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Now is the opportunity to foster a new 
generation of casino enthusiasts among 
younger customers willing to visit sooner 
and embrace technology.

With economic recovery difficult to 
forecast, casinos must consider multiple 
scenarios and offer value to customers still 
worried about their wallets.

Creativity, multiple channels, and digital 
technologies can engage customers at 
home and on the casino floor.

Operators should direct their investment 
and resources toward areas of the casino 
where profitability and customer comfort 
levels are highest.

A number of customers will return sooner 
if casinos implement key health and safety 
measures, and make their actions highly 
visible.

contents

Five key insights for bringing back customers and 
attracting brand-new fans 

Introduction

KPMG and the International Gaming Institute (IGI) at the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas, launched a research project to better understand casino 
customer and operator views on health and safety issues for reopening after 
COVID-19 shutdowns, with insights designed to help the gaming industry 
craft a powerful recovery. 

Plan the future, now 

Operators need to consider digital, robotic and other technologies to 
integrate health and safety into casino design and operations in new and 
creative ways that improve efficiency and enhance the customer experience. 
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1. Make it safe,  
make it visible
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focus the effort

3. Target tomorrow’s 
customers today 
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Understand the 
customer’s economic 
reality

5. Throw out the old 
marketing plan
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Introduction 

After months of complying with the orders and social 
distancing guidelines, U.S. consumers began to emerge 
in late spring to a strange new reality. This new way of 
behaving will surely last for some time, perhaps until the 
introduction of a vaccine. Some of the new protocols 
are likely to persist much longer in our collective psyche. 
The consumer mindset is fractured between significant 
worries—severe illness, financial losses and economic 
destruction—and a deep desire to get back to life as we all 
once knew it. 

For regular casino visitors, life as they knew it included trips 
to their local casinos in places like Detroit, Baltimore, and 
Boston; getaways to Atlantic City, Reno, and Biloxi; and 
vacations or business trips to Las Vegas. However, given 
the unprecedented impact of COVID-19, the industry must 
now consider what it will take for customers to feel that 
their health isn’t at risk as they play slot machines or enjoy 
a game of blackjack.  

Because we’re dedicated to an in-depth understanding 
of this vital chapter in gaming’s history, KPMG and the 
International Gaming Institute (IGI) at the University 
of Nevada, Las Vegas, launched a research project to 
better understand customer views on health and safety 
issues related to visiting a casino while the fight against 
the spread of COVID-19 continues, and examine casino 
operators’ perceptions of what customers expect. 

Clearly, the business environment and consumer sentiment 
continue to evolve at a seemingly unprecedented pace 

during reopening. Even so, our findings provide gaming 
company executives with the following near-term and 
forward-looking insights: 

 — How casinos can best address health and safety 
concerns to encourage customers to return as soon as 
possible

 — Where and how to implement and communicate health 
and safety protocols and messages for maximum 
impact

 — Strategies to target all-new customer segments and 
ensure competitive differentiation going forward

 — A framework for enhancing future health and safety 
measures beyond initial implementation

As COVID-19 started to spread across the United States in March 2020, 
stay-at-home orders forced all 989 casinos and resorts to close their doors.1

About the surveys

During May 2020, survey responses were gathered 
from more than 1,000 individuals across the United 
States who had visited a casino within the last two 
years. While respondents said they visited casinos for 
a variety of reasons, 88 percent named gambling as a 
primary reason, and 56 percent of those respondents 
visited a casino at least five times in the last two 
years. Men and women were equally represented 
with an average age of approximately 52 and a median 
household income of $75,000. 

Opinions from 50 gaming industry professionals also 
were collected during the same time period. Nearly 
all (92 percent) have 10 or more years of experience 
in the casino/gaming industry, most (88 percent) in 
a position of director or higher. Different types of 
gaming organizations are represented, including local, 
regional, national, and tribal. 

1  American Gaming Association. “Gaming’s National Impact COVID-19’s Impact on U.S. Casino 
Industry,” March 2020.
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Five key insights for bringing back 
customers and attracting brand-new fans

1.
To feel comfortable coming back to a casino, 
customers need to know that everything possible 
is being done to protect their health, and they 
need to see those actions with their own eyes. 

Customers are wary

If casinos had opened their doors without introducing a 
single protective measure, a large number of customers 
surveyed, 67 percent, said they would be concerned for 
their health and safety. An overwhelming 94 percent of 
them pointed to concerns around COVID-19 as a reason 
to visit casinos less or not at all over the next 12 months, 
far outweighing financial and economic concerns, cited by 
about half of respondents. 

Our survey results also indicate that about one out of five 
customers may not return at all without a vaccine. 

Casinos can ease concerns

Survey respondents across the board said they would  
feel much more comfortable visiting a casino if a series  
of specific cleanliness and personal health measures  
were taken. 

For the time, energy and investment required, casinos should focus 
not only on bringing customers back, but also on leveraging new 
opportunities to differentiate themselves, drive increased repeat 
business and spend, and attract entirely new customer segments. 

Customer worries...

Make it safe,  
make it visible

58% 

67% 
Customers concerned about 
health and safety without 
protections in place.

Customers who would come back 
now (12%) plus those who will 
come back if casinos implement 
health and safety measures (46%).

...can be addressed
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These results boil down to three key practical measures, 
with an understanding that casinos cannot create a risk-
free environment:

Keeping sick people out. Temperature checks and other 
wellness screenings give customers the greatest comfort, 
according to the survey, with health checks for employees 
considered somewhat more important than for visitors. 

For screening guests, we know hand-held temperature 
checks are a relatively simple solution. However, a deeper 
and more meaningful health screening of employees 
could be difficult. Operators also rated employee health 
screening higher than guest screening, perhaps because 
they have greater control over employee measures. Later 
in the report (see ”Plan the future, now”), we discuss 
some ways operators can think about addressing these 
challenges. 

