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Dai’ sla, 

A few months ago, we held our first annual TG&H Advisory meeting 
during the Global Gaming Expo. The room was full of industry 
Native American thought leaders. As we talked about future articles, 
something else happened. The true shape and mission of the magazine 
revealed itself in a very personal way. Every person brought a story to 
the room and shared why they were supporting this publication. 

Yes, we are a magazine for operators by operators. Our team of advisors 
are educators, CEOs of tribal enterprises and government leaders; our columnists work 
hand in hand with Tribal casino marketers and general managers every day. What are we 
striving for? 

•	 A platform in which to curate content to inspire younger generations.

•	 Subject matter that is truthful and meaningful to move the industry forward.

•	 A vehicle to share best practices and forward-thinking strategies that will help 
Tribes improve their economy.

As we enter into 2020, we asked our advisory board members to share the topics that 
we spoke of at that meeting, the issues that keep them up at night or the conversations 
that are top of mind for their organizations. 

It’s with honor and responsibility we take their feedback and that of you, our readers, to 
heart. 

Thank you, once again, for your readership and your support.

Tsu tse wass,  

Brady Scott 
Editorial Board Chair 
TG&H Magazine
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Jay Garcia
Former Lieutenant Governor of Santa Ana 
Pueblo & Chairman of the Board of Directors
Santa Ana Pueblo and Santa Ana Golf Club, 
Inc.

“One of our biggest issues we are facing 
in New Mexico since President Donald 
Trump was elected in 2016 is our Land 
into Trust status of our land base. In 2015 
our Tribe purchased 60,000 acres of 

ancestral homeland that formerly was a large cattle ranch and 
obtained at the turn of the 20th century through illegal meth-
ods, as all Tribes have a story and experience with throughout 
US history. As we move into 2020 our status for placing this 

Sheila Morago
Executive Director
Oklahoma Indian Gaming Association

“As we start 2020, the biggest issue I see 
facing Indian Country is the preparation 
each tribe needs to undertake as gaming 
compacts mature. In Oklahoma, the posi-
tion of our state’s governor regarding our 

tribes’ compact agreements has brought all of our tribes together, 
and as such has strengthened us. But it isn’t easy, and it requires 
a great deal of communication, trust and patience on the part of 
every Tribal leader and citizen involved. I would suggest that 
people should learn their floor percentages, and which machines 
fall under which category, to gain a clear picture of the numbers. 
This will be very helpful in compact discussions. Many states 
with Tribal gaming are in the same predicament; we’re just in 
different phases of the process.”

Joe Nayquonabe, Jr.
CEO
Mille Lacs Corporate Ventures

“The biggest issue facing Indian Coun-
try in 2020 is the economy. Most experts 
are now saying we are in a ‘late cycle,’ the 
last phase of the economy before a reces-
sion. As an industry, we need to under-
stand the current economic cycle we are 

Industry Perspective 2020 for Tribal 
Organizations 
Thought leaders share their take on education, the current administration, 
the economy and more 

We asked our Tribal Gaming & Hospitality Maga-
zine Advisory Board Members what the biggest 
issues will be facing Indian Country in 2020 and 

what is needed to conquer the challenges and opportuni-
ties. Here’s what they had to say:

Pam Shaw
Chairwoman & Co-Founder
United Women of Tribal Gaming

“Looking at how far Tribal gaming has 
come in a relatively short period of time, 
I am filled with pride and gratitude as the 
vision of our leaders has largely come to 
be. As our casino enterprises have thrived, 
one of the biggest issues we are facing is 
preparing our workforce of the future. 

Are Tribes paying attention to cultivating the next generation 
of casino executives that reflect the diverse teams we lead? Are 
we focusing on building leaders within our own Tribal commu-
nities? With a multitude of big issues looming in 2020 for Tribal 
gaming, we must remember that our workforce has changed 
and the path to the executive office should be clear and free of 
any barriers of the past. There are many, many Tribes that have 
shown us how to effectively put the puzzle pieces together and 
have detailed and supported plans in place. Those responsible for 
building great teams and operations must stop and take an honest 
look at what we can do better to identify the barriers and utilize 
resources to remove them. Career development, mentorship, 
paid internships in-house as well as from our vendor partners, 
seeking out the Tribal members who have benefited, as many of 
us have, from Tribal educational support, specific training for 
women and other underrepresented team members, all great 
places to start so that we are prepared to look at a changing 
workforce differently.”

ancestral homeland into Trust status via the federal government 
process is stuck in limbo despite our efforts to continuously keep 
this on the forefront of our Congressional and Senate represen-
tatives and our local Bureau of Indian Affairs agency. I feel like 
our Capitol Hill representatives want to help, but their hands are 
tied with the current administration and only so much progress, 
if any, can be made with President Trump’s administration. The 
land is filled with numerous historic and ancestral sites that are 
important to my Tribe and tells and confirms the story of our 
migration to our current village site. What is needed to conquer 
this challenge is a new administration that recognizes the inher-
ent right of Tribal sovereignty and self-governance. In addition, 
another issue facing Indian Country in 2020 is the protection 
of our land and resources from big oil and gas companies that 
wish to access protected federal land for exploration and drilling. 
They have the Trump administration on their side and many of 
the protections put into place by former presidential administra-
tions have been undone: think of Bears Ears and Dakota Access 
Pipeline. What is needed is for Tribes to keep up the pressure 
and the fight with our Congressional and Senate representatives 
in Washington and also our State and local governments and 
counties.”
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Jason Younker, Ph.D.
Assistant Vice President and Advisor to 
the President on Sovereignty and Govern-
ment-to-Government Relations at the Univer-
sity of Oregon

“Since the establishment of Indian 
gaming, only a small percentage of the 
573 sovereign domestic nations have 
experienced substantial and related 
economic growth. This is a result of 

being removed to areas where little or no gaming clien-
tele exists. Of all the investments we can make, higher 
education must be our priority. Not only must the fortu-
nate Tribes invest in their college students, but also in 
scholars from other Tribes as well. Tribal scholars succeed 
at a much greater rate if they are attending college with 
those who have similar Tribal experiences. Investment in 
Tribal scholars from other sovereign domestic nations is an 
investment in our collective survival.”

Andrew Hofstetter
Chairman 
Tribal Gaming Protection Network & Tribal 
Government Affairs, BlueBird CPAs

“As I walked around G2E this past 
year, I couldn’t help but notice how 
far the gaming industry has come as a 
whole. From the tradeshow floor, all 
the way to educational classes, it has 
evolved in a profound manner in just 

the past 10 to 20 years. With that being said, there was one 
lesson that was ever apparent to me and that was ‘change.’ 
Failing to grow and change will leave our organizations 
behind when it comes to evolving technology, programs, 
systems, new trends, regulations, training and potential 
threats. Regarding technology, we’ve seen the advancement 
of table games, slot machines, food and beverage systems 
and programs that streamline operations and beyond. In 
addition, we’ve seen training programs in online gaming, 
leadership, active shooter and human trafficking. But are 
we doing enough to keep up with technology and incor-
porating technological advancements into our strategic 
planning? Are we incorporating advanced technology into 
our regulations, compacts, ordinances, etc.? As the industry 
grows, so must we, for if we fail to grow, we not only fail 
ourselves, but those we represent.” ♦

Native Vote “My Vote Will Count”
By Chairman Ernest L. Stevens, Jr. 

On November 3, 2020, 
the American people 
will head to the polls 
to elect federal policy 
leaders in Congress and 
the White House. Once 
again, the importance 
of the Native vote 
cannot be overstated. 
The right to vote is the 
most fundamental right 
and duty we have as 
American citizens and 
is the truest foundation 
of our government. As 
citizens, it is our solemn 
responsibility to exercise 
our voice — our vote — 
in helping determine the 
future of our Country. 

The importance of 
the Indian Country 
vote is already at the 
forefront. Many predict 
that the Native American electorate could end up being pivotal 
in major swing states. As a nonpartisan organization, the 
National Indian Gaming Association continues to encourage 
the importance of your vote. Whether you are a Republican, 
Democrat, or Independent, we urge to educate, develop policy 
proposals with, and elect candidates that will stand for the best 
interest of Indian Country and our Tribal sovereignty.

This is why last month; the National Indian Gaming 
Association unveiled the “My Vote Will Count” campaign to 
empower the importance of the Native vote. We are partnering 
with our Member Tribes and our sister Tribal organizations to 
plan events throughout Indian Country to educate, empower, 
and encourage all Native Americans to register to vote and 
commit to getting to the polls in 2020. 

Whether you are a young, first-time voter or a Tribal elder 
who has committed years to going to the polls, one thing 
remains the same, our power at the polls will determine whose 
voices will ring in the halls of Congress, at the White House, 
in Local, City, County, and State governments. Together, let’s 
pledge to ignite the flame of our power by registering and 
voting in 2020. We can and will make a difference. ♦

NIGA SPOTLIGHT 

in, and at the same time make smart business decisions that are 
not too risk-averse – especially to the things that matter for our 
associates and guests. It’s easy to want to pull out the playbook 
from the last recession and start making moves – but that’s not 
the best approach. Now is the time to invest more in our teams, 
to be courageous with seeking approval for capital projects and 
expenditures, to invest in projects that will add value to our 
guests’ experience – like slot floor improvements, slot machine 
replacements and hotel and food venue enhancements. We 
can’t control the economy, but we can control our businesses, so 
focusing on the most crucial factor to your business’s health – 
profit – is also a great next step. Evaluate your operating models, 
look back at how costs were passed onto your business in the last 
recession by your biggest vendors, and explore ways to hedge 
against that in preparation for the next recession.”
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GAMING OPERATIONS

When maximizing win per unit (WPU) on a slot 
floor, the discussion often involves trying new 
themes, adding or removing games or moving 

games around to new locations. Unfortunately, the industry 
still lacks a fairly reliable WPU predictive model to estimate 
the effects of these types of changes in advance, though there 
are many slot professionals with decades of experience who 
seem to have a knack for getting this right. What’s often 
overlooked, however, is that, in many cases, WPU of a given 
slot machine can be increased without changing the theme, 
box or location, but by simply adjusting the price.

Of course, we need to talk about this concept of slot price. 
When I once asked a slot manager what he felt the price of 
the slot machine was, he stated the house advantage, which 
is certainly one price metric, but the price I’m really talking 
about is the price per spin. When I say “per spin,” I mean it. 

Price is not the average bet of a game, but the price per spin. 
Why does this matter? Well, as you know, slot machines have 
lots of bet choices. A penny game panel, for example, may 
allow bets such as 50, 100, 150, 300 or 500 credits. Let’s say 
the average bet is $1.21. Is that what the player plays? Obvi-
ously not, since $1.21 is the average, but average of what? 
Counting the number of spins at each of the given prices 
matters here. 

If you dig deep into pull by pull numbers, you’ll find that most 
players are going to bet the minimum. In this example, it’s 50 
cents. When I say minimum, I mean playing all the lines at the 
minimum credits per line. Almost all of my data analytics in 
slots reveals the same result, that a significant portion of all 
bets on a game are made at max lines with minimum credits 
per line. If you’re lucky, you’ll get some higher betting, even 
max betting, which will increase the average bet and corre-

How to Increase Win Per Unit 
Without Buying or Moving a New 

Game or Theme 
Start thinking supply, demand and price for better revenue  

By Michael Minniear 
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sponding WPU (don’t we love our VIPs?), but trust me that 
the vast majority will likely be at the minimum.

So who cares? Well, maybe no one, that is unless a slot 
machine is in high demand. I wrote a previous article on the 
supply and demand of slot machines where I referred to the 
concept of total pulls available and total pulls demanded, and 
by looking at the total pulls demanded over time, particularly 
in peak periods such as weekends, we can identify games with 
constraint (more demand than supply) where a price adjust-
ment could be substantially lucrative. We can increase the 
WPU of this game by increasing the price per spin, and we do 
this by increasing the minimum price to play the game.

Now I’m sure you may be saying to yourself, “But that’s not 
possible” or “We don’t change panels like that,” and of course 
you’d be right. This is a part of the industry that drives me 
somewhat mad. I’ve gone so far as to physically remove 
buttons from games to accomplish this. Some vendors with 
digital displays can adjust the price offerings to increase this 
minimum as well. If you’re going to be adding games, at least 
be sure to ask about what the price breakdowns are. Even if 
you can’t change a specific game, you can make sure that the 
new games coming in are set higher on the minimums if you 
anticipate constraint for that segment of games.

