
 
 

What this article is about 

Gambling problems can affect individuals, their family, 
and others around them. The prevalence rates for 
problem gambling are quite high, but interventions 
exist to minimize its impact. For many people, 
cognitive therapies seem to be effective. These 
interventions target the cognitive biases that some 
people with gambling problems show. For example, 
many gamblers show the illusion of control (thinking 
they can control or influence the outcomes of games 
of chance). The treatment would then target these 
biased beliefs and correct them, either by examining 
pros and cons, disputing them, or working out the 
problem through role-playing. Interventions often are 
multi-modal. This means that the therapists use other 
interventions along with cognitive therapy for a more 
comprehensive treatment plan. Therefore, we do not 
yet know how effective it is to target only the 
cognitive biases.  

This article reviews the existing interventions for 
people who have gambling problems. The authors 
propose the use of debiasing strategies from the field 
of decision science to categorize these interventions. 
Debiasing strategies also target cognitive biases in 
decision making. Their aim is to help people make 
better decisions by eliminating biases. Both debiasing 
and cognitive therapies have many similarities. 
Therefore, this review shows how aspects of 
debiasing strategies can be found within gambling 
interventions. 

What was done? 

The authors reviewed the latest examples of gambling 
interventions that include some aspects of debiasing 

strategies. They grouped the interventions within the 
four main categories of debiasing strategies.  

What you need to know 

There are four categories for debiasing strategies. 
They include cognitive, process-driven, affective, and 
motivational. Many gambling therapies may be 
summarized under one of these categories.  

With respect to cognitive strategies, one can find 
therapies that focus on teaching and training. They 
are the most common strategies used. In gambling, 
some studies showed that showing participants 
educational videos or teaching about the odds of the 
game and probability of winning could offset cognitive 
biases. However, it did not impact gambling 
behaviour. Experiential learning could aid in the 
learning process. Experiential learning lets 
participants experience different gambling situations 
and learn about the long-term outcomes of gambling. 
More recent debiasing strategies include digital 
games to facilitate and promote experiential learning. 

Why is this article important? 

This article summarizes existing therapies that aim 
to change biased beliefs in people with gambling 
problems. It introduces debiasing strategies from 
the field of decision science as a framework for 
these therapies. This article describes four 
categories of debiasing strategies. Within each 
category, the authors show how various gambling 
interventions may fit. The authors note that many 
interventions use cognitive and process-driven 
strategies. Far fewer interventions have made use 
of affective and motivational strategies.  

Exploring debiasing strategies within 
gambling 
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Recent studies showed that using digital simulators 
could reduce gambling behaviour, in addition to 
reducing some cognitive biases.  

Process-driven strategies use techniques, tools, or 
resources that are external to the person. For 
example, this may include offering tracking devices to 
show a person how much they gamble. Other 
examples include the use of within game warning 
messages or digital “pop-up” messages, or self-
exclusion programs. Finally, structural changes to the 
gambling environment or the games may indirectly 
affect the individuals. For instance, making a tone that 
signals “loss” could increase people’s awareness of 
how much they have lost.  

Affective strategies use techniques that elicit 
emotional responses to affect decision-making. Anti-
tobacco campaigns have shown aversive images in an 
attempt to disturb people, so they will stop or reduce 
smoking. In the gambling research, no evidence is 
there to support these strategies. Even worse, some 
research suggests that anti-gambling advertising could 
backfire by increasing stigma toward people with 
gambling problems or promoting gambling. Digital 
games may be designed to evoke emotional reactions. 
One previous study used an instant lottery simulator 
to evoke shock, similar to what gamblers might 
experience when they realized how much money they 
lost. Finally, affective strategies can be used to reduce 
positive feelings associated with gambling. 
Mindfulness and cue-exposure therapies are 
promising avenues that use such strategies.  

Finally, motivational strategies use incentives to 
influence decision making. These may include 
providing rewards when people reach a target 
behaviour. Some therapies use this by asking the 
clients track and monitor their progress. 
Unfortunately, many marketers in the gambling 
industry use these strategies to promote game play.   

Who is it intended for? 

This review could be used by clinicians and 
researchers. Clinicians could use this study to explore 
what other strategies exist to treat problem gambling. 
They could design new interventions. Future research 

could further examine some debiasing strategies’ 
effectiveness in the field of gambling.   
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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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