Heightened facility cleanliness. Enhanced venue 
cleaning was tied as a top-rated measure when combining 
respondents who said it would make them “significantly” 
or “somewhat” more comfortable, perhaps reflecting 
earlier emphasis by health officials on surface transmission, 
which has since been updated. 

A number of survey participants said they actively want 
to see the cleaning of machines, tables, chips and other 
surfaces, and many mentioned the availability of hand 
sanitizer. These results indicate that customers value near-
term practicality via measures that are relatively simple to 
implement more than larger-scale changes like eliminating 
chips or other touch points. 

Operators perceived facility cleanliness as being even more 
important than customers did, which could again indicate a 
preference for measures they can control. 

The cleanliness and personal health measures casino customers want to see

Health screening of all employees 

Health screening of all customers

Prohibiting smoking in gambling areas

Forced social distancing through spacing tables, slots, etc.

Forced social distancing with barriers

Capacity management 

Touchless interactions with slot machines, kiosks, etc.

Moving away from paper money toward digital payments

Replacing chips and playing cards 

Enhanced venue cleaning

40%

40%

34%

34%

33%

30%

29%

29%

26%

21%

19%

15%

Cleanliness Personal health

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) on all employees

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) on all customers 

Percentage who say these measures would make them feel significantly more comfortable 
when visiting a casino
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Who is responsible for 
maintaining health and 
safety in a casino? 

With COVID-19, the answer may be both 
operator AND customer.

Statistical and verbal responses from our 
survey indicate that as much as customers 
have concerns about how the casino is 
addressing COVID-related risk, they are 
even more concerned about how their 
fellow customers are behaving. This tells 
us that improved facility cleanliness and 
employee management are not enough. 
Operators need to implement measures 
that influence customer behavior as well. 

However, striking the balance between 
suggesting customer behaviors and 
requiring them is easier said than done.

“The traditional definition of ‘responsible 
gaming’ focuses on how the casino 
protects its customer,” according to Adam 
Rivers, who counsels on the issue for 
KPMG in the United Kingdom. “In this new 
environment, however, the notion should 
expand to the obligations customers now 
have to each other, specifically around 
protecting fellow gamblers—and casino 
employees—from the virus. Casinos 
should, and will, ensure that their facilities 
are as clean as possible, but the person-to-
person spread can only truly be impacted 
by casino customers themselves. At the 
moment, it’s entirely unclear if customers 
will comply with these raised expectations, 
especially when it’s perceived as 
inconvenient.”

Social distancing. Respondents generally rated all the social 
distancing measures highly, indicating they are on board (at least 
conceptually) with the latest CDC guidance of keeping at least six 
feet apart. The top-rated of these measures was simply providing 
more space, such as by moving slot machines or limiting positions 
at table games. These measures rated higher than those that can be 
more costly or difficult to implement, such as installing barriers and 
managing overall capacity count. Again, this indicates that customers 
prefer simple, practical, and easily observed measures, which aligns 
with how operators said they expected guests to respond.

Personal protective equipment (PPE) is an interesting item, rated near 
the middle of the pack by customers. There are varying degrees of 
adoption when it comes to wearing masks in public spaces, including 
in casinos, given that it is a rather significant cultural change for 
Americans. 

The customers we surveyed seem to value masks on other guests 
as much as on employees. But not all customers are wearing them, 
based on early reports. This has the potential to put some customers 
off who initially considered returning. 

Meanwhile, not all casinos require masks on customers. Within the 
United States, casino rules vary significantly, often based on state-
imposed measures. Michigan’s casino reopening measures were 
much stricter than Nevada’s, for example. Anecdotally, those casinos 
that do require masks for guests largely report compliance and 
understanding, but also noted feedback from customers about general 
discomfort when required to wear a mask for a long period of time.

Overall, the results from our survey about preferred health and safety 
measures appear largely consistent with other consumer research. 
One study found that the top-rated customer measures to allay 
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New measures must be highly visible

Knowledge is power. Survey respondents said they would 
be significantly more comfortable returning to a casino 
if they can see the details of how casinos operators are 
keeping them safe. Customers want to see it, hear it, and 
read about it. 

In particular, they want to see proof of these measures 
on site. According to respondents, four of the top six 
most-effective means of communicating health and safety 
measures are on premises, including signage at the 
entrance and around the casino. Later in the report, we 
discuss the dichotomy between this finding and the fact 
that customers will be making visitation choices based on 
health protocols, which must be communicated before 
they arrive.

At the same time, younger respondents are more likely 
than older ones to view websites and social media as 
highly effective ways to understand which precautions are 
being taken. This generational preference is not surprising 
in and of itself. Rather, it is an important indicator that 
digital channels could be used to attract all-new visitors 
and build a larger base of younger customers who, as 
we discuss in a subsequent finding, are more apt to be 
considering travel and entertainment activities in the 
current climate.

Signage at 
entrance or inside

Website Email

Multiple responses allowed (up to three)

Information 
in hotel room

Staff at 
casino

Social 
media

Advertising Phone call

73%

46%

29% 27% 24% 21% 17%
7%

fears about shopping in stores again, particularly for older 
consumers, were requirements for social distancing (62 
percent), employee PPE including masks and gloves (57 
percent), and customer PPE (50 percent).2 In another 
survey of gamblers, hand sanitizer, limiting players at table 
games, and spacing slot machines were ranked the top-
three desired measures.3

Where there’s smoke, there’s disagreement

Interestingly, while 40 percent of customers said 
prohibiting smoking in gambling areas would make them 
“significantly more comfortable” returning to casinos, 
nearly a quarter of respondents said that prohibiting 
smoking would not impact their comfort levels whatsoever. 
These were among the top rankings in each category for 
any measure, perhaps reflecting the divergent opinions 
around smoking we see in society at large. Reducing 
second-hand smoke was also a benefit mentioned 
frequently in customers’ comments. 

