
 
 

What this article is about 

Disordered gambling can lead to serious harms for 
people who gamble, their families, and their 
communities. There is a need for high-quality, 
independently funded research into disordered 
gambling and gambling harms in the UK. This policy 
paper presents a consensus view from the National 
UK Research Network for Behavioural Addictions 
(NUK-BA). It outlines six key research priorities for 
disordered gambling in the UK. The NUK-BA was 
established to identify unmet research and treatment 
needs for behavioural addictions. The network 
includes experts across a diverse range of disciplines.  

What was done? 

The authors discuss current research and treatment 
services for disordered gambling in the UK, including 
issues with funding. They then present the top six 
research priorities as identified by NUK-BA.  

What you need to know 

GambleAware is the charity tasked with administering 
funds collected from the gambling industry for 
treatment and research. GambleAware sets its own 
research agenda. Some experts argue that it is 
acceptable for research funding to be administered by 
a third party that is dependent on the industry, as 
long as there are safeguards in place. Others find it 
unacceptable for reasons like conflicts of interest. The 
authors argue that an efficient way to fund 
independent research is to place a 1% statutory levy 
on industry earnings. The funds would be 
administered by a research body unrelated to the 
industry. This independent research body would place 
national calls on research into areas of interest to 
policy, prevention, and treatment. 

Six top priorities for UK gambling research  

The first priority is to conduct independent 
longitudinal research on the prevalence of disordered 
gambling and gambling harms. Several prevalence 
surveys have been carried out in the UK. However, 
they tend to involve small numbers of participants 
and not follow participants over time. Vulnerable and 
minority groups are also under-represented. The 
authors suggest a need for high-quality, independent, 
and large-scale longitudinal prevalence studies in the 
UK. Another approach is to make use of existing large-
scale datasets that hold appropriate measurements.  

The second priority is to select and refine practical 
measurement tools. A number of tools are available 
to assess disordered gambling. However, there is little 
agreement on which tools are most suitable for use in 
specific contexts. Different tools will be needed for 
different purposes, including clinical diagnosis, 
screening, measuring harms, and measuring 
treatment responses. Many measurement tools still 
need to be validated. Few can effectively identify both 
disordered gambling and lower levels of gambling 
problems. Some tools have been developed to 
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specifically measure gambling harms. But, these tools 
have not yet been used in UK prevalence studies. 

The third priority is to identify what predicts 
disordered gambling. Past research has found distinct 
courses of disordered gambling in young people. The 
authors suggest longitudinal research into factors that 
make people vulnerable or resilient to disordered 
gambling. This research will look into factors across 
relationship, community, and societal domains. 

The fourth priority is to conduct randomized 
controlled trials on psychological therapy and 
pharmacotherapy treatment. Past research supports 
the use of cognitive behavioural therapy and 
motivational interviewing. There is also some 
evidence for the use of opioid antagonist naltrexone 
to reduce gambling urges and behaviour. However, 
little is known about who will benefit from these 
treatments and the mechanisms behind them. There 
is also a need for research into other forms of 
pharmacotherapy and psychological therapy. The 
authors suggest learning from treatment approaches 
for other conditions, particularly substance use.   

The fifth priority is to improve understanding of the 
neurobiological basis of disordered gambling. Current 
understanding has been largely informed by research 
on substance use disorders. The authors suggest that 
neurobiological research should draw on other areas 
of research as well. There are international efforts to 
develop transdiagnostic tools. Such tools can identify 
factors that play a role in multiple addictive problems.  

The last priority is to develop clinical guidelines based 
on the best available evidence and translate them into 
clinical practices. The guidelines should be developed 
by committees with sufficient research and clinical 
expertise. The committees should be representative 
in terms of gender, ethnicity, and culture. The 
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence will 
be developing a UK guideline, with work scheduled to 
begin in 2022.  

Who is it intended for? 

This article could set the foundation for and inform 
future research in the UK, as well as outside of the UK. 
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