On multi-denomination (multi-denom) games, prices may be 
raised by simply fixing the game to a higher denomination or 
removing the lower denomination options. Finally, a change 
in overall denomination (say, one cent to two cents) may also 

accomplish this, but unfortunately experience has shown 
that players are very sensitive to this, which can have an 
adverse effect on the demand, negating the benefits.

I know these are challenging ideas, but the primary purpose 
of this article is to promote thinking in terms of supply, 
demand and price. Adding the concept of price minimums 
and price controls into our slot decisions can be one of the 
most powerful tools in your arsenal for floor optimization. 
It’s about time that slot operators followed the example set 
by table games managers many, many decades ago, simply 
increasing the minimums when games get busy. I often ask, 
how long would a table games director last in their job if 
he or she didn’t raise the minimums on tables during peak 
periods? So obvious, right? Yet somehow slots continues to 
be stuck in the fixed price dilemma. Start thinking supply, 
demand and price, and you’ll be amazed at the changes and 
revenue increases that are possible for your slot floor, while 
hardly spending a dime. ♦

Michael Minniear,  Raving Partner, Data Analytics 
— Michael is passionate about the advancement 
of big data, artificial intelligence and data analytics 
technologies in the gaming industry with emphasis 
and experience in business development strategies, 
slot yield solutions, forecasting, service optimiza-
tion, and marketing. 
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MARKETING & LOYALTY

You’ll find kiosks on just about every gaming floor, 
but how do you know if you need one? Their goal 
is to drive incremental gaming revenue, improve 

efficiency and create a better winning atmosphere for 
your guests. The loyalty kiosk provides an assortment 
of opportunities to use alternative valuation factors to 
deliver a win or “wow” factor to high-frequency guests 
who may not win on the gaming floor. What are some ways 
to ensure that you aren’t just creating another giveaway 
and, therefore, over-investing in your players? How can a 
property use them more effectively, avoid lines at the club 
booth and keep from migrating high-value guests to stand 
in line at the promotional kiosk? How can loyalty kiosks 
make your property more profitable while simultaneously 
enhancing the overall guest experience?

We checked in with some Tribal gaming operators who have 
made kiosks a successful part of their marketing strategy and 
asked them a series of questions about how they are using this 
tool. 

Adam Levy, Marketing Manager, Spotlight 29 Casino, CA

How can loyalty kiosks make your property more 
profitable while simultaneously enhancing the overall 
guest experience? 
“Loyalty kiosks are available 24/7. When hosts go home at 
night, your food offers are a click away. Promotions aren’t 
limited to certain hours because of staffing or budget 
concerns. When a player meets criteria, they can participate. 
Afraid your high-value guest may miss out on the overall guest 
experience when implementing kiosks? Not when you have 
kiosk promos tailored just to them. With kiosks you can have 
multiple promos running simultaneously, each dedicated 
to specific tier levels with budget-friendly prize pools. Slot 
players are escape gamblers. Solidarity is important. That 
being said, kiosks can kind of be seen as a more inviting guest 
experience than a traditional, over-caffeinated players club 
representative.”

Incorporating Kiosks into Your 
Overall Marketing Strategy 

Creating profitable guest experiences through effective planning and execution  
By Christine Faria 
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Dominic Orozco, Chief Marketing Officer, Gila River 
Hotels & Casinos – Wild Horse Pass, Lone Butte, and 
Vee Quiva

What are some kiosk programs you used that were a 
huge success?
“Targeted programs to a specific demo, ADT and frequency 
have provided us with the greatest success. During a recent 
promotion with the Arizona Cardinals, our ‘Pick the Pros’ 
game allowed our guests to pick the winner of professional 
football games, which resulted in great incremental trip 
growth. Overall the kiosks have decreased lines, increased 
game play and provided our guests with more time to 
do what they love, which is to play their favorite casino 
games.”

And how are you measuring your success with kiosks 
– financial and gaming on the floor?
“When we launched our new Everi kiosks, we remodeled 
our players club around the kiosks to make it a faster and 
seamless experience for our guests. We are measuring 
success based on overall usage and the savings we achieve. 
For example, we’ve cut the waiting time in half for gaming 
transactions on the floor, which in turn gets our guests 
back on the slot machines faster. The guests can bypass the 
players club and do most of their transactions on their own. 
This allows the players club to do more on the gaming floor 
by assisting guests instead of being behind the players club 
booth. We’ve gotten great feedback, too – our guests like 
the quick access and user-friendly experience.”

Jaci Marx, Senior Director of Marketing, Isleta Resort 
& Casino

Are you using the kiosks on the floor to market to 
your guests differently? Are you doing different 
programs if they are local, high-frequency, lower 
ADT, etc.?
“Yes, we can use kiosks for a new member game or really 
target any level of guest. For instance, we may send out a 
VIP-only promotion on a direct mail piece and have the 
mail list loaded into the kiosk so that only those players 
are eligible to check in and participate in the promotion. 
A mid-level guest may want to check the points they have 
earned that day to see if they are eligible for bonus entries 
or to see if they played enough for a gift. A new member 
or a lower level player may receive their free daily entry 
into a promotion. This allows them to find out more about 
the property and promotion, and it is designed to incent 
them to want to earn more entries through play once they 
figure out how the promo works and what prize they are 
playing for. The other really nice feature is really being able 
to give the players targeted offers, either through a special 
promotion or through database offers. Since the mailing 
list can be loaded onto the slot machine, only those players 
who are supposed to get the offer see the offer.”

From the vendor side, we caught up with Angela 
Ahmet, Vice President, Loyalty Products, Everi, and 
asked her, “What feature or technology do Tribal gam-
ing operators tell you is the most important to them? 
“Operators invest a lot of time and money into building their 
brand identity. It is what relates them to their audience and 
makes them appeal to certain demographics. Ergo, when they 
partner with a supplier, it’s fair to expect that brand will be 
maintained throughout all content. Everi is able to support 
this by customizing the content and layout of each user 
interface to provide an apparent custom solution that guests 
recognize, combined with the research and development 
that has gone into our technology. Much of our growth in the 
Tribal segment is also attributed to being good faith partners. 
We have former operators who have been in their position and 
understand how to plan for successful deployments and the 
importance of sovereignty. Our customers are always afforded 
the ability to retain all data locally.” ♦

To read the full interview online, go to www.tgandh.com

Christine Faria,  Executive Editor, Tribal Gaming 
& Hospitality Magazine and VP of Marketing, 
Raving — As Executive Editor, Chris Faria oversees 
content development for Tribal Gaming & Hospitality 
Magazine and also serves as a contributing writer. 
In her role at Raving, Chris manages marketing and 
content for the firm as well as Raving’s tradeshows 
and signature conference, Raving NEXT.  

SUPPORTING THE
NOTAH BEGAY III FOUNDATION

Visit NativeStrongComedySlam.com to
purchase tickets and sponsorship packages

March 26, 2020 during NIGA
HARD ROCK HOTEL  —  SAN DIEGO, CA
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HOSPITALITY

When it comes to casino properties outsourcing 
their linen and laundry service or making the 
capital decision to handle it on-site, there are 

several factors to consider:

•	 Capital investment and return

•	 Staffing

•	 Space and ease of movement

•	 Quality expectations

•	 Availability and ability of outside company 

•	 Volume

Installing a laundry is not a cheap investment. The cost of 

the machines, transporting and storing equipment, initial 
stock and pars, utility costs and added labor dollars all 
need to be weighed against the length of return on that 
investment before you decide to do your own laundry. 
Outsourced laundries are not cheap either and don’t fix 
all the headaches that you have in running your own 
operation. Oftentimes, it just creates different headaches. 

Machines today are far more efficient and even with adding 
irons, they can be automated to self-press and fold your 
laundry, minimizing staffing. Techniques in washing and 
drying also can minimize “touches” by team members so 
that you can run as efficiently as possible. But … can you 
hire enough capable or trainable team members in your 
area to perform this work?

Airing Your Dirty Laundry! 
A compelling reason to clean up your act …  

By Brett Magnan 
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New-build properties can effectively be designed with 
the right oversight to accommodate a laundry with the 
most efficient layout and location for your casino. Adding 
a laundry to an existing operation can be very difficult, 
expensive and inefficient if it’s not correctly placed. I was 
brought in late to a project where the laundry had already 
been designed and squeezed into a location that didn’t 
work. They placed a laundry chute at the entrance of the 
laundry and when team members “dropped their linens” 
from the hotel floors – the door could not be opened and 
the linens had no place to be sorted. The equipment was 
undersized and eventually had to be relocated.

Outsourced laundries do have the ability to clean and 
return your linens, but is it with the same care and 
condition that you and your guests expect? Often you must 
purchase linens through the outside linen company, so 
it is not specifically yours and may be shared with other 
properties in the area. If they can separate their washings 
and keep yours together, is it done with the same care and 
handling that you would handle the linens? What was 
washed just prior to your suite sheets and spa towels? 
Greasy towels and industrial linens? All of this has a 
negative effect on the quality of your laundry.

And are there any companies available to outsource your 
laundry … anyway? Oftentimes in rural areas, there isn’t any 
recourse available to send your laundry to – without long 
transportation to cities often more than an hour away. This 
may cause extreme stress on the operation when there is 
poor weather or other transportation issues.

The bottom line is that if, after comparing the pros and 
cons, you find yourself wanting to handle your own 
laundry on-site, make sure that the next step is engaging 
a professional to guide you correctly in the sizing, 
positioning and planning of your laundry.

Machine sizes are selected based upon a simple 
mathematical formula. It takes the dry weight of your 
sheets, towels, robes, napkins, tablecloths and other 
washable items for a single average day – based upon a 
staffing of one and a half shifts of labor to run the laundry. 
That way when you are very busy, you have the capacity 
to add a full second shift or, during emergency times and 
extreme demand, three shifts to stay on top of the volume. 
When volume is light, dropping down to a half shift, 
skipping a day or doing maintenance is possible. 

Dryers are typically larger volume than the washers, as the 
linen will now be wet and heavier. The same math is used 
to size the dryer. There have been some great advances in 
machines where the water of a rinse load becomes the first 
wash for water conservation. Also, the washers can spin 
extremely fast, extracting the majority of the water and 

eliminating long dry times. 

A correctly built laundry can make a difference in the 
quality and efficiency of your property. Effectively 
planning, sizing and making sure that the process flows 
for your linens and towels is crucial to the success of 
your operation. With added capacities being considered 
up front, growth and added business models may also be 
considered for this operation. ♦

Brett L. Magnan,  Raving Partner, Hospitality 
— Brett brings a wealth of experience operating 
high-quality hotels, casino resorts, spas, and food 
and beverage facilities. He is known for his planning 
and opening of new properties and is a trusted 
resource in the gaming industry with his reputation 
for hard work, innovation, teamwork, honesty, and 
integrity. 

“	Effectively planning, sizing and making sure 
that the process flows or your linens and towels 
is crucial to the success of your operation.”
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The gaming industry is one of the most complex in 
the world, from back-office operations to consumer 
expectations. Consider the dynamics of your own gaming 

experience: slot machines, table games and rapidly growing 
sports betting offerings. Then add in the complexity of managing 
the experience across the entire property: restaurants, hotels, 
bars, conference centers and live entertainment. The more 
pieces you stack together, the more siloed and antiquated the 
experience grows.

For example, a guest – possibly one at your property right now 
– is sitting at their favorite slot machine, and she just ran out of 
cash. She believes that the machine is just about to hit a jackpot, 
and now she has to get up, walk down the aisle to find a kiosk or 
the cage, stand in line, pay a fee to get cash and then return to her 
slot. But to her dismay, when she returns, someone else is in her 
seat. Does she find another device or just leave unhappy about 
the lost opportunity and poor guest experience?

Take another example from iGaming and sports betting. Credit 
card decline rates average out to approximately 60 percent 
every day. Why? Banks don’t want to back-stop the bet. But who 

does the guest blame? You, of course. Now you’ve lost revenue, 
provided a poor guest experience and damaged your brand, all in 
a single transaction. 

These challenges are not new – but they are growing more 
relevant. Consumers increasingly expect Amazon-like 
experiences everywhere they go. And the repeal of PASPA has 
blown the doors open to new digital competitors eager to fill your 
shoes. Yet, a trip to the casino remains a lot like watching Back to 
the Future. 