In the operator survey we conducted, smoking bans were 
rated very low. This may reflect that operator plans for 
reopening generally did not include reducing or eliminating 
visitors’ ability to smoke. 

We believe this mix of responses warrants further study, 
and note that even the science around smoking and 
COVID-19 is not altogether conclusive. As casinos are 
reopening, some are restricting smoking while others are 
not. A review of the results could provide an “A/B test” of 
sorts for this key public health measure, which is especially 
relevant for casino employees given their extended 
exposure to second-hand smoke. Anecdotally, casinos that 
have opened with partial bans or additional non-smoking 
areas are receiving both kudos from their employees for 
the action, but also a push to extend the ban fully.

of survey respondents want 
cleaning to be “visible” or 
“highly visible.”79%

Customer-preferred communication measures

2  Salesforce. “New Data: How to Engage Shoppers Across Generations in the COVID-19 Era and 
Beyond.” May 27, 2020. 

3 The Innovation Group. “Coronavirus Recovery Consumer Research—Consumer Gaming.” June 4, 2020.
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If operators were worried that they were doing too much 
to implement health and safety precautions, our survey 
results indicate that they can relax. Customers clearly want 
operators to “go overboard,” at least initially. But what will 
happen over time?

Let’s look for some historical perspective. In the weeks 
following 9/11, governments and agencies intentionally 
made their enhanced security measures very visible 
to both give passengers comfort and to serve as a 
warning to potential attackers. However, as time went 
on, these measures were woven into the fabric of the 
travel experience, and flyers became accustomed to 
the procedures. Adjustments also were made for new 
technologies and changing risks, and security was 
balanced with convenience as procedures were introduced 
to facilitate passenger flow and create “fast pass” options.

Casino operators might expect a similar transition over 
the coming months and years as consumer behavior and 
expectations change, and people may even forget “how 
it used to be.” Operators need to anticipate that changes 
made now will not represent the final state of how the 
industry will operate.

Such change is not new for the casino industry.  
For many years, casino security was designed to fade into 
the background so as not to distract customers from their 
recreation. However, global terrorism and other major 
security threats, including the October 2017 Las Vegas 
shooting, have prompted the industry to make security 
officers, metal detectors and other protocols more visible. 

“Customers look to the establishment to provide safety 
and security when the threat feels bigger than the 
individual, like a terrorist attack,” said Alan Feldman, 
the Distinguished Fellow in Responsible Gaming for 
UNLV’s International Gaming Institute. “It’s during those 
heightened threat moments that they seek the comfort of 
visible measures.”

Even while those public measures were implemented, 
other measures were introduced behind the scenes. For 
example, luggage screening prior to delivery to a guest’s 
room, metal detection, and facial recognition technology 
are all efforts to give the customer a seamless entry 
experience.

The longer we live with COVID-19, the gaming industry 
could see a trend toward thermal imaging instead of 
individual temperature checks, or the use of sensors and 
wearables to help maintain social distancing instead of 
visible signage. Cleaning routines may become more 
automated or less reliant on staff, and completed during 
off hours, as customers put less emphasis on visible proof.

Finally, in many situations, the incremental value of 
multiple measures decreases as additional actions are 
layered on. But for now, it seems customers still want to 
be reminded at every turn that casinos are working hard to 
protect them. 

Do customers really want a front-row seat to  
health and safety implementations?
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Customers see varying levels of risk for different 
gambling activities, and for visiting different 
areas on the casino resort property. With these 
insights, operators can deploy their resources 
at the intersection of customer comfort and 
profitability.

Winning with slots 

Slot machines could be the safest choice on the casino 
floor right now, customers told us, with 46 percent 
agreeing that they’d be comfortable playing slots with the 
right safeguards in place. Slots came in ahead of table 
games and other gambling like sports books, nearly tied at 
38 percent and 39 percent, respectively. 

Respondents also indicated heightened caution about 
surfaces and interest in touch-free options, which led us to 
anticipate a lower willingness to return to slot machines. 
Yet it appears thorough cleaning can put many of those 
concerns to rest, perhaps because playing slots is more of 
a solitary activity, with a limited, personal space to keep 
clean. This is a very bright point for operators given that 
slot machines are the highest profit contributor to most 
casinos.4 

The knowledge about which gaming area of the casino 
customers will flock back to first, combined with data on 
revenues and margins, allow operators to focus their finite 
number of employees and other resources where they will 
drive the greatest results. 

4 Nevada Gaming Control Board and other industry statistics, KPMG estimates.

5 6 KPMG LLP. “Consumer pulse survey report.” June 2020.

2. Follow the money to 
focus the effort

Entertaining options off the casino floor

For many, visiting a casino resort is about so much more 
than gambling; it’s an entertainment and relaxation 
experience. A large percentage of customers we surveyed 
said they visited casino resorts in the past for non-gambling 
attractions, including restaurants, golf courses, retail, spas, 
and pools, as well as events like sports and concerts. 
Even the implementation of significant safety measures 
can’t make customers much more comfortable with 
certain casino attractions where it’s hard to practice social 
distancing, like nightclubs and entertainment venues. 

Respondents were mixed in their views about visiting 
retail shops and restaurants. And, they said they would 
feel most comfortable in sleeping rooms once improved 
health and safety protocols were in place. This tracks 
with other research indicating that consumers who travel 
overnight this summer are much more likely to book hotel 
rooms than stay with family or friends, or to rent homes.5 
Those remaining casino customers who said they are 
still uncomfortable or hesitant about staying in sleeping 
rooms likely represent an outreach opportunity for regional 
casinos to attract gaming guests who don’t need to sleep 
on-property. 

