
 
 

What this article is about 

Gambling has become very popular in Australia. The 
prevalence rates of gambling in Australia are higher 
than in many other countries worldwide. While many 
people may gamble for recreational reasons, gambling 
can become problematic and lead to negative 
consequences. More importantly, while gambling is 
seen as a normal activity, problem gambling is 
stigmatized. People may see problem gambling as a 
personal choice that elicits blame, anger, and hostility. 
People may not recognize problem gambling as an 
addiction that could not be simply stopped. Even 
when they recognize gambling as an addiction, it is 
still problematic, because they may see the gambler 
as an addict.  

The label ‘problem gambler’ separates people with 
problem gambling from the general public. This 
dichotomizes gamblers as those with and without 
problems, instead of looking at gambling on a 
continuum. As a result, it can further marginalize 
those with gambling problems. It is no wonder that 
many try to conceal their situation from others. 
Moreover, people with problem gambling may be in 
denial and not seek treatment because of the stigma 
itself. For these reasons, there is a need to reduce the 
stigma associated with problem gambling.  

This article discusses factors that contribute to the 
stigma of people with problem gambling in the 
Australian context. It then covers the processes 
involved in the creation of stigma and potential 
interventions to reduce stigma. 

What was done? 

The authors did a review that highlights how problem 
gambling is a stereotyped behaviour. In this review, 

they summarized how problem gambling may be 
perceived by others and how those with problem 
gambling may experience their own situation. They 
also addressed how to use specific interventions for 
reducing stigma associated with gambling problems. 

What you need to know 

The authors identified the ways that the stigma of 
problem gambling can reduce treatment seeking and 
public understanding of the issue. In Australia, 
gambling has become a normal activity that is tied to 
sports and cultural events. Popular racing events, such 
as the Melbourne Cup, have made gambling on horse 
racing the most accepted form of gambling in 
Australia. It is not until gambling has become 
problematic that it is stigmatized.  

There are several aspects to stigma. In early research, 
stigma is considered in terms of attitudes. Later 
research has added more aspects, such as if the 
condition can be concealed from others and if it is 
considered dangerous. Emotional reactions, like fear, 
anger, and hostility, can increase stigma, whereas pity 

Why is this article important? 

Gambling has become widespread in Australia. 
Yet, problem gambling is such a stereotyped 
behaviour, that it often leaves people with the 
condition feeling isolated and marginalized. Many 
try to hide their gambling problems and delay 
help-seeking. This review discusses how the 
stereotype of a typical ‘problem gambler’ 
develops. It also addresses how to help people 
with problem gambling by reducing the stigma 
around them. 

How to reduce stigma in problem 
gambling? 
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can decrease stigma. If the condition is viewed as out 
of one’s control, then it can elicit pity and decrease 
stigma. On the other hand, problem gambling is often 
viewed as personal responsibility and choice. This 
attracts blame and elicits little pity from other people. 

Stigma is created through the processes of labelling, 
stereotyping, separating, status loss, and 
discrimination. The label ‘problem gambler’ can 
invoke the stereotype of someone who is 
irresponsible, impulsive, and greedy, among other 
negative descriptions. Labelling and stereotyping lead 
the public to separate themselves from those with 
gambling problems, who suffer status loss and 
discrimination as a result. People with moderate-risk 
gambling often see themselves in ways that are 
opposite to a typical ‘problem gambler’. Thus, they 
may fail to see their gambling as a cause of concern.  

Little information is available on how to reduce stigma 
associated with problem gambling. There are 
interventions that have been applied to other mental 
health conditions. These include contact, education, 
and advocacy interventions.  

Contact interventions are about sharing the 
experiences of people with a stigmatized condition 
with the general public. This can reduce stigma 
because it shows the public exactly what they are 
going through. It can maximize empathy and reduce 
stereotype. However, research recommends using it 
in combination with educational interventions. 

Educational interventions are about distributing facts 
about a stigmatized condition. For example, given that 
many people see problem gambling as a choice or a 
character flaw, it could be useful to show the 
involvement of brain chemistry when showing 
gambling facts. 

Finally, advocacy/protest interventions are about 
challenging the stereotypes, reframing the issues, and 
combatting social inequities. The focus on responsible 
gambling shifts the responsibility from the gambling 
industry onto the individual. This may increase stigma 
as people with gambling problems are blamed for 
their condition. To maximize effectiveness, messages 
about responsible gambling could be combined with 

showing how the gambling industry uses different 
tactics to make gambling products more attractive.  

Who is it intended for? 

This review is intended to help reduce the stigma 
associated with problem gambling. Knowing more 
about problem gambling stigma could aid in the 
development of new intervention programs. This 
review could also promote future studies to 
implement these interventions and examine their 
effectiveness.  
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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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