The road to payment modernization is full of potholes, but it’s 
navigable. Operators who are serious about modernizing their 
player experience need to begin looking for solutions that answer 
these questions:

Is it built with regulations in mind? 
The regulatory environment is an important aspect of the 
industry, as it protects game integrity, promotes responsible play 
and reduces criminal activity. As such, the product development 
timeframe associated with releasing solutions in the market 

GAMING OPERATIONS

Why is the Gaming Industry 
Still Managing Payments 

Like it’s 1985? 
Now’s the time to create a seamless and convenient system for our guests 

By Christopher Justice
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can exceed three years due to the testing and validation required to ensure 
compliance. Add payment system regulations to the mix and the complexity of 
the puzzle expands. So how should you think about it?

It is important to consider solutions that start with your jurisdiction’s regulations 
in mind. The most efficient path to success relates to solutions that address them 
in the affirmative. It should also address payment regulation complexity and 
deliver a mix of funding options that provide a positive guest experience. 

Some mobile solutions that directly credit a gaming device open the door to 
regulations that require certification of the mobile device and downloaded 
application. Imagine if your team members had to validate these for every guest. 
That’s a non-starter, isn’t it?

If the solution is a traditional wallet, it likely opens the door to increased 
regulation from the banking industry for Reg E, and may also require the 
provider to have a money transmitter license. Wallet solutions may require your 
organization to establish bank accounts to comply with the rules and regulations 
for holding and segregating guest funds, and produce monthly statements.

There are a variety of ways to accomplish the desired result, so you’ll want to be 
clear on the obligations and responsibilities of what you’re signing up for.

Does it work with the existing infrastructure? 
Historically, the thought of adding new technology to the casino floor inspires 
a panic attack. Secure environments, accounting processes, internal controls, 
risk management – each has its own carefully managed environment. But with 
more ways to connect than ever, smart technology partners are creating new, less 
disruptive avenues for delivering innovation.

Will it work everywhere?
A partially modern experience is, in fact, not modern at all. And despite being 
under the same roof, many casinos have siloed payment processes within 
their operations. A casino must seek reliable technology that is easy to use and 
seamlessly integrates across the property. 

Will your guests adopt it? 
Consumers love Amazon because it’s ridiculously simple. And ridiculously 
simple is increasingly becoming their default expectation. Throw in the dynamics 
of aging land-based casino guests (and associated requirements, such as ADA 
compliance), and the need for simplicity becomes even more apparent. Friction 
fails and clicks kill – there’s simply no way around it.

Let’s leave the 80s in the 80s.
The retail industry has undergone a sea change with the introduction and 
adoption of e-commerce. Consumers are leveraging their mobile phones to 
manage virtually every aspect of their finances. A casino patron likely used their 
smartphone to summon a ride-share service to bring them to the casino, where 
they then expect a similarly convenient, seamless experience. Those operators 
who are investing in providing that will be equipped to meet (and exceed) the 
expectations of their guests – and regulators – well into the future. ♦

Christopher Justice, President, Global Payments Inc. — Justice is a 
veteran leader in the world’s payment and commerce industry. He is 
currently President of Gaming Solutions for Global Payments, a leading 
global payment technology company. He is also a board member of the 
American Gaming Association, and iDEA, an association dedicated to 
online gaming. 

Scientific Games Corporation 
(NASDAQ: SGMS) is a global 
leader in gaming entertainment 
offering the industry a diverse and 
integrated portfolio of engaging 
games content, advanced 
systems, cutting-edge platforms 
and professional services. The 
company supplies the industry 
with trailblazing technology-
based gaming systems, digital 
real-money gaming, sports 
betting platforms, casino table 
games, utility products, lottery 
instant games, and is a leading 
provider of games, systems and 
services for casino and lottery. 
SciPlay, the Company’s social 
gaming business, is a leading 
developer and publisher of digital 
games featuring authentic and 
engaging free-to-play games 
on mobile and web platforms. 
Scientific Games and SciPlay are 
fueled by a shared passion for 
play. Committed to responsible 
gaming, players are at the heart of 
Scientific Games and can expect 
trusted security, creative content, 
sports betting expertise, and 
innovative technology throughout 
their gaming experience. For more 
information, please visit www.
scientificgames.com.
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The definition of a “best practice” is a commercial or 
professional procedure that is accepted or prescribed 
as being correct or most effective. If you Google “best 

practice,” there are MORE THAN 1,270,000,000 results! The 
challenge is to define the “best practices” that will work for 
your organization. 

There are many factor that can influence your best practices. 
Key factors include: 

•	 Company culture

•	 Regional characteristics 

•	 Technology 

•	 Your target audience/guest

Understanding that every company has a unique culture and, 
in many cases, regional characteristics and traditions also 
play a major role in the lives of both the team members and 
the guests. The target audience may also be determined by 
the product offering. If the enterprise’s main offering is slots, 
it would not be the first choice for table game players. If the 

enterprise has mostly food court offerings, it will not attract 
players looking for a fine dining experience. The one thing 
that is universally the same is the technology that runs the 
business. 

Yes, there are differences between manufacturers, but 
all systems basically provide the same core functionality 
based on the specific need for which they are designed. 
For example, Micros and InfoGenesis are both point of 
sale systems that take orders and process guest payment. 
LMS and Opera are hotel/lodging management systems 
that control room inventory, assign guest rooms, enable 
additional services for the guest, etc. These systems and 
their respective manufacturers, as well as all the other 
vendors that support the gaming and hospitality industry 
want to earn your business. You will need your vendor, 
working with you as a partner, to achieve the following best 
practices. 

With decades of experience in the gaming and hospitality 
industry, I would like to share my top three best practices 
that I would consider “universal.” This means that they 

Purchasing a New System 
How to establish best practices and processes for major projects 

By Claudia Winkler  
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should be adopted by all organizations, small and large, 
Tribal, privately held or publicly traded. 

ONE: Establish a formal process that initiates, prioritizes 
and provides the business case for technology projects. This 
process will identify the following key requirements: the 
ROI analysis, project timeline and training requirements. 

Every project proposal must include an ROI analysis. What 
is the project going to do for the business? Is it going to 
increase revenue? For what departments? Does the increased 
revenue also require additional head count? 

Every project proposal must include a timeline. When 
is the expected start and end date of the project? Has 
the requesting department verified that the Information 
Technology department has the resources available during 
the project time period to provide the necessary services? 

Project size and complexity: Is the project small, medium or 
large? Based on budget and impact to the organization, what 
is the level of effort that will be required? Is the project easy, 
moderate or complex? This includes identifying how many 
departments will be affected, the length of time required to 
implement and the number of components involved (which 
may include more than one vendor, integration, etc.).

As a consultant who regularly meets with clients and 
colleagues, I attended a CIO event during G2E this year and 
listened to a CIO who told our group that his department 
had over 130 projects in progress, either on the calendar 
or under consideration by the steering committee. One 
hundred and thirty projects is a mind-boggling number of 
initiatives for any organization, let alone one that has the 
regulatory requirements that the gaming and hospitality 
industry must observe for ANY system change, no matter 
how small or how large. At issue, is the fact that at the 
majority of gaming and hospitality enterprises, leadership 
has not developed and published a clear set of RULES when 
it comes to “shopping for new technology or systems.” 
Leadership must establish clear “rules of the road” when it 
comes to who can investigate new technology and systems, 
along with the process that should be followed. Otherwise, 
every level of leadership will spend countless (wasted) hours 
looking at new systems and technology that the enterprise 
cannot afford, may not be relevant to the enterprise or the 
enterprise does not have the bandwidth to implement in the 
next 12 to 24 months. 

TWO: Do not be afraid to bring in consultants to provide 
input about major decisions or to lead major projects where 
expert experience is required. Major projects require 
additional resources; your leadership team is already fully 
employed. Their role is to act as the project’s executive 
sponsor. When decisions or issues need to be escalated, 
the project manager will turn to the executive sponsor for 
decisions and direction. There are many highly qualified 
consultants who can join your team with extensive prior 
experience leading projects like the one you are about to 
launch. Having a qualified resource with past experience 
that can join your team for a short period of time not 
only relieves the leadership group of the day-to-day 
responsibility, but it also provides an additional layer of risk 
management, since the consultant has prior experience and 
has developed tools, templates and a list of “lessons learned” 

that will streamline and expedite the project.

THREE: Know what systems you have and what they are 
capable of doing BEFORE you or your associates begin a 
search for a new system. I cannot tell you how many times 
I have sat in front of clients who have told me that they 
need a system that does X, Y and Z, and I have explained 
to them that the system they currently have already does 
X, Y and Z. It may not do X, Y and Z exactly the way that 
they want to do it, but the functionality exists. Another 
hot button is analytical tools and report writers. Microsoft 
Power BI, Tableau, Cognos, etc., can all produce reports, 
graphs, dashboards, etc. Within most organizations, 
you can standardize on one, two at the most. The major 
consideration is the subscription costs and training. Most 
software is now sold as an annual or monthly subscription, 
so if you subscribe to more than one product, you are paying 
a subscription fee every month for each product. Also, 
depending on your organization, building a solid user base 
is important for business continuity. Having more than 
two of anything will dilute the number of users for each 
product and erode the skill set that will be available to your 
organization. 

Implementing these “best practices” will not be easy. Change 
is HARD. Especially when there have not been any rules in 
the past. Creating the process to initiate, justify and approve 
projects is the first step. Understanding what licenses you 
already subscribe to or own in your software portfolio 
usually requires a research project to find all the necessary 
information (because some of the software is actually locally 
installed on individual desktops – which is a big NO-NO). 
And finally, overcoming the objection or fear of bringing in 
an outside consultant may take a leap of faith! What I can 
attest to as a consultant who has worked with many gaming 
and hospitality enterprises, small and large, Tribal, private 
and publicly traded, is that we are not there to replace 
anyone or take away anyone’s job. A consultant is there to 
ensure the success of the project and to make sure that the 
key stakeholders receive the recognition they deserve for all 
their hard work. For my team, sharing our knowledge and 
network will provide the next generation with the tools and 
knowledge base to continue the process into the future. ♦

Claudia Winkler, President, G.H.I. Solutions Inc. 
— Claudia Winkler provides strategic planning, 
business process assessments, budget development, 
project management and identification of require-
ments for gap analysis to leading gaming companies 
in her role as President at G.H.I. Solutions Inc.  

Claudia’s Three Takeaways:  

›› Establish a formal process
›› Bring in additional resources
›› Know your current system capabilities
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Isleta Resort & Casino, just outside of Albuquerque, NM, 
has been in operation since 1986. The Pueblo of Isleta is 
one of the larger 19 pueblos within New Mexico and was 

established in the 1300s. As far as competition goes, there 
are five casinos in the Albuquerque market, with a total of 
29 casinos and pari-mutuel facilities throughout the state. 
In popular culture, you may recognize Isleta in Breaking 
Bad scenes, through an upcoming PBS series by Laurence 
Fishburne or their iconic Jar Spa. 

Isleta faces challenges that are common in the Tribal gaming 
industry today: it’s not the largest casino in the neighborhood, 
doesn’t have as many hotel rooms as the competition down the 
street, faces a tight labor market, has a property that is nearing 30 
years old and sports betting is now a reality. Sound familiar? 

In a recent interview, we asked Harold Baugus, Isleta’s CEO 
since 2015, about the many changes and improvements that 
he and his leadership team have been working on. A note 
about Harold: he grew up driving a custom combine at 12 
years old in his family’s agricultural business before starting 
his first job in casino security over 24 years ago. Blame it all 
on his roots: he’s open and candid, and he believes that simple 
and consistent is the best approach in his leadership role. 

He doesn’t hesitate to give credit to his incredible team and 
the many accomplishments they’ve celebrated recently. And 
they’re just getting started. Here’s just a few: 

Reinvestment in a 30-year-old property 
In its history, the property has seen two major reinvestment 
projects, the last one was in 2012 after the Pueblo of Isleta 
dropped its affiliation with the Hard Rock brand. The newest 
renovation project, valued at $40 million, was launched in 2017 
and was completed in Fall 2019 with a new bingo venue, new 
entertainment showroom, new poker room, new non-smoking 
gaming area, new grand entrance, the Triple Sevens sports and 
dance bar and a sports betting lounge. It also now boasts many 
firsts: the first Fatburger location in New Mexico, the only Panda 
Express located inside a casino in New Mexico, and the only 
casino with a food court in New Mexico. 