Consumers’ risk perceptions will likely change as they 
venture further from home. Heading into summer 2020, 
almost a third of consumers surveyed separately by KPMG 
indicated they’d be as or more likely to take a day trip to an 
indoor location as they were in the past, and 30 percent 
would be willing to stay overnight.6 

Ultimately, familiarity breeds comfort. As consumers 
increasingly encounter parallel health and safety measures 
across retail stores, restaurants and the other businesses 
they frequent regularly, accepting the same measures in a 
casino won’t feel like such a big leap.
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“Near-term confidence” “Invest for future”

“Minimum required” “Wait and see”

Slot
machines 

Table games

Poker room

Other  gaming

Restaurants

Hotel
rooms 

Retail

Nightclub
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Pool

Entertainment/
theaters 
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(A
)

Ability to impact index (B)
Size of bubble = profit contribution

1.25 1.375 1.5

(A)  Customers responded based on a scale of "1-not at all comfortable" to "5-very 
comfortable" (AFTER health and safety measures put into place).

(B)  Average level of comfort AFTER health and safety measures put into place 
divided by comfort level BEFORE measures put in place. A rating of 1 indicates 
no ability to influence; the higher the rating, the more the casino can influence 
customers' comfort by implementing health and safety measures.

We asked customers in which areas of the casino they would feel most comfortable before 
and after health and safety measures were implemented. The result is an index of how much 
casinos can influence their customers’ comfort, which we plotted alongside customers’ 
comfort after measures are implemented. That 2x2 matrix, combined with the profitability of 
the different areas of the casino resort, can help operators understand where their investment 
in health and safety measures is best spent. 

ROI for health and safety enhancements
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How should casinos factor employee 
considerations into the health 
equation?

We asked operators which health and safety measures 
they believed would make their employees feel 
significantly more comfortable coming to work. Their 
top-rated responses were enhanced venue cleanliness; 
social distancing using barriers; and health screening of 
customers—even more than screening of colleagues. 
Operators’ rating of cleanliness was consistent with their 
perception of what would make guests most comfortable, 
but their other two responses are interesting. 

Casinos may believe their employees want barriers 
because they don’t trust the general public to respect 
suggested social distancing. Or, similar to employees in 
businesses like grocery stores that have installed plexiglas 
protection, they are concerned about exposure from the 
multitude of customers passing by all day. Their higher 
rating of customer health screenings may indicate the 
perception that employees don’t fully trust the guest 
population and want to see proof that visitors are healthy.

In addition, while operators ranked prohibiting smoking 
as more important for employees than guests, the overall 

impact of following through with a ban was still perceived 
as low. We are surprised by this, given the attention gaming 
employees have brought to smoking in the last few years, 
but we also understand the strong perception that banning 
smoking at casinos could significantly impact revenue.

The measures deemed important by the Culinary Union 
as part of the return of hospitality and gaming employees 
to work in Nevada casinos provide a good sense of what 
employees are thinking about. Mandatory testing of 
employees, adequate PPE and social distancing, and the 
public communication of safety plans all make the list.7 

As the widespread impact of COVID-19 brings the 
importance of physical and mental health into sharp relief, 
employee health will be an expanding area of focus for 
casino companies, according to Jan Jones, Chief Executive 
in Residence at UNLV’s International Gaming Institute. 

“The gaming employees of the future, particularly those 
from a younger demographic that emphasizes well-being, 
are going to look to their employers to prioritize personal 
health,” Jones said. “Companies will need to invest more 
in this basic need, partnering with employees to take a 
360-degree approach to wellness that extends beyond 
basic site safety and general medical benefits to disease 
protection, healthy living and mental health.” 

7  Culinary Workers Union Local 226
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Older Americans have consistently represented 
the core of the casinos’ customer base. However, 
many are reticent to return to their previous 
activities too quickly. Younger generations 
represent a strategic opportunity for operators to 
design new experiences and use communications 
channels with these customers in mind.
The youth will lead the way

According to our survey, younger customers are more 
likely to return to casinos as soon as they open, consistent 
with other research about how younger consumers view 
their risks.8 They also are more likely to fall into what 
KPMG has identified in general consumer research as the 
“ready to roll” archetype. Averaging 35 years of age, these 
consumers in general have felt less of a direct impact of 
COVID-19; enjoy a moderate income they’re willing to 
spend more of across categories; and are most optimistic 
about the future and eager for social activities.9 

This is offset somewhat by lower gambling budgets—
nearly 70 percent of the millennial and Gen Z customers 
in our survey said they would likely reduce their gambling 
budgets given the current situation—and their inability to 
patronize closed-off areas of the casino, such as nightclubs, 
where they typically spend more relative to older 
customers. 

Casinos should consider that these younger consumers 
may generate greater trip volume and revenue in the 
near term, and that they will need to get creative in their 
thinking in order to maximize the opportunity. For example, 
will millennials and Gen Z be open to different gambling 
options and those that are less expensive per game? And 
what mediums can be leveraged to ensure advertising 
messages connect with these audiences? These 
demographic segments are also more open to contactless 
experiences, so progress on digital initiatives can be 
promoted to these groups. 

3. Target tomorrow’s 
customers today 

Additionally, as statewide restrictions are lifted, the 
younger customers will be looking to replace activities 
such as concerts, sporting events, nightclubs, and 
other entertainment that may not be available for some 
time; gaming could be the alternative. Casinos should 
consider the customer personas and journeys of younger 
generations as they adjust their offerings for the current 
situation as well as in the future. 

“COVID-19 may prove to be the disruptive event of 
our lifetimes, upending so much of how we behave 
as consumers,” said Duncan Avis, KPMG Customer 
Experience leader. “But it is also true that disruption 
brings opportunity, and those companies that tap into this 
moment to imagine what’s next may find fertile ground 
for innovation around better meeting customer needs. In 
reality, some of these ideas may already be on the drawing 
board, awaiting only the proper accelerant.” 

