and money into promoting these numbers.   

 

Discussion of Consolidation 

 

The merits of consolidation depend greatly on perspective.  For problem gamblers and 

family members seeking help, there is no question that one uniform number reduces 

barriers by eliminating confusion and maximizing impressions.  For Affiliates and states, 



consolidation likely results in costs and benefits.  General benefits to consolidating to  

one national number include: 

 

 Uniformity:  Advertising/promotional impressions are cumulative, maximizing and 

reinforcing.   

 Economy: Allows the same brochures, posters, PSA’s and other collateral materials 

to be used across any market, any jurisdiction, any broadcast platform.   

 Consistency:  Provides a seamless network throughout the nation.  Many state 

helpline numbers are either blocked or don’t have referrals for out-of-state callers. 

 Data:  Facilitates development of a national data set. 

 Prominence: The national number is already the most widely promoted and accessed 

number.  More calls than every other problem gambling helpline number combined.     

 Usability:  Simplifies decisions for callers. 

 Unity: Reflects that problem gambling is not just a state issue and that everyone is 

working together.   

 

The benefits of consolidation to Affiliate/state Call Centers are currently:   

  

 Elimination of all taxes, tariffs, fees and surcharges on calls, since NCPG does 

not pass them along in the statement.  A savings of up to 25% in some 

jurisdictions;  

 Savings on telephone service prices due to NCPG group volume discount; 

 Elimination or great reduction of calls from bordering or non-appropriate states, 

thus saving staff time, phone costs and frustration among callers, as the National 

Helpline’s geographic routing system only routes calls from your coverage area 

codes;  

 Assurance that these out-of-state instantly and seamlessly reach appropriate help 

rather than being blocked or having to be manually transferred;   

 Ability to use a vast array of existing responsible gaming materials from across 

the nation that feature the National Helpline, including TV and radio PSA’s, ad 

campaigns, brochures, etc…; and 

 Continuity of messages and services, free up funds for other projects, as the 

current duplication of helpline numbers and call centers will be eliminated.   

 

Disadvantages to Consolidation for Affiliate/state Call Centers: 

   

 Confusion among state callers;  

 Significant “sunk costs” in promotion of existing numbers; 

 Cost to change to new numbers, although this could be minimized by using up all 

existing stocks and only rolling out the national number on new materials.   

 Some numbers are routed differently in the same states, any consolidation plan 

would have to address these on a case-by-case basis.   

 Changes in regulations and laws may be required.   

 

It is our understanding that in states were helpline numbers have changed or consolidated, 

such Nebraska, the former helpline number remained active but the number of calls 



swiftly dwindled as the new number was rolled out as materials were replaced.  No 

significant disruptions were reported.   

 

Another way to evaluate consolidation is to consider the counterfactual: what if there was 

no National Number?  Nine states would have no helpline service whatsoever.  Gaming 

companies that advertise across state borders would need to list all the different helplines, 

as the majority of the helplines would be unavailable or unhelpful to callers from out of 

state—most state-funded helplines are specific to that state, either by restriction (blocked 

to callers outside the state) or by utility (information & services only available for that 

state).  National-level PSAs and marketing would have to list dozens of different numbers 

to be truly effective, as many gambling operations are on state borders and are 

specifically designed to draw customers from out of state.  Also, most gambling 

advertising crosses state boundaries.      

 

Summary and Conclusion 

 

The advantages to rallying behind one national number clearly outweigh the 

disadvantages, especially regarding efforts to promote the number to most important 

stakeholders: problem gamblers and their family members.  However, the current 

Network provides an efficient central access point and effective connections to 

state/regional call centers.  Costs are shared—NCPG pays the entire monthly phone bill 

for every call to the Network plus a direct contract to cover states without resources, the 

Affiliates and/or states fund call centers to provide the local information and referral.   

 

Consolidation would likely result in some increased costs to NCPG from increased call 

volume.  Affiliates and states would likely incur some expense when phasing in the 

number as well as creating some confusion among callers during the switch.  Therefore, 

we do not make a recommendation to the NCPG Board of Directors regarding 

consolidation of helpline numbers.  Rather, we recommend that the NCPG staff and 

Helpline Committee: 

 

1) Prepare a formal strategic plan for the Helpline Number and Network including 

identification of goals, analysis of current and future cost structure, trends, 

different organizational models and new initiatives. 

2) Identify the benefits of consolidation for stakeholders by: 

a. Conducting market research among problem gamblers, loved ones, 

gamblers and the general public regarding accessibility, consistency, 

usability and desirability of various helpline numbers.   

b. Preparing comprehensive assessment of cost/benefit to consolidation for 

each call center. 

3) Develop incentives for call centers to consolidate helpline numbers, including  

financial incentives, such as discounting phone bill/reimbursement requests, 

Language Line and telecom services.    

 

We believe that a strategy of attraction rather than promotion will result in the eventual 

consolidation of many helpline numbers.       