Sports betting
Isleta’s Sports Book opened August 15, the third casino in the 
state after Santa Ana Star Casino Hotel. Developed in partnership 
with USBookmaking, the Sports Book takes wagers on local 
teams, pro baseball, pro football, English Premiere League, UFC, 

Isleta Resort & Casino 
Forty-million dollar renovation, new sports book and a clear vision for 2020 

By Christine Faria 
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NBA, WNBA, PGA Golf, NASCAR and more. Baugus adds, “I 
got beat up in the media because I allowed in-state colleges to 
bet. Here’s the deal. First, no major league professional sports 
teams are based in New Mexico. Second, you want to bring 
transparency into it, and we have the means to monitor that. 
If you see some games that are getting really sideways, there 
is a mechanism in place. If you keep all that stuff underground 
with the bookies where no one sees it, then that’s where your 
problems begin. They’re already betting on the games and 
they’re illegal. That was my philosophy from what I learned, and 
we’re the only ones who do it.” Interestingly enough, Harold was 
surprised that there wasn’t more betting on the college teams. 
“UNM and NM State, the two major colleges in New Mexico, 
have played already and the bets were really low. We didn’t get 
a whole lot of action on them. Now, basketball might be another 
story.”

According to Harold, the move was the right one. Cross-play, 
new guests, the volume of bets and the revenue have been 
“phenomenal.” One of the things his team implemented was that 
you cannot place a bet there unless you have a players club card. 

The preparation was a long one, making sure that the Tribe 
understood the implications and legalities of what they were 

stepping into. That included a personal education, as well as 
training his frontline team members. “We went to UNLV and we 
were educated, because if I don’t know, I don’t know, but I’m sure 
as hell going to find out. We found out about risk management 
and how that information flows. You can tell that there’s a lot of 
people coming in and not really knowing what to do. We started 
looking at the service providers and chose USBookmaking. We 
also sent all of our frontline people to training to make sure that 
they can tell people how to bet, show them how to bet and help 
them,” Baugus said. 

Isleta is a destination experience: “It’s not about adding 
more slot product”
Isleta might not be the largest property in the area, but it is 
banking on a couple major initiatives moving forward to keep 
it the most popular one in the area. “We have the Isleta Lakes, 
the RV park, the golf course, the hotel and the spa. We have the 
Fun Connection, we have entertainment (and our improved 
showroom), and I don’t think anybody in the Southwest has 
that complete of an amenity package as we have. It’s more about 
entertainment than it has been in the past. As I said, I don’t 
need any more slot machines.” A big part of creating the Isleta 
experience will be rewarding fishermen, bingo players, spa 
guests and gamblers alike, recognizing and rewarding their true 
value through a one-card system that they’re exploring now, and 
plan to roll out by the second quarter of 2020.

Retaining team members in a tight labor market 
“In the Albuquerque market, there are 17,000 hotel rooms. People 
don’t realize, but it’s a major hub, so we all fight for service-level 
team members,” Baugus shared. With large employers (such 
as Facebook and Amazon) and state minimum wage increases, 
competition for team members is tough. He adds, “When 
Facebook came in, it depleted my security team.”

So, how are Harold and his team attracting and retaining his 
team members? He added, “People don’t always stay for the 
money. They’ll stay for the people too, so we do our very, very 
best to try and create a good working environment for our team 
members. We have recognition programs, we have town hall 
meetings and we have a good benefits package.” In the last year, 
they launched a fully executed guest service program while 
expanding their orientation program, wherein all of Isleta’s 
management takes a turn working with new team members. 

Baugus concluded, “One of the things that I learned is to keep 
guest service simple and consistent. My first job working 
graveyard was opening the front door at a casino, greeting 
people and then driving the cart up to the front in a tent. So I just 
worked my way up. I remember how I and those other guys felt 
when they came to work there, at the entry-level position. You 
don’t forget it. You shouldn’t forget it. I also realize how valuable 
they are today. We pay them a fair wage, but it also is more about 
how we treat them.” ♦

Christine Faria,  Executive Editor, Tribal Gaming 
& Hospitality Magazine and VP of Marketing, 
Raving — As Executive Editor, Chris oversees 
content development for Tribal Gaming & Hospitality 
Magazine and also serves as a contributing writer. 
In her role at Raving, Chris manages marketing and 
content for the firm as well as Raving’s tradeshows 
and signature conference, Raving NEXT.  



The slot department can account for up to 85 to 
90 percent of the revenue for some properties. 
Applying data-backed decisions can make a 

difference of millions of dollars. Using a similar philosophy 
of understanding the database within marketing in the slot 
department can give a property an edge on the competition 
and ensure an optimized slot floor. In this article, we’ll 
review at a high level two areas of analysis that are key for 
success. A look at game performance and player loyalty to 
truly understand candidates for more or less games.

Game theme analysis
Game theme analysis is used to understand and optimize 
game performance. The goal here is to view the key 
performance metrics of a game next to the player loyalty of a 
game. By looking at this data together, a casino can get a great 
understanding of a theme’s loyalty. By changing the filters in 
the data, it is possible to see the loyalty to a theme. 

•	 Look at high-occupancy games with play above the floor 
average. With the player data next to the game data you 
can also see the ADT of the players who are most loyal to 
the game. Do you have enough of these machines? 

•	 In the same respect, you can look at high-volume games 
that are performing below the floor average. These games 
also have a good following, but you may not want them in 
premium locations on your floor.

•	 Finally, what machines have the lowest occupancy and 
are the least productive? You may not need many or any 
of these on the floor.

Player preference
Having marketing and slots work together to market the 
floor is another critical edge that I want to take a moment 
to discuss. Following are three examples where these two 

departments can work together to increase revenue by 
understanding player preferences of your machines.

Marketing New Games – As new games are purchased and 
brought onto the floor, complete a market basket analysis 
to get a clear picture of the incoming games. Use that 
information to compile a list of hosted or VIP players who 
enjoy similar themes. Have the hosts call these people or send 
out a note that states a new machine is coming that they may 
enjoy and maybe include an offer to try it.

Revoked Games – Machines get pulled off floors that we 
have no control over. Identify players who have a preference 
for these machines and send them a note to let them know 
that unfortunately, one of their favorite machines is being 
removed. Create a market basket analysis and use that to 
include a list of additional themes they may like and where 
those machines are located. Notifying your players of the 
change and including suggestions will go a long way to 
creating increased loyalty. Any hosted or VIP players should 
be given to the player development manager or host for 
notification. 

Optimizing with Player Preference – By understanding what 
machines your players are loyal to, a casino can “see” where 
their VIP guests are playing and where their retail guests are 
playing. This can be used to move machines around to make 
sure that the best machines are where your guests like to play 
on the floor.

The ability to tie machine data to player data in the data 
warehouse can make a difference in the ability to best market 
the largest revenue-generating department in a casino. There 
are many ways to accomplish this goal if you are not there yet 
with your data. There are software products that can tie this 
together. Regardless of how you get there, optimizing your 
slot data with player preference is one of the key trends that 
has been out there for a few years. And for good reason, since 
it ties two critical departments together that can work to get 
the guests to their favorite machines. None of us want a guest 
wandering the floor for over 30 minutes looking for their 
machine; that is time on device lost and missed revenue. ♦
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Generating Additional Revenue 
Through Data Analytics 

Focus on slots with patron data  
By Lynette O’Connell 

Lynette O’Connell,  Raving VP of Data Science and 
Operations — Lynette’s expertise is comprised of 20 
years of high-volume gaming operations experience 
in CRM, database marketing, analysis, and loyalty 
club development. Lynette assists Raving clients in 
maximizing their data including evaluating marketing 
and system software, pulling data from this system, 
and making strategic marketing decisions around that 
data with easy-to-utilize reports and visuals.
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Most businesses recognize that researching and develop-
ing a strategic plan is crucial for success, but are they 
being smart about their research? Is their research 

current? Do their strategies consider current marketing trends? 
Are they asking the right questions to their target audience? 
Questions like these are just the tip of the iceberg (which, if 
you’re not careful, you’ll ram right into). In order for a property 
to develop a successful strategic plan, they must first look at how 
they conduct their research.

The importance of effective market research
It is a rapidly changing world. The moment that your property 
has a firm grasp of the market, the market shifts, requiring you to 
adapt. By starting your market research as soon as possible, you 
will not only position yourself for success, but you will save time 
and money in the long run. To gain a competitive edge, effective 
marketing research on a continual basis works best. By being 
smart in your research and using it to your advantage, it will lead 
you to smart identifiers:

•	 Identify challenges that you currently face.

•	 Identify strengths that you may not have known were 
present.

•	 Identify what is unique about your property and 
competitors.

•	 Identify the opinions, perceptions and behaviors of your 
guests.

These identifiers are just a small sample of how effective market 
research can lead to smart results.

Looking inward for success
But what kind of agency would we be if we didn’t practice what 
we preach? Using the same process that has proven successful 
for our clients, we looked inward and discovered an opportunity 
to improve our own service offerings. In order to help our clients 
stay current in the market, we have enhanced our own research 
and creative processes. 

Applying the results of research – effectively applying ad 
dollars
One example of the benefit of smart research that we have been 
able to apply to our clients has been discovering how and where 
to effectively spend advertising dollars. Through research, we 
found that over half of card-holding players are noticing and 
responding to general advertising via mobile devices, laptops 
and PCs, more than other forms of traditional media. So how 
does that translate to a useable data point for clients? This 

doesn’t mean to shift all your ad dollars to digital, but it does help 
identify how powerful digital advertising has become. This leads 
us to creating a better media mix, ensuring we reach the right 
audience through an efficient use of our client’s budget. 

This is just one example of how the right kind of research can 
lead to greater ROI, not just for the present, but for the future.

Being aware of the future
2020 is here, which means that budgets should have already been 
prepared and planned for the next four quarters. But ask yourself 
this question – have you based any of this year’s budget on data or 
research that was conducted last year? Or is it based off research 
from the year before that? Or the year before that? Have you lost 
a specific type of player in the last year? Have you gained new 
players? Do you need to cut back or expand? A budget based off 
smart research will lead you to success, not only this year, but in 
2021 and beyond.

When is the right time for research?
•	 Before Yearly Budget Process

•	 Before and During Expansion Projects

•	 When Developing Marketing Campaigns

•	 When Adding New Amenities

•	 When Your Research Is Out-of-Date

The bottom line
There are so many investments that come with being successful, 
and one of these investments should be the right type of research. 
Investing in smart research works to lower your risks, increase 
sales, improve guest/management relationships and measure 
your brand’s reputation and development. 

Brand development, creative, media planning and placement 
work when they’re done through smart research. Understanding 
and investing in research ensures that you are approaching 
decisions that create a positive impact on your business 
challenges and goals. ♦

Mark Astone,  Raving Strategic Partner, Branding, 
Advertising and Media Services, and CEO, Catalyst 
Marketing Company — Mark is the Owner and CEO 
of Catalyst Marketing Company. He has spent many 
years studying and working within the casino indus-
try and understands what it takes to drive gamers to 
increase a casino’s bottom line.

Why Smart Research Is 
Critical to Your Success

Ask the right questions before you spend your ad dollars 
By Mark Astone
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A great dining experience begins well before the food 
is delivered, the server greets the table or the guest 
enters the casino. Pardon the pun, but knowing 

what sets the table, specifically for quality and consistency 
within your food and beverage venues, defines your ability to 
consistently deliver to your standards and ideally exceed your 
guests’ expectations. From my perspective, food and beverage is 
easy, however … for many, easy is hard. Knowing the key compo-
nents of setting up your food and beverage team is essential to 
delivering a consistently great dining experience for your guests. 

My growth in casino management is far from the normal path 
that most casino leaders take. Nineteen years ago, I opened the 
Winds Steakhouse at Grand Casino Hinckley as the executive 
chef. Today I lead a team of over 1,350 associates as general 
manager of Grand Casino Hinckley. Throughout my journey, I 
have gained a unique perspective about the role that amenities 
have within gaming operations. 