If casinos can present themselves as a fun and exciting 
alternative right now, they can plant seeds to foster long-
term customer relationships and build the next generation 
of casino enthusiasts. 

Older customers seek reassurances

In contrast to the younger generations, a large percentage 
of the older customers we surveyed said that current 
events haven’t lowered their budgets. But that doesn’t 
change the fact that they are more wary about actually 
visiting. 

Given that this demographic is at a higher risk for severe 
illness from COVID-19, according to medical professionals, 
understandably these customers may return to their normal 
behavior more slowly as they take necessary precautions. 
We see this in our own survey results: older customers 
put more weight than younger customers on whether 
safeguards are in place before they’d be comfortable 
coming back. 

Also note that older generations are more reluctant than 
younger ones to move toward touch-free payments and 
other interactions, a resistance we’ve seen often with 
other transitions in gambling technology. We believe this 
reluctance also is demonstrated by their lower interest in 
online gambling. Casinos should consider these varying 
preferences as they target different demographics for 
digital offerings; some customers will simply resist this 
change because they are comfortable with the process 
they already know, or they prefer the social interaction of 
on-site gaming. 

8  Multiple surveys including: Synergy Blue. “The Path Forward for Casinos in a Post-COVID World.” 
April 2020.

9 KPMG LLP. “Consumer pulse survey report.” June 2020. 
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Gen Z Millennials Gen X Baby Boomers

Most important health and safety 
measures when visiting a casino 
(Respondent would feel “more 
comfortable” or “significantly more 
comfortable”)

Health screening 
of all employees Enhanced venue cleaning Health screening 

of all employees

PPE/Health 
screening - 
customers

Health screening 
of all employees

Forced social 
distancing 

through spacing 
tables, etc.

Enhanced venue 
cleaning

Area of casino in which visitors are 
most comfortable in after measures  
in place

Sports book Sports book/ 
Slot machines Slot machines

Area of resort (other than casino)  
in which visitors are most comfortable 
after measures in place

Restaurants/
Retail

Hotel rooms/ 
Retail

Retail

Hotel rooms

Hotel rooms

Most preferred communication 
method for cleanliness, health and 
safety measures

Website Website/Signage 
at casino entrance Signage at casino entrance

Average gaming budget $660 $803 $804 $528

Generational differences and opportunities
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mindset we saw at the beginning of shutdowns, where 
spending shifted from discretionary expenses like travel 
and leisure to nondiscretionary items, such as groceries 
and other staples.

Not surprisingly, surveyed customers with lower household 
incomes were more worried about their own financial 
condition. And, consistent with other consumer research, 
those in areas more affected by COVID-19, such as the 
Northeast at the time, were not as optimistic, not spending 
as much, and not as ready to return to former activities as 
people in other regions.10 Clearly, the economic fallout from 
COVID-19 is not evenly distributed.

The impact on gambling budgets is predictable. While a 
somewhat surprising almost 10 percent of respondents 
expect to have a higher gambling budget upon reopening, 
about one in four anticipate spending less (and nearly 
another 15 percent don’t expect to visit a casino at all in the 
next 12 months). Younger customers were more likely than 
older respondents to lower their future gambling budget in 
response to COVID-19, 33 percent compared to 18 percent.

On the other hand, higher-income respondents and those 
who gamble more frequently were more likely to have 
the same or higher gambling budgets going forward. For 
operators searching for a higher return on investment from 
their marketing campaigns, targeting those higher budget 
segments could prove fruitful.

Customers care about safety, but they also care 
about their wallets. Casinos need to adjust to a 
new reality where—even when health concerns 
are addressed—consumer economic and 
financial concerns remain.

Customers are holding on to their cash

Among survey respondents who said they expect to visit  
a casino less in the near future than in the past, almost  
all of them cited health and safety concerns. However,  
30 percent also mentioned their personal financial situation, 
and another 20 percent pointed to general economic woes. 
Even though a rebound in retail sales in May was a positive 
development, in general, consumer spending remains 
depressed. In many regards, consumers are still in the 

10  KPMG LLP. “Consumer pulse survey report.” June 2020. 

4.
Understand the 
customer’s economic 
reality
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Factors supporting faster recovery

Underlying economy and financial markets were strong 
going into the shutdown

Consumers may be willing to resume leisure activities 
quickly, given how “essential” they have become 
(depending on health concerns)

A faster-than-expected resolution to the health crisis 
could lead to a “celebratory” bounceback in leisure 
spending

Factors of concern for longer recovery

Deeper unemployment than past recessions, usually an 
indicator of length of recovery for discretionary income

Travel activity delayed due to shutdown, compared to 
previous shocks where travel could continue or resume 
quickly

Shutdown could cause consumers to rethink spending 
patterns

Virus is less in our control than root-cause factors 
in previous recessions or shocks; could extend the 
economic weakness

Industry recovery: when, where, and how?

How quickly customers will resume their previous travel 
and spending habits is the million-dollar (or perhaps, 
billion-dollar) question. After past shock events, we saw 
travel not only come back, but ultimately exceed pre-shock 
levels. However, those recoveries took some time, and 
destination markets recovered more slowly. And, in today’s 
circumstances where indoor activity is still believed to be a 
facilitator of virus transmission, air travel may be impacted 
negatively for the time being.

