
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling is repetitive gambling behaviour 
that leads to negative consequences. For many 
gamblers, debt is a major impact of problem 
gambling. Debt can range from missing rent, 
mortgage, or other bill payments, to being overdrawn 
on a bank account. Little is known about why some 
people with problem gambling have debt, whereas 
others do not. Low income, expensive credit, and lack 
of financial resources have been suggested as risk 
factors. However, some studies have shown that 
these factors are not enough to explain debt. Poor 
financial management has also been offered as an 
explanation. Thus, this study explored gamblers’ 
approaches to gambling spending and general 
spending using in-depth interviews.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers invited people who took part in the 
2007 Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (APMS) and 
the 2010 British Gambling Prevalence Survey (BGPS) 
to participate in the study. They aimed to select 
participants with a range of experiences. Three 
criteria were used. Participants must have: 1) 
reported whether they had experienced debt (APMS) 
or money problems (BGPS); 2) completed the DSM-IV 
problem gambling screen; and 3) reported their 
income level.  

Interviews were carried out with 27 participants, 
including 17 men and 10 women. Participants differed 
in their gambling risk levels. Ten scored as problem 
gamblers, eight as at-risk gamblers, and nine as non-
problem gamblers. Thirteen participants had 
experienced debt. Seven participants reported high 

income, seven had middle income, ten had low 
income, and three whose income was unknown.  

The researchers analyzed the interview responses 
using a Framework developed by NatCentre Social 
Research in the UK. Participants’ responses were 
summarized in a matrix, with each row representing 
an individual case and each column representing a 
common theme across the cases.  

What the researchers found 

The researchers identified four categories of gamblers 
based on their approaches to spending on gambling 
and in general (e.g., bills, vacations, household items).  

Controlled gamblers knew and controlled how much 
they spent on gambling and in general. They would 
not spend more than they could afford. For some, 
gambling was an occasional part of their leisure 
activities. For others, gambling was a core part of their 
lifestyle. Some participants gambled problematically, 

What you need to know 

This study explored gamblers’ experiences with 
debt and their approaches to spending on 
gambling and other things in their lives. Interviews 
were carried out with 27 gamblers, who differed in 
their gambling risk levels, income levels, and if 
they had experienced debt or not. Gamblers’ 
financial problems could be due to both gambling 
and non-gambling reasons. The researchers 
identified four categories of gamblers based on 
their approaches to gambling spending and 
general spending. They also proposed a range of 
personal and environmental factors that might 
influence whether gamblers experienced debt.  
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although they did not see it this way. These 
participants mentioned that they always made sure 
they had covered their costs of living before spending 
the rest of their money on gambling. 

Uncontrolled gamblers felt a strong urge to gamble 
and had difficulty putting a limit on their gambling 
spending. This was made worse when they could use 
credit cards to gamble online. In contrast, they often 
set limits and were careful with how much they spent 
on other things. Therefore, any financial problems 
that these participants had were due to gambling.  

Uncontrolled spenders limited their gambling 
spending, but not their general spending. Any 
financial problems that these participants had were 
related to poor financial management skills, irregular 
income, or change in household circumstances. Some 
participants blamed creditors for lending them money 
in the first place.  

Chaotic spenders spent more than they could afford 
on gambling and other things. They were often not 
aware of how much they had spent. Participants 
offered different reasons for the way that they 
behaved. Some felt that their money management 
had always been out of control. Others mentioned 
gambling and spending on other things as a way to 
escape from the pressures of life.  

The researchers proposed factors that might influence 
whether gamblers experienced debt, including:  

• Cognitive factors related to how gamblers thought 
about gambling, including money not seeming 
‘real’ when they were gambling and irrational 
beliefs that they were sure to win. 

• The degree of control that gamblers felt they had 
over their urges to gamble and spend. 

• Beliefs about the norms of spending on gambling 
and other things, such as what was a ‘sensible’ 
amount of money to spend on a bet. 

• Resource and financial management strategies, 
such as setting up bill payments in advance to 
avoid spending all their money on gambling.  

• Credit environment, including the availability and 
costs of credit cards, and having friends or 
relatives who would lend money.   

How you can use this research 

This research suggests that organizations and services 
that help people in debt could be a setting to screen 
for problem gambling. In addition to general financial 
concerns, users of those services might have hidden 
troubles with gambling.  

About the researchers 

Matt Barnard is affiliated with the NSPCC, Weston 
House, in London, UK. Jane Kerr and Rachel Kinsella 
are affiliated with NatCen Social Research in London, 
UK. Jim Orford is affiliated with the School of 
Psychology at the University of Birmingham in 
Birmingham, UK. Gerda Reith is affiliated with the 
School of Social and Political Sciences at the University 
of Glasgow in Glasgow, UK. Heather Wardle is 
affiliated with the Health and Wellbeing Department 
at NatCen Social Research in London, UK. For more 
information about this study, please contact Matt 
Barnard at Matt.Barnard@nspcc.org.uk.   

Citation 

Barnard, M., Kerr, J., Kinsella, R., Orford, J., Reith, G., 
& Wardle, H. (2014). Exploring the relationship 
between gambling, debt and financial management in 
Britain. International Gambling Studies, 14(1), 82-95. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14459795.2013.842606

 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) has 
partnered with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at 
York University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO 
is an independent knowledge translation and 
exchange organization that aims to eliminate harm 
from gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-
informed decision making in responsible gambling 
policies, standards, and practices. The work we do is 
intended for researchers, policy makers, gambling 
regulators and operators, and treatment and 
prevention service providers.  Learn more about GREO 
by visiting greo.ca or emailing info@greo.ca.  
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