When I joined Grand Casino Hinckley, the food and beverage 
department seemed as though it was an afterthought. Food 

A Great Dining Experience Begins 
Well Before the Food is Delivered

Understanding the role that F&B plays in your guest experience 
By Mike Engel
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and beverage was something that most casinos had, but no 
one understood the role it played in our players’ experience 
at our property. I was lucky, since the team that lead Grand 
Casino Hinckley’s food and beverage had the forethought 
to understand the importance of food and beverage and the 
role that it played in our guests’ visits to our property. I will 
reluctantly admit that at some core level, it is as simple as 
food is fuel for gamers. That being said, I believe it is so much 
more. Today our guests, our gamers, are paying more for their 
experience, their time at our casinos. With that, departments 
like food and beverage are charged with doing more and 
delivering an experience that adds value to the guest’s visit and, 
ultimately, time at the casino. 

As I think about it, I was lucky when I joined the Grand Casino 
Hinckley food and beverage team, since there was already a 
super solid strategy in place. It’s all about the people who you 
do business with. As I grew with the company, I learned even 
more – it’s about relationships and partnerships. I have heard 
many stories of casinos that shop their food and beverage 
distributors on a weekly basis, looking for the best pricing. I 
would challenge that those operations are focusing on short-
term gain at the expense of long-term success. 

Strategy
Pricing is an important part of the food and beverage strategy, 
but just as important is consistency, reliability and quality. 
The only way you guarantee these key aspects is to have 
relationships with the people who you do business with. At 
its core, it’s a partnership and ideally a long-term relationship. 
Finding a distributor that wants to partner with you and 
consistently meet or exceed your expectations for product 
quality and delivery service has more value than one may 
understand. When you build a relationship with vendors, 
whether they may be a local egg vendor, meat vendor, produce 

supplier or a regional food service supplier, you build a bond 
that focuses on mutual success. A strong relationship with the 
vendors you use on a daily and weekly basis is essential for your 
restaurants’ success. 

Establishing standards by which you do business, such as 
delivery timelines, quality standards, product sourcing and 
preferred manufacturers, sets operators up for consistency 
and quality. Establishing standards is only the first part. 
Having a regular cadence of checking in on performance, 
including quality and service levels, with your key vendors 
is essential in keeping lines of communication open. We call 
these Business Reviews and, depending upon the vendor, they 
may happen quarterly, biannually or yearly. This is a great 
opportunity to talk about what is going well, where challenges 
are, fiscal performance and, probably most importantly, key 
strategies that are important to you in the coming period. These 
conversations allow your best partners to up their game and 
share how they may help you meet the goals that you have. 

Leverage
I would also suggest an investment in the brands of products 
that you do business with. Many casinos have a unique position 
within the food and beverage industry – volume. The more we 
are able to do business with one manufacturer, the more we 
are able to establish our expectation for quality and product 
specifications, as well as drive pricing down. It is imperative 
that we utilize this advantage to set our operations up for 
success. Whether it’s leveraging volume to stock an item with 
a distributor or establishing a business volume expectation to 
drive down pricing, we as operators should be maximizing that 
advantage. 

“Ship Building” is the calling card of a friend and mentor of 
mine; he says that he has built his own personal brand on 
friendships, relationships, partnerships and sponsorships. I 
believe this thought process is key to consistently delivering 
quality to our guests. Establish relationships with your vendors, 
build strong partnerships by clearly communicating your 
expectations and take ownership of your business by managing 
to the expectations that you have established. ♦

Takeaways:  

›› Challenge short-term gain over long-term success
›› Build partnerships with a distributor
›› Adhere to regular business reviews with vendors
›› Leverage your overall volume

Mike Engel, General Manager, Grand Casino 
Hinckley — With over 19 years of experience in the 
Gaming Industry and 35+ years Hospitality Industry, 
Mike Engel is the General Manager of Grand Casino 
Hinckley and former Corporate VP of Beverage, 
Food and Fun for Mille Lacs Corporate Ventures 
where he remodeled, re-branded and built 11 differ-
ent venues within the casinos. 

“	 I will reluctantly admit 
that at some core level, 
it is as simple as food 
is fuel for gamers. That 
being said, I believe it 
is so much more. Today 
our guests, our gamers, 
are paying more for their 
experience, their time at 
our casinos.”



MARKETING & LOYALTY

24 Winter 2020

MARKETING & LOYALTY

If you’re leading a marketing team, you have a problem.

As you gaze at your team and smile at their skills and 
experience, you are not seeing the big picture. If your 

company is growing, if your team is unchallenged and 
stagnant, if opportunities are on the horizon … you’ve got a 
problem. 

Your problem is bench strength. 

People leave, get promoted and generally move on. 

Your problem is this. If you’re comfortable with your 
team, wait a beat and you’ll find yourself struggling and 
searching. 

Which brings me to Yoda. 

Everybody loves Yoda. 

The big eyes, the wry smile and the funny, quotable voice. 

Yet those qualities aren’t why we love Yoda.

Yoda is the mentor we all want. All-knowing, funny and 
fiercely dedicated. Yoda is the person we want in our 
corner when it comes to growing our careers. 

Think of the great mentor images of our society. The kind 
and wise, yet demanding mentors. 

No matter how weak or strong your skills sets may be, 

Marketing Bench-Building 
Mentoring Hacks 

How to conjure your inner Yoda and other really cool mentors
By Tom Osiecki 
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everybody dreams of a mentor who can guide them through 
the thousands of challenges that we call a day at work. 

Mentor programs for marketing are not only the answer, 
they are becoming a necessity. Yesterday’s skills and 
strategies are like a box of cassette tapes, useful tools that 
disappear in a flash as the shiny, new tools take over. 

Let’s look at some new trends that can be quick mentoring hacks. 

Like Mr. Miyagi and the Karate Kid, bring in the 
micro-mentors
Your team is sharp and dedicated. They have basic skills, 
but the world is moving fast. 

Bring in the micro-mentors! Mr. Miyagi first taught the 
Karate Kid basic skills. Wax on, wax off. But he later 
advanced and refined specific skills. There is no end to the 
skills that are necessary in today’s marketing departments. 
Bring in the social media experts to mentor your social 
media team. Data science mentors show your database 
group how to hot-wire new techniques. 

By bringing in mentors with specific skills for short periods 
of time, you can move your department ahead without the 
cost of long, expensive classes that are half as effective. 

Like Professor John Keating from Dead Poets 
Society, cue the inspirational speakers
If your mentor program is undeveloped, consider bringing 
in one-shot speakers to cover marketing techniques. Like 
Professor John Keating in Dead Poets Society, you can carpe 
diem, or “seize the day” with a series of speakers who cover a 
wide range of knowledge. Speakers can be more practical than 
scholarly. Ask your attorney to teach contracts, bring in your 
advertising agency for a class on digital media techniques, 
consider a sales training session for your player development 
department. Cross-training your team today could save you 
later when team members are promoted or leave. 

Like Professor Albus Dumbledore and Harry Potter, 
try magic mentoring
Harry Potter’s mentor, Professor Albus Dumbledore, 
allowed Potter to get into scrapes, but always oversaw from 
afar. Bringing in virtual mentors is a hack that you can 
employ for your marketing team. Virtual mentor programs 
and training can be easily accessed today. A wide variety of 
subjects can help your team gain knowledge with skills like 
copywriting, design, media buying and marketing planning. 
Call on the magic Google machine and find virtual mentor 
programs that fit your needs. 

Doing it Obi-Wan Kenobi and Luke Skywalker-style 
Obi-Wan Kenobi took the one-on-one route with Luke and 
Anakin Skywalker. Sometimes old school is best. Here are 
three tips to make classic mentoring work:

1.	 Your marketing mentor relationship is about building 
skills and creating decision makers with solid 
judgment. Focus on step-by-step skills training, but 
back it up with opportunities to teach about learning 
from mistakes. 

2.	Keep your energy high and cynicism low. Marketing 
personalities range from the silent to the hubris-
heavy. Each marketing team member has concepts and 
opinions that can be short-sighted or brilliant. You 
may be wiser and scarred from experience, but keeping 
positive momentum is important.

3.	Marketing is never an island. Interactive skills 
between the marketing department and all other 
departments are learned techniques. Marketing 
mentees need to understand that their success comes 
from all departments, not just marketing. Teaching 
interpersonal skills and collaborative approaches is the 
difference between failed programs and success. 

As Mr. Miyagi said, “No such thing as bad student, only bad 
teacher.” When it comes to marketing mentoring, “Use the 
Force, Luke.” Just keep your Force positive. ♦

MARKETING & LOYALTY

Tom Osiecki, Raving Partner, Advanced 
Operations and Marketing — As a highly 
accomplished casino operator and marketer, Tom 
has a proven track record of effectively analyzing 
casino markets and implementing strategic planning 
that yields optimum EBITDA using customer focused 
tactics. He is adept at organizing strategic marketing 
plans through the execution of branding strategies, 
channel management, media, digital, corporate 
communications, database marketing, sales, 
promotions and agency management.

Call Raving today at 775.329.7864 
to talk to Brett about your latest 
kitchen project - 15 minutes 
could save you thousands!

Do you want 
to buy the 
stove three 
times?
Whether it’s a remodel, 
rennovation or new 
build, get an owner’s 
rep that knows gaming.

Brett Magnan
Raving Partner — Hospitality
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The tide of regulatory scrutiny from the NIGC has 
risen recently. More casinos are undergoing “Inter-
nal Control Assessments” from the NIGC. The level 

of regulatory scrutiny seemed to ebb during the Obama 
administration. This is not wholly unusual. Each new pres-
idential administration has its own philosophy as to how 
vigorous regulation should be. In April and May of last year, 
the NIGC issued three Notices of Violation (NOV). Two 
of these NOVs included violations related to how gaming 
revenues are used. IGRA provides five broad, acceptable 
purposes for which revenues generated from a Tribe’s 
gaming activities can be used.

The five purposes are:

1.	 To fund Tribal government operations or programs;

2.	To provide for the general welfare of the Indian Tribe 
and its members;

3.	To promote Tribal economic development;

4.	To donate to charitable organizations; and

5.	To help fund operations of local government agencies.

Tribal governments are used to receiving funds that can 
only be used for certain purposes and usually adhere 
to these purposes with gaming revenues. Where things 

Tying up Those Loose 
Strings on the Use of 

Gaming Money
Key areas of concern we should keep in mind as we make spending decisions

By Kevin Huddleston 

FINANCE & COMPLIANCE
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usually go south is the use of funds by the casino or through 
the casino. Aside from the five purposes named in IGRA, 
there are some key areas of concern that we should keep in 
mind as we make spending decisions.

If the Tribe has a Revenue Allocation Plan (RAP) approved 
by the BIA, it must be followed. Spending gaming revenues 
in ways that are inconsistent with the RAP will result in an 
NOV. The last thing we want are payments being deemed 
unauthorized Per Capita payments (whether we make Per 
Capita payments or not). We don’t want the IGRA violation 
and we don’t want the uproar from the members who didn’t 
receive the unauthorized payment or benefit. Funny thing 
about this type of violation is that we’re violating our own 
policy passed by our own governing body. If we want to 
change it, we can submit for BIA approval. 

Tribal leadership may sometimes direct or influence 
spending by the casino in ways that can violate both the 
RAP and IGRA. Knowing that spending by the Tribal 
government is scrutinized, some think that they can 
accomplish their agenda by having the casino make 
payments to or on behalf of individuals who are disguised 
as casino operating expenses. If it is wrong at the 
government level, it’s wrong at the casino level too. NOVs 
have questioned whether some payments were legitimate 
operating expenses. We need to remember that proper 
spending of gaming revenues includes how the casino 
spends. 

Saying certain casino payments are on behalf of or in 
support of Tribal “programs” is another thing to watch. 
Does a formal program exist? Should a Tribal program 
benefit come directly from the casino? If the payment 
comes from the government, is it documented and qualified 
under the terms of the program? Payments that aren’t part 
of an actual program or don’t meet that program’s criteria 
will be deemed unauthorized Per Capita payments. As 
discussed above, we don’t want that. 

Use or misuse of credit cards, travel and per diems are 
areas to watch. Personal use of credit cards is not a good 
idea, period. Whether reimbursed or not. Such use is, 
in essence, a loan that isn’t part of a formal program. 
Similarly, travel that isn’t for legitimate business reasons 
and per diem allowances in excess of amounts set by the 
GSA are improper payments. Paying for family members to 
accompany leaders on business trips is also inappropriate, 
whether reimbursed or not. Travel and expense 
reimbursements can not only violate IGRA, but can have 
negative consequences should the IRS audit the Tribe or 
casino’s taxable income reporting.