Conflicting and layered factors are reducing visibility into 
the nature of the recovery:

Given the variety of possible outcomes, the casino 
industry is not alone in its need to prepare for multiple 
recovery scenarios: predictions of V, U, W, and swoosh-
shaped recoveries continue to evolve as new data is 
released. More directly, each industry is subject to different 
conditions that can cause widely different outcomes. For 
example, industries like traditional retail are under severe 
pressure and could suffer lasting structural consequences, 
whereas companies that sell work-from-home software are 
seeing a sharp uptick in demand. 
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The future for gaming companies

Companies will have to assess where their industry falls 
between two factors: the pace of consumer recovery in 
that sector, and the potential for structural change in that 
industry. We believe casinos and other leisure activities will 
generally have a slower recovery given the discretionary 
nature of the activities, similar to what we saw after the 
Great Recession. Some operational changes to the business 
will occur as well, as discussed in the rest of this report. 

According to Stephen Miller, Director of UNLV’s Center for 
Business and Economic Research, the hospitality industry 
is one of the more challenged sectors. “Hospitality and 
gaming companies tend to be more leveraged, which has 
caused near-term liquidity issues in this shock period and 
could lead to higher levels of restructuring. As local, regional 
and national economies begin to reopen, and consumers 
cautiously resume their discretionary spending, we suspect 
destination markets will continue to face headwinds given 
current projections of a second wave of the virus and the 
resulting reluctance to travel far from home.”

We believe the impact of health and safety concerns 
combined with economic worries will play out differently 
for casinos based on their target customers. Local or 
regional casinos that attract customers within a reasonable 
driving radius may return to business as usual more quickly, 
especially in areas that did not see dramatic spikes in 
COVID-19 cases. These casinos do not rely as heavily on air 
travel for customers, have very few international visitors, 
and tend to have smaller meeting and entertainment 

“Hard reset”

“Transform to re-emerge” “Modified business as usual”

“Surge”

Expected pace of recovery from COVID-19

High

Low

Slow Fast

D
eg

re
e 

of
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er
m

an
en
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an
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 t
o 

th
e 

in
du

st
ry

Substantially lower demand, slow recovery, possibly 
permanent loss of business; possible restructuring and 
capital issues
EX: Airlines, hotels, retail, restaurants

Demand returns slowly but consumers will revert to 
these behaviors with minor adjustments; may need 
capital to survive
EX: Casinos, leisure, automobiles, 
professional services, higher education 

Scale post-COVID-19 on backs of consumer 
adoption during shutdown, plus ability to 
leverage “new normal”
EX: Online retail, remote work tech, life 
sciences, tele-medicine, food delivery

Demand returns more quickly to 
non-discretionary activities, and with only 
minor changes to business practices/
customer expectations
EX: Banking, agriculture, insurance

Destination casino 
POST-vaccine

Destination casino 
PRE-vaccine

Local/regional casinos 
PRE-vaccine

Industry recovery scenarios for casinos

Local/regional casinos 
POST-vaccine

facilities. In their case, heavier reliance on gaming revenues 
is a good thing. If the impact of the virus wanes or is 
addressed more quickly than expected through treatments 
or a vaccine, these casinos may move from a “transform 
to re-emerge” position into “modified business as usual” 
according to our analysis, with more of a V-shaped 
recovery.

Destination resorts are more difficult to assess. We already 
discussed that consumer demand has rebounded more 
slowly for these casinos after the most recent recession. 
But their longer-term prospects will depend on several 
factors, some within operator control and some not. 
The survival and response of industries considered part 
of the casino supply chain in the “hard reset” quadrant, 
like airlines and hotels, will continue to impact consumer 
sentiment for casino resorts. However, casinos that 
embrace digital engagement, online gaming, and other 
more significant business model changes could counter 
that impact and instead vault themselves to a “surge”-like 
position. 

Gaming companies can better inform their multiple-
scenario forecasts by leveraging external data to 
complement their own financial information; such external 
signals and leading indicators will help companies develop 
the most accurate estimates of future prospects. And as 
we discuss later in the paper, innovation will be key to each 
company’s movement through the stages of recovery.
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Now is the time to find creative ways to engage 
customers, both current and new, with an 
emphasis on digital channels.
Health and safety is now a competitive advantage 

Operators that take action and clearly communicate their 
health and safety procedures could have a leg up on 
the competition. And because customers say they are 
watching how casinos handle themselves at this unusual 
point in time, there’s a unique opportunity to convince 
them to switch brands. 

Recent research indicates that customers are using the 
COVID-19 disruption to not only assess their offline versus 
online activities, as we discuss below, but also to try new 
brands.11 Gaming companies have a chance to redefine 

5. Throw out the old 
marketing plan

11  Valassis. “Changes In Consumer Behavior Amid COVID-19.” March 2020.

their brands to include health and safety as cornerstone 
reasons to visit, in much the same way that outstanding 
guest service has become synonymous with certain luxury 
hotel brands. 

Reach customers at home

Interestingly, as we noted earlier, survey respondents 
indicated that two of their three most-preferred methods 
of hearing about health and safety measures were various 
forms of signage on the property. This seems at odds with 
the importance customers also place on these measures in 
deciding where to visit. How will they know if casinos don’t 
tell them well in advance? 
Waiting until customers are on site to demonstrate 
cleanliness and safety is a missed opportunity for operators 
to prove how serious they are about customer concerns, 
and to differentiate themselves from the competition. 
Encouragingly, when we asked operators how they plan 
to communicate their efforts to guests, the top-two 
responses were digital channels: website and social media.
Putting it all together, casino operators should contact 
existing customers while communicating to potential 
new customers about their protocols through a wide 
variety of channels. These include direct contact, digital 
and social media, and third parties such as vacation and 
travel review sites. Taking a multi-channel approach allows 
casinos to insert themselves—and their health and safety 
messaging—into the buying decision.
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8  Business Insider. “Souplantation and Sweet Tomatoes are closing all locations, as the coronavirus 
pandemic threatens to destroy buffets and salad bars’ already shaky future.” May 8, 2020.

