
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling can lead to severe negative 
consquences. Only 7–12% of people with problem 
gambling seek formal treatment. A recent review 
concluded that 80% of people who recover from 
problem gambling do so without formal treatment. 

Problem gambling often co-occurs with substance use 
and other mental health problems. Treatment might 
be necessary for people with both problem gambling 
and other psychiatric problems. These people might 
also be more interested in and more likely to seek 
treatment.  

Little is known about recovering from problem 
gambling without treatment. The researchers 
explored factors that are associated with recovery 
without formal treatment. They did so using a broad 
group of participants who were recruited through 
different channels. 

What the researcher did 

The researchers looked at data collected for the PAGE 
study from December 2009 to February 2011. The 
participants were recruited from two channels. The 
first was a general population sample who were 
recruited via random digit telephone dialing. The 
second was media recruitment of people with current 
or past gambling problems. Leaflets were also left at 
places that people with gambling problems were 
likely to visit. All participants were from Germany and 
between 14 to 64 years old. They had to meet the 
criteria for problem gambling either now or in the 
past. This study focused on 118 participants who had 
never sought treatment for their gambing problems. 

The researchers used the Gambling Section of the 
Composite International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI) 
to diagnose problem gambling. This interview is 
based on the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders 4th edition (DSM-IV) criteria. 
Recovery was defined as not meeting any DSM-IV 
criteria in the past year before the study. 

First, participants completed a computer-assisted 
telephone interview. This interview asked about their 
gambling behaviour and gambling problems. Then, 
participants with problem gambling symptoms took 
part in a second interview. The second interview was 
done by a trained interviewer. The interviews were 
done face-to-face and were assisted by a computer.   

What you need to know 

Most people with problem gambling recover 
without treatment. The researchers explored 
factors associated with recovery without formal 
treatment. A total of 118 participants took part in 
the study. All participants had present or past  
problem gambling. They also had never sought 
treatment. 55 participants had recovered and 63 
had a current gambling problem. Participants who 
had recovered were older. They experienced 
more negative consequences and less social 
support in the two years prior to recovery. No 
differences were found in terms of gambling 
behaviours or substance use, and other mental 
health problems. Recovery without treatment 
might not be associated with problem gambling 
severity. It also might not be associated with 
substance use or other mental health problems. 

 

Who recovers from problem gambling 
without treatment? 
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During the interview, participants reported their 
gender, age, migration background, and education. 
Participants were asked if they had ever received 
treatment for problem gambling. Participants were 
also asked about their gambling behaviours. These 
included frequency of gambling, money lost, and 
severity and duration of problem gambling. Negative 
consequences of gambling were also asked.  

Participants completed measures on social support, 
social pressure to stop gambling, and individual well-
being. For people who had recovered, they were 
asked to refer to the two years prior to recovery. 
People with a current gambling problem were asked 
to refer to the past 12 months. The Munich CIDI was 
used to diagnose lifetime substance use, mood, and 
anxiety disorders. The Structured Clinical Interview 
for DSM-IV assessed personality disorders. 

What the researcher found 

Of the 118 participants who had never sought 
treatment, 55 reported having recovered from 
problem gambling. The other 63 participants had a 
current gambling problem. The average age was 37.9 
years. Most participants (81.4%) were males. 36.4% 
had more than 10 years of education. 28% reported 
migrating to Germany. 

Participants who had recovered were older than 
participants with a current gambling problem. They 
reported more negative consequences in the two 
years prior to recovery. Recovered participants also 
reported less social support and lower life satisfaction 
prior to recovery. No differences were found in terms 
of gambling behaviours or substance use and other 
mental health problems.  

Older age, experiencing more negative consequences 
from gambling, and having lower social support 
predicted recovery. Older age and experiencing more 
negative consequences increased the likelihood of 
recovery. Lower social support decreased the 
likelihood of recovery.  

How you can use this research 

Clinicians could include social support as part of 
treatment. They could also adopt a stepped care 

approach to treating problem gambling. Researchers 
could carry out longitudinal research with a 
representative sample to build on this research.  
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (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 safer 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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