Use of Tribal members as consultants, team members or 

contracted assistance should be handled carefully. We 
want to use Tribal members and their families whenever 
we can, but any such transactions should be done properly. 
Contracts should be in writing. Contract terms should be 
no more favorable than for an unrelated Tribal member or 
a non-Tribal member. The contract award process should 
comply with our own procurement policies. Entering 
into arrangements with Tribal members or their families 
where there is no evidence of work performed or payment 
at excessive rates can be construed as unauthorized Per 
Capita payments. 

Payments, loans and perks for Tribal leaders or other select 
Tribal members are risky. This can be a very sensitive 
subject. Our Tribal leaders and elders certainly deserve our 
respect for the positions they hold, but any perks should 
be limited in their nature and amount. They shouldn’t be a 
“blank check” for use of the gaming property’s facilities and 
amenities. These benefits have to be available to all who 
meet the criteria or hold the same or comparable position. 
We can’t do for a few elders or council members what we 
wouldn’t do for all of them. Again, such payments can be 
deemed unauthorized Per Capita payments. 

Gaming has provided opportunities for many Tribes to 
become more self-sufficient and improve the lives of our 
people. The law that gave us the right to game also came 
with some loose strings on how we can use the gaming 
money. We need to make sure that we aren’t acting in 
violation of the law and jeopardizing a significant source 
of revenue. While we don’t like the idea of being told what 
we can do with the money we earn, many of the things 
mentioned above are common sense and good business 
practices. If applying those practices and common sense 
helps us comply with the law, doesn’t that make it the right 
thing to do? ♦

Kevin Huddleston, CPA, CGMA, CFF, Raving 
Strategic Partner, Accounting and Auditing and 
Partner, Finley & Cook — Kevin, a member of the 
Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma, provides outsourced 
accounting and consulting services for Native 
American Tribes and casino clients. Through his 
nearly three decades of working within the gaming 
industry, he is an expert in integrating the many 
financial systems unique to the gaming industry.

“	Tribal leadership may sometimes direct or 
influence spending by the casino in ways that 
can violate both the RAP and IGRA.”

25 USC § 2710(b)(2)(B); see also 25 U.S.C. §§ 2710(d)(1)(A)(ii) and 2710(d)(2); 
25 C.F.R. §§ 522.4, 522.6. The term “net revenues” is defined in IGRA as “gross 
revenues of an Indian gaming activity less amounts paid out as, or paid for, 
prizes and total operating expenses, excluding management fees.” 25 U.S.C. § 
2703(9); 25 C.F.R. § 502.16.
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I was recently at a casino that had just opened up a new 
sports book. This was certainly not the first time that 
I had participated in the wagering of a sporting event, 

but the feel was very different. What I noticed was the 
excitement and the conversations that were taking place 
that I had never witnessed before in this same property.

As I sat back and listened, I recognized the opportunities 
available and wondered how casinos would take advantage 
of this newfound gold mine. If you are familiar at all with 
sports gamblers, you learn very quickly that they all have 
opinions and are experts on all sports and teams. But this 
should only help you with attracting more gamblers on a 
regular basis, and that is where strategic marketing will pay 
off in the long run.

Build the database
By now, any savvy marketing director knows the value of a 
quality name added to your database. You have information 
on an individual who has a propensity to gamble and 

on what games. As always, make sure the information 
is accurate. Name, address, phone number and, most 
importantly, social media contacts. Email, Facebook, 
Twitter and Instagram. A whole group of new players are 
coming to you to give you that information. Take Isleta 
Resort & Casino in Albuquerque; if you want to place a bet, 
you need a loyalty club card. 

Sponsorship partners with vendors
There is a pretty good chance that during games there are 
opportunities where your players would like the chance to 
pick up a little something extra for nothing. As always, the 
marketing budget is stretched pretty thin as it is. The good 
news is you probably have a vendor that is willing to give 
these things to you. If you have a beer or alcohol vendor, 
I guarantee that they have shelves of these items in their 
warehouse looking for a new home. 

Here is another little secret: you are probably that vendor’s 
biggest account.

Capitalizing on Sports 
Betting at Your Tribal Casino

Six strategic marketing secrets 
By Dan Stromer 



GAMING OPERATIONS

 29Winter 2020

Catering to groups
Support the home team. Regardless of where you are located, there is a 
team that is predominantly the favorite. Whether that be professional, 
college, local or regional, somebody is wearing those colors. Hang banners 
or flags of those groups, create partnership arrangements with those 
teams and throughout the season schedule events and specials during 
their games so that your facility is THE gathering place to watch them.  
Who wouldn’t want to win a free buffet, a hotel stay or a gift certificate to 
the steakhouse or spa? The best news is that you get to give these away at 
wholesale, while everyone else is giving them away at retail. 

By the way, the other advantage that you have is they can put $10 on their 
favorite team to win the game. 

Specialty games or events
It’s no secret when it comes to sports betting that there are certain events 
that bring out gamblers of every age and background. The Super Bowl, the 
Final Four Basketball Tourney, Bowl Games and many others. This doesn’t 
mean that you can’t create additional events to attract players.

Rivalry games, Monday night games, all these events can be structured to 
do one thing, put more people in your seats than you had before. 

F&B revenue
If there were ever three things that went together, it would be eating, 
drinking and gambling on sports. I spoke earlier about the atmosphere 
at a casino that had just added sports betting. If you have ever gone to a 
live game, the tailgating has become an event all on its own. It’s amazing 
to see the set-ups in the parking lots with the vehicles, the tents, the TVs 
and satellites dishes and oh, the food and drinks. There is no reason that a 
casino cannot create an environment similar to that. 

From a casino perspective, at the end of the month the bottom line does 
not care where the revenue comes from. Profit on a blackjack table or a 
bottle of beer all spends the same. With the profit of beer or drinks at a 
500% mark-up or more, most places will take that all day long.

Cross-play
To no one’s surprise, if you think sports gamblers only bet on sports, you 
would be shocked. You have been given a gift when sports betting was 
legalized in your jurisdiction, especially if the states around you have not 
yet done so.  But your profits will not just be coming from gambling on 
sports. These people will play blackjack, craps, poker and slot machines. 
Eat in your restaurants, stay in your hotels and go to your shows. 
Providing a total entertainment experience is what casinos have the 
opportunity to do.

If you are not analyzing that information, you are missing out on a huge 
opportunity. You need to be able to ask the right questions and interpret 
what the data is telling you. 

Good luck, and put an extra $20 on your favorite team just for fun.♦

Dan Stromer, Raving Partner, Executive Tribal Development and Senior 
Operations — For the last 27 years, Dan has been involved in all aspects 
of casino operations including positions as a Table Games Director, Director 
of Marketing and for the last twenty years a General Manager. Dan believes 
that surrounding yourself with the right people and your ability to make 
those around you better helps to achieve that. 

Tutor Perini Building Corp. is a leading 
builder of Native American hospitality 
and gaming projects, offering expertise 
in building quality, on-time, on-budget 
projects throughout the United States.  
Major Native American projects include 
Choctaw Casino and Resort Expansion in 
Durant, Oklahoma; Pechanga Resort & 
Casino (several projects including recent 
expansion), Chumash Casino Resort 
(original casino and expansion), Graton 
Rancheria Casino, Morongo Casino 
Resort & Spa, San Manuel Indian Bingo 
& Casino, all in California; Mohegan Sun 
expansion, MGM Grand at Foxwoods, 
both in Connecticut; and Seminoles Hard 
Rock Hotel & Casinos in Florida. In all, 
Tutor Perini has worked with 22 Native 
American communities, constructing 
over 7,000 hotel rooms and building 
$5.6 Billion in construction projects 
for these clients. Professional services 
include construction management, 
general contracting, preconstruction, 
post-construction and design-build as 
well as certain self-perform subcontract-
ing work. The 126-year-old company’s 
success is based on its philosophy of 
“Building Relationships on Trust,” deriv-
ing more than 80 percent of its business 
from repeat clients.

CORPORATE PROFILE
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The surveillance department is a mystery to those 
outside of it. And it should be. There really isn’t any 
reason why most team members and guests need to 

know anything about how surveillance operates.

On the other hand, there are key individuals or departments 
that should have a basic understanding of what surveillance 
does, how they do it and what they need to do it. Such 
individuals are usually the general manager, human resources 
specifically, but normally will include the executive team as 
a whole. It is these individuals representing their respective 
departments that support the surveillance program by 
providing the information we feed upon to do our job. 

In this day and age, surveillance doesn’t or shouldn’t 
work in the dark anymore. It isn’t necessary to work by 
random selection. We are far more effective when we 
know where to go and what to look for. If you can provide 
your surveillance team with that type of information and 
business intelligence, you are well on the way to helping 
them be successful.

A successful surveillance department means that losses in all 
areas of the property are reduced to a minimum, the casino 

wins as expected, and crime and civil suits are prevented, 
defended vigorously or settled quickly based on informed 
decision making. Something every property should strive for.

To attain this level, you need to know that surveillance 
needs certain things to perform at a top level, which means 
proactively. A proactive surveillance department doesn’t 
depend on random observation of the casino floor; a 
proactive room knows already, for the most part, what we 
should be looking for.

A proactive surveillance room will:

•	 From the previous day, review all of the players’ 
wins of a certain amount or more from all gaming 
departments to ensure the wins were legitimate and 
who won the money.

•	 Review the daily gaming reports to locate losing games, 
game types or slot machines or banks of machines. 

•	 During live play, analyze certain players to determine the 
threat level to the property. These players are identified 
by predefined parameters, such as wagering $100 or more, 
buy-in amounts, winning more than a specified level, etc.

By Demystifying Surveillance … 
You proactively demystify where your money went 

By Jen Boss 
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•	 Review points of sales for key transactions, such as 
Voids, No Sales, Sign In and Outs, and cancelled sales, 
etc., to locate illicit activity.

•	 Monitor slot areas for thieves and get them 
off-property before they rip off a guest.

•	 Conduct video audits of key areas and transactions to 
locate developing or active theft and fraud.

The above is just a few of the processes that surveillance 
should do each day. When working from data and 
information, surveillance can often (and should) locate an 
issue and begin their observation before anyone else even 
knows there’s a problem.

A good surveillance room needs information to succeed. 
When property executives provide surveillance with access 
to business information that’s already been developed and 
used by themselves, they will find themselves and their 

departments better protected and served. 

Demystifying what surveillance needs from you and putting 
them to work intelligently with hard facts and information 
will end up demystifying where your money went. ♦

Jen Boss CSP, IACSP, Raving Partner, Security, 
Surveillance & Fraud Investigations — Jen has 
fifteen years in the gaming and hospitality industry 
beginning her career as a Surveillance Agent and 
holding positions such as Security Training Manager, 
Risk Manager and Corporate Fraud Investigator & 
Analyst. She has worked as corporate liaison with 
federal and state law enforcement as well as regu-
latory agencies. She co-authored the IACSP white 
paper “Video Review, Investigation and Retention 
in Gaming Environments” and is on the Board of 
Directors for IACSP. 

“	When working from data and information, 
surveillance can often (and should) locate an 
issue and begin their observation before anyone 
else even knows there’s a problem.”
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If there is one thing I have learned in my 25 years of casino 
experience, it’s that every organization should spend the 
time and effort needed to create a strong senior leadership 

team (SLT). Creating a strong SLT ensures accountability, 
but it can also create a strategic plan to implement neces-
sary change. We create a very toxic environment if we are 
complaining about the same issues year after year. It also leads 
to frustration and burnout from other leaders throughout the 
organization if the senior leadership team is disconnected and 
not in alignment. 

Begin here
You will need to identify who is on your SLT; it’s usually the 
directors who report to the CEO, but this may vary. This team 
will need to become a close group that cultivates a trusting, 
professional relationship with each member. Our SLT at 7 
Cedars Casino is known as the “dream team” throughout 
Indian Country. Part of that is because we have been together 
for nearly 25 years, but we also have a dynamic relationship 
with each other and it’s noticeable. We have put time and 
effort into those relationships. 

Golfing is a big part of our culture. We find those informal 
outings outside the casino property very beneficial. Get 
creative with this; professional or even high school games 
are fun ways to get to know your team better. My partner 
organization, Raving, has added axe throwing, bowling, 
pinball and batting cages to their SLT regimen. Remember, we 
exceed our guests’ expectations to create loyalty … we need 
to do the same with our team; we need to be in the mindset of 
exceeding their expectations. 