9 McKinsey & Co. “Survey: US consumer sentiment during the coronavirus crisis.” May 29, 2020.

What do consumers really want?

COVID-19 is accelerating structural change across many 
industries, exposing them to all-new types of disruption.  
In many cases, there will be no return to the “old ways”  
of doing business. 

“This is an opportunity for the gaming industry to truly 
build bridges with other industries and to put innovation 
first. As we continue to serve today’s customers, we can 
welcome tomorrow’s consumers a bit earlier than we might 
otherwise have expected. It is crucial to ‘innovate our way 
past’ this challenge, and the leaders who do will win the 
day,” explained Bo Bernhard, Executive Director, UNLV IGI.

In an era of continuous sanitizing and contactless 
interactions, certain business models and offerings—the 
buffet is one example—may need reimagining.12 In one 
analysis of COVID-19-related adaptations and consumer 
expectations, some trends like at-home fitness may 
continue given health concerns about sharing equipment 
and gym space, and the advances in on-line fitness 
platforms. Some consumers say they can accept substitutes 
for now, like virtual chat and video calls for workplace 
communications in lieu of in-person meetings, but they 
expect to revert to prior patterns. The long-term acceptance 
of other activities, such as grocery delivery and cooking at 
home, remains unclear.13 

Based on our survey, customers do not feel that online 
gaming will supplant in-person casino gaming, with 48% 
of respondents saying online gaming is “not at all” a 
substitute. This is even truer for older customers, 67 percent 
of whom don’t accept online gaming as a substitute. They 
may have a greater desire for the interaction of the live 
casino experience, and may also be less comfortable with 
the technology. 

Revenue results in states with online gaming bear out the 
customer sentiment from our survey. For example, New 
Jersey casinos generated $80 million in online revenues 
in April, up 125 percent over April 2019, and those in 
Pennsylvania posted $43 million, a 73 percent increase. 
However, online revenue growth didn’t come close to filling 
the hole left by lost land-based revenues. (Pennsylvania 
would have expected $282 million of monthly gaming 
revenue, for example).14 

 
 

Additionally, online gaming policies for both casino games 
and sports wagering are not equally developed across the 
states, and many casinos could not flip the switch to online 
revenues. Therefore, overall revenues lost to the closure of 
land-based casinos all across the United States are massive. 

However, customer interest in online gaming could increase 
going forward just as online usage has grown for other 
industries under the current circumstances, and especially 
as the virtual experience improves and as more states 
consider legalizing online gaming to fill budget deficits 
resulting from COVID-19. By way of comparison, just a 
few years ago, gym-based fitness companies did not see 
Peloton and other at-home substitutes as much of a threat, 
given their long-standing dominance over at-home fitness 
competitors. Now, gyms are under tremendous stress as a 
result of consumers’ health and safety concerns. 

Casino operators need to keep any eye out for similar 
disruption, or find a way to be the disruptor. Companies are 
best served anticipating these changes and adjusting their 
business now, rather than going down with a sinking ship. 
Advanced data analytics can help gaming entities understand 
market signals across a variety of dimensions, including 
customer experience preferences, to determine where 
consumer spending is trending and respond accordingly.

66% 
of respondents said that a casino’s efforts 
to safeguard customer health and safety 
is a “very important” factor in deciding 
which casino to visit. 

12  Las Vegas Review-Journal. “Buffet at Wynn Las Vegas reopening Thursday.” June 15, 2020.

13 KPMG LLP. “Consumer pulse survey report.” June 2020. 

14 Individual state gaming control board revenue reports.
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Several industries, including casino gaming, have 
successfully pursued creative ways to extend experiences 
into customers’ homes while facilities remain closed or 
limited. We have seen cooking demonstrations presented 
by restaurant chefs, virtual in-home wine tastings hosted 
by winemakers, free slot machine games offered to 
loyalty members from casinos, and streamed concerts 
sponsored by music promoters. Sports and sports-
betting companies have been among the most creative, 
leveraging more obscure sports like Russian table tennis 
and moving formerly niche products like virtual sports to 
the forefront. We’ve even seen the creation of entirely new 
competitions, such as a remote darts league and virtual 
stock car racing.

Continual customer engagement is particularly important 
for casinos in destination markets like Las Vegas, where 
the average number of visits per customer is less than two 
per year.15 Blending digital and physical experiences, and 
implementing more advanced technology, can take that 
engagement to the next level. With cashless wagering, 
which we explore later, and the expansion of online sports 
betting, casinos can allow customers to use their funds 
across both digital and in-person platforms. Technologies 
like mixed reality—think Pokémon Go®—can allow casinos 
to leverage the digital world even while customers are on 
the casino floor, accelerating their efforts to reach younger 
generations who crave immersive entertainment.

15 Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority, “2018 Las Vegas Visitors Profile Study.”

Develop a cross-channel strategy 

Operators indicated that they favor their websites and 
social media channels to communicate their actions in 
response to COVID-19. Through these same vehicles, 
casinos also have the opportunity to reach more digitally 
native generations and to offer customers a low-risk entry 
for coming back to gaming (or trying it for the first time), 
without having to visit the casino floor. 

While we noted earlier that online gaming is not seen as  
a substitute for the in-person experience, a good number  
of customers we surveyed, 44 percent, were open to 
partially replacing in-person casino visits with online 
gaming. Younger customers in particular, 58 percent,  
held that belief. 

Now is the time for casinos to engage customers where 
they are—such as on their smartphones—and begin 
exploring the integration of online and social mobile 
gaming. Digital outreach also allows a casino to build 
interest in its specific brand so that, once a customer  
finally feels safe enough to visit, that brand is at the top  
of the list. Finally, data analytics and new technologies  
also allow the personalized outreach that customers  
have come to expect from their favorite companies. 

