
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling has become more accessible in the last few 
decades. Unfortunately, a small number of gamblers 
go on to develop pathological gambling. Pathological 
gambling occurs when one cannot control their urge 
to gamble even after experiencing negative 
consequences. Consequences can include financial 
trouble and personal distress.  

Pathological gambling not only affects the gamblers, 
but also their family members. Partners of 
pathological gamblers often develop and use various 
coping strategies to deal with the negative 
consequences of gambling. The use of these 
strategies can change over time in response to what is 
going on. The aim of this study was to examine the 
strategies used by the partners. It also examined how 
and why these strategies were used, and any change 
in strategies over time.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited adult pathological gamblers 
and their partners from Quebec City in Canada. The 
gamblers were seeking treatment from one of three 
centres specialized in the treatment of pathological 
gambling. Each participant completed a semi-
structured interview. During the interview, 
participants completed two questionnaires.  

The questionnaires captured what strategies the 
partners used to cope with pathological gambling. 
When participants stated that they had used a given 
strategy more than once, they were asked to 
elaborate on the context in which the strategy was 
used, how they used it, and why.  Additional 
information captured during the interview included 

the history of the gamblers’ problems, and the impact 
on children and family.  

A total of 19 participants completed the interview. 
There were eight couples with one member being a 
pathological gambler, two pathological gamblers 
whose partner did not participate in the study, and 
one partner where the gambler did not participate. 
The researchers examined the interview responses to 
determine the strategies used, the contexts of use, 
and the main goals of use.  

What the researchers found 

The majority of the gamblers were male and their 
partners were female. The partners used 30 different 
strategies to cope with pathological gambling. These 
strategies could be grouped into two main goals: 1) to 
reduce or stop gambling behaviour; and 2) to increase 

What you need to know 

This study examined strategies used by the 
partners of pathological gamblers to cope with 
pathological gambling. Pathological gamblers and 
their partners identified the strategies that the 
partner used, as well as the reasons and contexts 
of use. There were 30 different strategies used by 
the partners. The main goals of these strategies 
were to reduce gambling behaviour and to 
protect the well-being of the partner, the couple 
or family. The same strategy could be used for 
different reasons and contexts. Generally, the 
gamblers reported the same strategies as their 
partners and similar reasons for use. The 
researchers are currently examining how 
effective these strategies are and the role 
partners play in gambling treatment. 
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the well-being of the partner, the couple or family. 
The researchers presented the two groups of 
strategies in two tables, along with their context.  

The most frequently strategies used were to reduce 
or stop gambling behaviour. To achieve this main 
goal, the partners pursued strategies with various 
objectives. These included making the gambler aware 
of the negative consequences of gambling, stopping a 
gambling session from happening, and helping the 
gambler develop other activities.  

The second main goal was to increase the well-being 
of the partner, the couple or family. The partners 
pursued various objectives, such as to protect the 
gambler’s and partner’s reputation, to avoid couple 
conflicts, and to spend quality time together.  

Many situations could prompt the partners to use a 
given strategy. The same situation could also prompt 
the partners to use more than one strategy. The 
partners reported adapting their strategy if they 
found it was not working as intended.  

Pathological gamblers and their partners reported 
using similar strategies, and using these strategies for 
similar reasons. The number, frequency and diversity 
of strategy use increased with more severe gambling 
problems. That is, in couples where gambling had 
become chronic and severe, participants reported 
using a greater number of strategies and more 
diverse strategies. The partners also used more 
strategies that focused on increasing their own 
personal well-being.  

The partners indicated that going to treatment 
helped them to understand pathological gambling 
better, and to learn what strategies should be used or 
avoided. The gamblers were also aware of the effort 
their partners put into coping with the consequences 
of their gambling behaviour.  

How you can use this research 

This research provides insight into the strategies used 
by the partners to cope with pathological gambling. 
Researchers could build upon this research by 
evaluating how effective these strategies are and the 
role partners play in treatment.  
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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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