Identifying needs
Once the team has been selected, the SLT should agree on 

a baseline view of the organization and identify immediate 
needs. It is very helpful to organize focus groups to get 
perspectives from our frontline team members as to our 
immediate needs. Also, ask for input from your support teams 
(IT and HR) when it comes to issues like communication and 
how you can improve. A goal should be to actively improve 
communication from the SLT to the frontline team members.

I can’t say enough about creating a culture of recognition. 
Your SLT should put a plan together for informal and formal 
reward and recognition. They should analyze if their team 
members are satisfied and happy, or if there is work to be done 
to create a balanced work environment. Here’s an example: 
If I’m new to your organization and basically ignored by my 
leadership team, I’m already looking for a new job. But it only 
takes one engaged and developed leader to lean into me and 
ask where I see myself in the next year, to create a satisfied, 
lifelong member of the team. We need to make sure that our 
SLT understands and promotes this type of culture.

Total organizational alignment
The SLT should also be efficient in communicating 
organizational goals so that each team member understands 
their role in the goal. Once this starts to happen, each 
department’s goals align with the organization’s goals rather 
than feeling siloed. It’s also helpful for the SLT to give updates 
on their own area so that the team has a feeling for what is 
going on throughout the property. 

After the team has identified any needed changes, it’s 
important that a plan be developed and followed up on with 
an updated report for the next meeting.

One general manager said to me, “Paula, I love the program 
we developed, but my favorite benefit of the process was 
creating a senior leadership team that is truly connected and 
competent enough to get things done. There is no finger-
pointing anymore, we just come together for solutions in a 
way that seemed disconnected before this process.” ♦

Paula Allen, Raving Partner, Leadership and Tribal 
Member Development, and Director of Leader-
ship Development and Guest Services, 7 Cedars 
Casino — Paula has extensive experience working 
at all organizational levels creating, promoting, and 
delivering training solutions designed to support 
the organization’s goals. An enrolled Tribal citizen 
of the Jamestown S’Klallam Tribe, she formulates 
programs for Tribes that put more focus on relation-
ships with guests and coworkers, rather than the 
mechanics of the job. 

Ensure Accountability and 
Strategic Readiness 

Why organizations need to create a senior leadership team 
By Paula Allen 
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With Tribal gaming health benefit programs costing 
Tribes an average of $10,000 to $15,000 per employee 
per year, coupled with the challenges the Affordable 

Care Act present, it’s easy to understand why group life and 
disability plans are taking a back seat.  Life and disability benefits 
are an important part of an employee’s total compensation, 
making them a very valuable tool for attraction and retention of 
quality employees.  Equally important, they are also a place to 
look for substantial cost saving opportunities within a benefit 
program.

First, let’s discuss the benefits of providing a standard group life 
and disability program.  Most Tribal gaming operations provide 
some level of employer paid Basic Term Life Insurance.  This 
typically ranges from a flat $20,000 benefit to one or two times 
annual earnings.  The benefits of an employer paid life insurance 
benefit are obvious, but there is an often over looked benefit – 
being able to provide a voluntary (employee paid) Supplemental 
Term Life benefit.  This allows employees to buy additional life 
insurance in multiples of $10,000 to a max of around $300,000 to 
$500,000.  These plans will typically come with a guarantee issue 
of around $100,000 to $150,000, which allows employees to elect 
up to this amount without having to answer any health questions 
(through evidence of insurability) or do a blood draw for the 
carrier to get lab results.  Often times, this allows employees who 
are not eligible for individual life insurance to purchase up to the 
guarantee issue in a group setting, no questions asked. 

Second, most large commercial employers are offering some type 
of employer paid Short-Term (STD) and/or Long-Term (LTD) 
Disability.  This is no different when you look at the disability 
benefit offerings of most Tribal enterprises.  The most common 
layout in a Tribal gaming environment would be a base/buy-up 
scenario.  This would be where the employer provides a basic 
benefit of 50% of the employee’s income (base plan).  The 
employee would then have an option to pay an additional payroll 
deducted amount to purchase a higher benefit plan of 66 2/3% of 
the employee’s income (buy-up).

We find that many employers underestimate the value of 
providing disability insurance.  Because of this, they under 
communicate the benefit.  When disability benefits are 
properly communicated to employees it not only increases 
the participation of the buy-up plans, but it also significantly 
increases the perceived value, by the employee, of the benefits 
being offered.

Now on to what you really want to hear. How can my employer 
sponsored life and disability insurance plans provide an 
opportunity to save the Tribe/Enterprise money?  First, because 
life and disability benefits typically take a back seat to health 

benefits, they often do not get marketed as regularly as they 
should.  Combine this with a soft market and flat renewals and 
most employers and their brokers don’t take the time to do the 
proper due diligence.  In many situations, a simple RFP process 
will provide the leverage to negotiate your renewal below current 
or provide another carrier option with the same benefits with 
rates significantly below current.  If the second option becomes 
the logical choice, this will also provide the employees with an 
opportunity to purchase supplemental life with a new guarantee 
issue amount.

Finally, there are tribal employer trusts that specialize in offering 
Native American Tribes and their Enterprises life and disability 
insurance.  These trusts are able to tailor the plans to meet the 
unique requirements of a Tribal benefit program.  This includes, 
but is not limited to, specific communication approaches, no 
requirement to waive Sovereign Immunity and unique benefit 
design.  In addition, these trusts will negotiate with a select few 
carriers (who are willing to quote Tribal business) and use the 
entire membership of the trust to receive longer rate guarantee 
periods, stronger benefit provisions and more competitive rates.  
Over the past couple of renewal cycles we have seen trusts save 
the Tribes an average of $80-$100 per employee off their life and 
disability premiums and oftentimes this is with an enhanced 
benefit offering. ♦

Tyler Moore, Raving Strategic Partner,  Benefits 
Management and Partner, Face Rock Enterprises  
— Tyler has an extensive background in managing 
benefits for Native American Tribes. He consults on 
many self-funded plans and continues to work with 
Tribal organizations on their unique benefit needs. 

Tribal Gaming Life and 
Disability Insurance

Are the Tribe’s enterprise’s paying enough attention to these expensive 
employee benefits?

By Tyler Moore 
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The Story of the White Earth Mission
When Kids Quest was asked to be part of the White 
Earth Mission in 2011, the answer took mere seconds. To 
have Kids Quest, a business serving families, take part 
in a program to benefit children was a natural fit. The 
mission, founded in 2006 by then-gaming executive Valerie 
Red-Horse Mohl, was created to serve individuals, young 
and old, who were underserved by existing government and 
Tribal programs.

What began as a small group consisting primarily of 
Valerie’s family members, has now grown to an annual 
event with nearly 60 men, women and youth gathering 
each summer to make a difference in the lives of others. 
Volunteers are recruited from within the casino vendor 
community, as well as a good share coming from non-local 
and regional church programs. In addition to providing 
hands-on manpower, there are casino industry vendors and 
corporations that contribute financially to the fund that 
makes this yearly endeavor possible.

The White Earth Mission has two facets of action – the first 
was designed to impact Native youth. In 2013, after two 
years of volunteering, the Kids Quest team tapped into their 
area of expertise and offered to develop unique curriculum 
that would be meaningful and relatable for the children and 
families served. This customized program focuses on peer-
mentoring, core value development, enhanced self-esteem, 
independent thinking and leadership principles. 

In addition to the curriculum change, it was determined 
that some of the behavior challenges encountered in 
the past were likely stemming from hunger, with many 
children arriving each morning without having eaten since 
lunchtime the day before. The mission soon after began 
serving breakfast options and making edible art projects or 
snacktivities, and the results were amazing. Full tummies 
translated into longer attention spans and improved 
participation. 

The second facet of the mission provides construction 
assistance with much-needed repairs and structural upgrades 
for the homes of Tribal elders – protecting them from harsh 

Blue Lake Rancheria – How Energy Independence 
Helped the Community During a Natural Disaster  
Nestled in the heart of the redwoods along the stunning 
Northern California coast in Humboldt County sits our small 
Native American Tribe that’s setting the precedent for energy 
independence and resilience. Over the years, the Blue Lake 
Rancheria has taken steps to invest in green energy initiatives 
and the need has demonstrated to be crucial. The month of 
October 2019 proved to be challenging for Northern California, 
after PG&E cut power twice to help mitigate wildfires. The Tribe 
was in the scope of areas affected by both outages on October 9 
and October 26, yet our planning was dramatically different than 
most businesses and residents, because we knew we would have 
power. The Tribe’s microgrid was able to disconnect from the 
main grid and “island,” providing emergency backup power to 
its six-building campus, including the Rancheria’s restaurants, 
hotel, casino, and government offices. We quickly became a 
hub of services for residents scrambling for shelter, fuel, ice and 
supplies. In fact, our county government credited us for saving 
lives, after the Tribe reserved rooms at the hotel for people 
with critical medical conditions. Also, two local papers set up 
shop in conference rooms so they could make print and get 
vital information out to the public, and the Rancheria opened 
a community resource center, a place families could go to stay 
warm and charge their electronic devices. Schatz Research Lab 
at Humboldt State University designed the Tribe’s solar-powered 
microgrid, which allows us to disconnect from the main grid and 
run off of a Tesla battery storage system when needed. The Tribe 
saves $200,000 in annual energy costs and reduces its carbon 
footprint by almost 200 tons each year. 

For more information on this program, contact Andrea 
Marvin at amarvin@bluelakerancheria-nsn.gov. 

Operators, Suppliers and Organizations 
Work Together for a Higher Cause

Minnesota winters and sweltering summers. Side projects have 
included construction on a chemical dependency treatment 
center and sober living facility, as well as a transitional living 
shelter for homeless families and individuals. Roofs and 
windows are replaced, ramps are built, siding is repaired, 
painting is done, and bathrooms and kitchens are updated by 
teams fueled by faith and compassion. 

For more information on this program, contact Ann Zenor 
at azenor@kidsquest.com. 
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Anti-Bullying and Wrestling Come Together
On November 19, 2019, Oscar Schuyler, Executive Director 
of the Morongo Gaming Agency and member of the 
Oneida Tribe of Indians of Wisconsin, was present for 
the anti-bullying program, “Two Cultures One World.” 
Held at the Oneida Turtle Tribal Elementary School in 
Oneida, Wisconsin, the program included a 45-minute 
presentation with Q&A, presented to kindergarten through 
12th grade. Through a mutual friend, Schuyler met Rikishi, 
an American champion and HOF WWE professional 
wrestler, along with his business partner and professional 
wrestler Reno Anoa’i. Together they formed a plan to bring 
their anti-bullying campaign to Tribal schools, where 
“bullying” is so contrary to the culture and principles 
that Schuyler stands by today. The program was made 
possible with the help of Rikishi’s cousin, Reno Anoa’i 
and with the support of NIGA, Chairman Ernie Stevens, 
Jr., Aztek Gaming Solutions and the Oneida Casino. He 
added, “The presentation was inspirational, emotional and 
very powerful.” Schuyler hopes this will be one of many 
programs in Indian Country.  

For more information on this program, contact Reno Anoa’i 
at rjanoai@gmail.com 

Snoqualmie Tribe and Snoqualmie Casino Honor 
Veterans 
The Snoqualmie Tribe and Snoqualmie Casino continually 
look for opportunities to show appreciation to men and 
women who have served and are currently serving in the 
U.S. Armed Forces. Community members and veterans 
from all generations assembled in the Snoqualmie Casino 
Ballroom on Veterans Day 2019 to pay tribute to the 
sacrifices of servicemen and women both past and present. 
North Bend resident and Air Force pilot, Major Joe Crecca 
spoke about his experience as a POW at Hanoi Hilton 
during the Vietnam War. There wasn’t a dry eye in the 
house as he recalled the experience of being shot down 
over North Vietnam by a Russian surface-to-air missile. 
Major Crecca was captured immediately upon touching the 
ground. He would spend over six years at Hanoi Hilton; the 
first eight months were in solitary confinement. 