Extend in-person experiences to an online forum

While some casino enthusiasts may remain at home, and 
still other consumers may be reluctant to visit for the first 
time, casinos can maintain relationships with everyone by 
finding virtual roads to reach them. 
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Plan the future, now

Don’t look back now

Given the massive structural changes driven by COVID-19, 
there’s no return to business as usual—and that’s a good 
thing for the innovators. Casinos have the opportunity to 
move forward in new and creative ways. 

While some of those innovative approaches will be 
conceived internally, operators indicated in our survey 
that they are watching a variety of other industries for 
clues around their COVID-19 response, demonstrating a 
desire to seek out approaches that will positively impact 
their operations. Ninety percent indicated that they will 
“adopt best practices where it makes sense for us.” 
And, even more reassuring, many want to go further 
than mere legislative or regulatory guidance; 90 percent 
said they “…will do more than required by law,” either to 
satisfy customer or employee needs, or to differentiate 
themselves from the competition.

A number of health and safety protocols are likely here to 
stay, even after a vaccine is introduced. The casino industry, 
along with so many others, will need to figure out how to 
keep these protocols in place cost-effectively. Automation 
and other technology solutions can make these changes 
sustainable. For example, wearables and computer vision 
systems can manage social distancing better than signage 
and manual observation, while also providing casinos with 
valuable volume and traffic data. And software applications 
that manage employee screening, symptom checkers, and 
contact tracing can help ensure a healthy workforce with 
less manpower. 

“A dynamic, risk-based approach supported by a modern 
technology solution allows companies to build flexible 
programs, scalable to the size of the organization,” 
according to Paul Hencoski, National Leader for 
Government and Healthcare Solutions for KPMG LLP. 
“Flexible means that the program can be used in situations 
beyond COVID-19, such as keeping employees safe and 
healthy in flu season and after natural disasters. And 
scalable means the technology can handle high volumes of 
data and actions without incurring increased costs as the 
organization grows.”

For operational issues like cleanliness and guest 
interactions, technology will continue to advance and be 
introduced to casino resorts as the situation evolves. In 
the not-too distant future, there may be disinfecting robots 
roaming casinos and hotels, instead of staff continually 
making the rounds with disinfectants and hand towels. Or 
given that consumer sensitivity to touching surfaces will 
likely continue long past the current outbreak, touchless 
kiosks now being tested by the airline industry could 
become the standard for casino loyalty and payment 
applications as well. 

Understand what’s ahead for the industry in order to pursue  
the right opportunities.
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Investing in innovation

Like other industries, gaming has increased its focus 
on innovation in recent years. But maintaining that 
focus is easier said than done in times of economic or 
financial stress, when many companies reduce R&D 
and innovation budgets. It may seem counterintuitive 
to invest while the impacts of COVID-19 remain front 
and center, but now is exactly the right time. 

It’s rare that companies get a pause in operations to 
think beyond the conventional wisdom, but COVID-19 
might just offer that chance. Should gaming resort 
companies partner with upstream travel partners more 
than in the past to offer a safe “door-to-door” travel 
and leisure experience for their guests? Should they 
build an online gaming presence? What advanced 
technologies can they adopt for their operations? 

“Innovation is best derived from solving real-world 
problems,” said Robert Rippee, Director, Hospitality 
and eSports Labs, IGI. “Given the extraordinarily 
devastating impact of the Coronavirus pandemic upon 
hospitality and tourism, UNLV’s Hospitality Innovation 
Lab at the International Gaming Institute has re-
focused exclusively on innovative concepts, from UV 
applications to wearable monitors, which will facilitate 
recovery of these sectors post-pandemic.”

Ultimately, innovation is a culture and  
discipline that must be fostered. 
The companies that look forward and  
don’t let the current environment  
dominate their thinking can come  
out ahead.

We will also see health and safety become part of the 
structural design of casinos, including integrated thermal 
scanning at entrances and restaurant redesigns that allow 
more flexible seating configurations that can be used to 
address future public health events. Design thinking and 
customer experience thinking will be critical elements  
of creating the casino of the future, and retrofitting 
existing facilities. 

While these technologies represent exciting solutions, 
making decisions about which investments will deliver 
positive, long-term results has only become more complex. 
Casinos are challenged to determine a potential return on 
investment for technology that may or may not be required 
once a vaccine is in place.

Digital payment is here to stay

There is, however, one innovation that’s as close to a sure 
bet as you can get. Digital payments and cashless gaming 
represent an idea whose time has not only come, but 
whose adoption could be accelerated. The current focus on 
health and safety is increasing the uptake of contact-free 
digital payment technologies across all industries. Simply 
put, most people do not want to touch money—or, in the 
case of gaming, chips, dice, cards and other surfaces. 

Casino operators also can leverage digital payment 
technologies to generate additional revenue, gain valuable 
customer information, increase security for their guests, 
lower their operational costs, and better control fraud. Even 
a commonly cited concern about digital payments tied to 
gaming, the potential for increased problem gambling, can 
be easier to manage, according to Rick Arpin, Managing 
Partner of KPMG’s Las Vegas office. 

“Data is one of the biggest missing elements when it 
comes to helping customers manage their gaming spend 
and habits. By tracking more of their customers’ financial 
activity, casinos can offer alerts, enforce self-limits, and 
provide information to allow customers to make better, 
more informed decisions, all of which are key elements of 
many responsible gaming programs.”

Moving forward, as the casino industry seeks to attract 
new generations and create long-term revenue growth, it 
can leverage the higher comfort level younger customers 
have with digital finance and technology, and enhance all 
guests’ experience with seamless financial transactions 
across the resort. 
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assist across operations, customer experience, technology 
enablement, employee relations, internal audit, risk 
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Looking beyond today, we can work with industry 
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to create the future—now.
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