Following Major Crecca’s talk, veterans from Issaquah/Mt 
Si VFW Post #3234 and American Legion Post #79, along 
with U.S. Congresswoman Dr. Kim Schrier presented over 
seventy attending Vietnam veterans with the Vietnam War 
Commemorative Lapel Pin for their service during the 
Vietnam War era. Snoqualmie Tribal Council Chairman 
Robert de los Angeles, Treasurer Chris Castleberry and 
Martin Duarte from the Wounded Warrior Family Support 
organization presented Snoqualmie Valley veterans with a 
2019 Ford Explorer that will serve as a courtesy vehicle for 
local veterans by providing complimentary transportation 
to basic services. The veterans’ transportation program 
will launch in the New Year and will be operated jointly by 
the Snoqualmie Tribe and Snoqualmie Casino. The event 
concluded with the Snoqualmie Tribe and Snoqualmie 
Casino honoring over 125 veterans with newly released 
Challenge Coins designed by Tribal veterans and casino 
team members. ♦

For more information on this program, contact Tarah 
Smigun at tsmigun@snocasino.com.
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Santiago Salvestrini
Marketing Director
Merkur Gaming Americas

“For Merkur Gaming Americas, 
marketing and promotional 
support is not something that 
is an occasional add-on, but 
rather an integral element of 
everything that we do. Having 
seen the amazing added value 
brought about by our highly 
motivated and skilled promo-
tional teams on gaming floors 
across Latin America, we are 

determined, as we achieve our market entry into the Tribal 
government gaming sector in the US, to provide an equally 

GAMING & OPERATIONS

Ask the Expert Series: Slots 
Best advice on marketing solutions  

Every issue we’ve asked slot suppliers what tools and 
advice slot directors can benefit from that perhaps 
they’re not taking full advantage of. In our last issue, 

we covered progressive hit levels and banking strategies. In 
this issue, based on operator feedback, we have identified 
“marketing programs” as an underutilized resource. This can 
cover signage, promotional help, launch parties and other 
support services that bridge the gap between the machine and 
player interaction.

Here’s what our panel had to say:

Dan Schrementi 
VP Gaming Sales & Marketing 
Incredible Technologies

“A gaming floor is a retail 
environment. Operators and 
marketers should be comparing 
their strategies to trends seen 
among other industries. Walk 
through the aisles of a slot floor 
visually; it is the slot manufac-
turers that are responsible for 
the majority of the visual space 
through cabinets, game screens 
and signage. The era of suppli-

ers only caring about marketing our game is over – instead 
we have an obligation to boost the aesthetic of your floor 
in partnership with our own brands. From the shape of 
the bank, custom artwork on the signs and the theme/bet 
selection – every decision matters. My advice is to chal-
lenge us as suppliers as to how our products are helping to 
enhance the casino experience with every detail. On the 
flip side, challenge yourself if your floor is matching the 
experience of the greatest retail influencers you can think 
of. When everything seems good enough, don’t be fooled by 
performance. Well-performing games, retailed well, on an 
optimized floor will boost ‘good’ to ‘great.’”

James Starr
President 
VGT an Aristocrat Company

“One of the advantages of 
VGT’s Class II portfolio is the 
recognizable game characters 
who players have come to know 
and love. Building on that fan 
foundation, we help our oper-
ator partners coordinate live 
appearances of Mr. Moneybags 
and Red Hot Ruby to visit their 
properties and engage with 

players directly. Also, we create additional opportunities to 
help drive traffic to the casino, such as player tournaments 
and events. In conjunction with these efforts, we provide 
pre-packaged promotions and assets that operators can 
quickly unpack and implement on their floor seamlessly. 
Finally, we arm our partners with advertising materials 
(“AdMats”) filled with artwork and marketing elements 
that they can leverage in their internal efforts.”

Nick Khin
Chief Commercial Officer 
IGT

“IGT ADVANTAGE casino 
management systems offer our 
customers a compelling variety of 
ways to market to their players. 
For example, with ADVAN-
TAGE’s Intelligent Offer app, our 
customers can build personalized 
promotions that are sent directly 
to players’ mobile devices. These 
promotions can also be sent direct-

ly to a slot machine’s Service Window via IGT’s M5 solution, 
and tailored based on operator-set criteria, such as player-status, 
location on the floor and the game being played. Whether it’s 
providing free play or a complimentary meal at an on-property 
restaurant, IGT Advantage is a flexible marketing tool that can 
engage players while streamlining operational efficiencies for 
casino customers.” ♦

focused service to operators here. We have already begun 
to support our customers, the operators, by enhancing 
product installations with promotional events that are 
tailor-made to enhance the gaming environment wherever 
they are held. Our target is to build foot traffic and player 
engagement in properties where we make new installations 
by means of individually planned and presented promo-
tions, including exciting prize giveaways and cash drawings 
that skillfully demonstrate not just the excellence of our 
games, but also the total commitment of our company to 
further enhancing Indian Country gaming entertainment.”
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Finley & Cook has been an integral part of Tribal gaming, assisting 
both operational and regulatory entities with performing accounting 

services, internal audits and assessments, drafting policies and proce-
dures, and offering compliance-based solutions.

The products and services Finley & Cook offers have been developed 
based on the needs of the Indian gaming industry. 

From our perspective, those needs center around casinos maximizing 
profits, minimizing costs, and doing it all the right way. We want to help 
our clients have the confidence they are accomplishing their goals, not 
because of what we do for them, but because we stand shoulder to 
shoulder to accomplish those goals with them. 

Core services include the following: 

Accounting 
•	Outsourced Accounting: Our accounting experience in Indian Gaming 

allows you to be confident in the numbers you have today so you can plan 
for the future. Create financial structure, stay on schedule with reporting, 
and gain economic insight so you can focus on your day-to-day operations. 

•	Real-Time Reporting: We leverage technology to supply you with 
accurate reporting, provided at the speed of business. Real-time 
insight into your front of house, back of house, and promotional 
campaigns is critical to sustainability. 

Compliance 
•	Audit & Assessments: Audit time can be stressful and frustrating, 

but for Finley & Cook, audits are an opportunity for your casino to 
improve. Whether it is preparing, conducting, or training, our team of 
professionals make audits a painless, rewarding experience for you. 

•	Interpreting Regulations: Understanding the rules is vital to protect 
your assets, ensure the integrity of gaming, and mitigate the risks of the 
industry. Sometimes simply reading the regulations only causes more 
confusion, so let us use our experience and resources to help you make 
sense of it all.  

Consulting 
•	Operational Assessment: Running a business requires making well-

informed decisions, as well as having an awareness of where you are, 
where you’ve been, and where you’re going. Our specialists with a 
variety of backgrounds will help you determine your current state, 
then make a plan to get where you want to go! 

•	Internal Control Development: Determining the destination is half the 
battle, but the journey to get there is often the biggest challenge. 
Our team develops policies and procedures, implements internal 
processes and external systems, and makes informed, experienced 
suggestions to help your casino grow. 

Technology 
•	Virtual Vault: A paperless cage & vault tool, delivering powerful 

control, compliance, and operational protections to your casino. 

•	Ghost Sentry: Controlling and logging remote connectivity into your 
casino environment. 

•	Tailored Accounting And Software Systems: Accounting software 
seamlessly integrated & customized to your environment tier 1 
support from our experts. 

Training 
•	Personalized Training: Industry information is readily available 

using the Internet. Our training specialists take it to the next level, 
combining with an understanding of your needs. The result is 
tailored, hands-on training with the substance needed to make a 
difference. 

•	Industry Educational Sessions: Sharing our knowledge and 
experience is an important part of who we are, as our goal is to 
enable our clients to grow and succeed. We accomplish this through 
speaking engagements and panel discussions at industry events. 

For more information, visit us online at www.finley-cook.com. ♦

TG&H CORPORATE PROFILE

Innovation & Expertise
We’re with you all the way
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BACK OF HOUSE

You have probably seen many articles that I have written 
over the years that talk about the opportunities that the 
casino industry offers. Countless stories of individuals 

who started off at the hotel front desk or as a dealer in the pit, 
who are now running the hotel or in some cases may be the 
general manager of the entire casino. 

What you might not have heard are the stories of those team 
members whose contributions might have gone unnoticed, but 
provide just as much to the success of the operation with little 
fanfare or recognition. 

One of those such individuals is the story of James Johnson. 
James started as a dishwasher at Meskwaki Bingo Casino Hotel 
in Tama, Iowa, in 2011. He was a familiar face in the back of 
the house and you never had to question his reliability or his 
attention to detail. For any of you who think that this position is 
not important, wait until you have a plate come back dirty or you 
run out of crab leg pliers on seafood buffet night. 

I was the general manager at that time. What I did not realize 
about James was how he got to work. He rode his bike 14 miles 
each way. He’d leave at two o’clock every morning to get to work 
on time. Never once had I heard a complaint from James or even 
that he had brought it to anyone’s attention; this was just what he 
did. I’m sure I’m not alone in waking up some mornings and not 
being eager to get out of bed – and I didn’t have a 28-mile bike 
ride facing me.

In the winter of 2015, I had just driven through a blizzard that 
had started sometime in the night that had already dropped six 
inches of snow and the temps were in the teens. I knew there 
would be several team members calling in, not able to make it in 
on the icy roads. I had just made it through the parking lot and to 
the team member entrance and noticed there was the bicycle by 
the door. James’ bike.

I thought he must have left it from the night before, but no, he 
had ridden his bike in those conditions to make it to work. When 
I talked with James about what was going through his mind that 
morning, it was just the same as always, “I needed to get to work 
because I needed the job.” At times where the snow had drifted, 
he got off and walked his bike through the snow.

After that, I never grumbled again about having to get up and go 
to work. 

I caught up with James in November, visiting the casino after 
retiring from the position a few years back. 

Since that time, James has purchased a car with his savings 
from his job and continues to take his job very seriously. When 
asked what he felt the significance of his job was, he responded, 
“I make sure the kitchen team members have all the clean tools 
that they need to do their jobs correctly. Also making sure that 
the waitresses always have clean glasses for their guests and not 
letting them run short on anything that they need.” According 
to Bill Goodman, Meskawki’s F&B Director, James has offered 

suggestions on how to more efficiently manage the onslaught of 
dirty dishes during a busy shift to make sure that the new crew 
coming in always has a clean kitchen and dish room to begin 
their day.

Goodman also noted that James has expanded his duties, 
where he is becoming even more of an asset to the food and 
beverage department as he moved into the kitchen on some days 
to develop his talents in becoming a cook. James said, “I like 
cooking breakfast the most. Flipping omelets in particular is a 
skill that I am most proud of.” 

I asked him what he liked most about his job. He responded, “I 
wanted to have a job that I liked and could depend on. One that 
gave me the chance to get ahead, has benefits and has allowed me 
to continue to move up.”

Operators know that these back of house jobs have the highest 
turnover and start at the lowest wages. Dishwashers, cooks and 
maintenance personnel often work in high-risk environments 
with equipment, chemicals and tools that require strict safety 
protocols. And yet, even in organizations that promote internal 
guest service, these laborers often face disrespect or are just 
ignored. 

These are the untold stories, the behind the scenes work that 
may never come to light as to who contributes to the success 
of your operations. We need to celebrate these events and 
individuals for the effort they contribute without seeking 
anything in return, for they are the backbone of your company. 
This is only one of thousands of stories that take place every 
day in Tribal casinos. How many Jameses do you have in your 
employment who have a unique story to tell? Seek them out and 
create an environment that inspires others to achieve that level 
as well. Indian gaming gives an opportunity that was not there 
before. Having a job provides an individual with dignity and 
pride that they are making a better life for them and their family.

If you are in management, take the time to acknowledge and 
praise these achievements, not only for the recognition to the 
individual, but for creating the type of culture that you look 
for in all your team members. You will be rewarded ten-fold 
by those who look to duplicate that effort with extraordinary 
achievements of their own. ♦

Back of House 
People Who Inspire Us:  

James Johnson  
By Dan Stromer

Dan Stromer ,  Raving Partner, Executive Tribal 
Development and Senior Operations — For the 
last 27 years, Dan has been involved in all aspects of 
casino operations including positions as a Table Games 
Director, Director of Marketing and for the last twenty 
years a General Manager. Dan believes that surrounding 
yourself with the right people and your ability to make 
those around you better helps to achieve that.   
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Visit RavingData.com or call us today at 775-329-7864

Getting the 
Data is Easy * 

*Understanding how to use that 
data to improve your operation 
is where Raving comes in.
When you factor in staffing and software 
challenges, interpreting a mountain of player 
and guest data into actionable steps  
can be incredibly difficult. Raving’s  
analytics team is on your side! We’re  
trusted operators that know gaming 
and hospitality.

5470 Louie Lane #102 — Reno, NV 89511
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