
 
 

What this research is about 

Individuals with a gambling disorder are not the only 
ones who experience negative outcomes. Gambling 
problems also affect their loved ones. Family 
members or partners may use various coping 
strategies to help the person with gambling problems, 
while also trying to protect their own well-being. At 
times, their coping strategies may hinder the person’s 
condition. For example, a loved one may pay off a 
gambler’s debts without asking for repayment. This 
may exacerbate gambling.  

Previous research has identified the coping strategies 
that some family members choose to use, but no 
studies have examined the impact of these strategies 
on the person with gambling problems. Hence, this 
study aimed to assess how partners’ coping strategies 
impacted their spouse with gambling problems. It also 
sought to examine the perceptions of gamblers and 
partners about the effectiveness of the strategies 
used.    

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited eight couples from three 
treatment facilities in Quebec, Canada. They also 
recruited two individuals with gambling problems 
whose partner did not participate in the study, and 
one partner whose gambling spouse did not 
participate in the study. The participants with 
gambling problems were tested to ensure they had 
problematic gambling habits. To do so, the 
researchers used the Problem Gambling Severity 
Index of the Canadian Problem Gambling Index (PGSI) 
and the Detection of the Need for Help Gambling 
(DÉBA-Jeu). They also ensured that participants did 
not have any other alcohol or drug problems using the 

Severity of Alcohol Dependence Data (SADD) and the 
Severity of Dependence Scales (SDS).  

The participants with gambling problems reported 
how intense of an impact their partners’ coping 
strategy had on their gambling habits. To help with 
identification of strategies, the researchers showed 
them a list of 30 coping strategies. The partners also 
identified strategies that they had used in the past 
year. Each participant noted how the strategies 
impacted the person with gambling problems. To 
explore the participants’ subjective experiences, the 
researchers conducted semi-structured interviews. 
During the interviews, the participants with gambling 
problems discussed why their partner’s strategies 
might affect their cravings to gamble. The partners 
discussed their reasons for using specific strategies.  

What the researchers found 

The results revealed that certain strategies decreased 
gambling behaviour, a few increased it (which was not 

What you need to know 

This research examined how partners’ coping 
strategies can impact the person with gambling 
problems. Results indicated that there were many 
strategies that partners used when trying to 
reduce gambling. Some strategies were successful 
(e.g., communicating distress), but others might 
unintentionally increase gambling behaviour (e.g., 
constantly checking on the gamblers’ behaviours). 
In most cases, the person who gambled and their 
partner had similar views on the impact of the 
strategies used. In other cases, there were 
discrepancies between what the gamblers thought 
versus what their partners thought.  
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intentional), and some did not work. Examples of 
successful coping strategies included emphasizing 
how positive the atmosphere is when there is no 
gambling, talking about and expressing any distress, 
and helping the gambler begin treatment. Some 
strategies mostly helped reduce gambling behaviour, 
but might have a reverse effect at times (i.e., 
increased gambling). These strategies included 
controlling the gambler’s access to money and 
temporarily withdrawing from the relationship. Some 
strategies could increase or decrease gambling 
behaviour depending on the circumstances. These 
strategies included making sarcastic or hurtful 
remarks, supporting the gambler financially, and 
constantly questioning the gambler about their habits.  

From the interviews, results revealed that one 
efficient way to get the gamblers to reduce gambling 
was the threat of the loss of relationship. While it 
stopped many from gambling, the threat of a breakup 
pushed other gamblers towards more gambling, to 
deal with the stress in their relationship. Another 
effective way was to make the gamblers become 
more aware of their problems. However, the effects 
were often short-lived. Other gamblers and partners 
spoke about controlling access to money and venues. 
This too helped some gamblers, but left others feeling 
controlled and in need of finding ways to gamble 
without getting caught. One positive strategy was to 
encourage the gamblers to seek help and reinforce 
their efforts to stop gambling. Further, having 
conversations and understanding were key aspects for 
reducing gambling cravings, even if short-term.  

Finally, the researchers compared the perceptions of 
people with gambling problems and their partners on 
how effective they thought the coping strategies 
were. In most cases, the perceptions were similar, but 
some showed discrepancy. For instance, the partners 
thought that being sarcastic did not impact their 
spouse’s gambling behaviour. However, those who 
gambled said it either reduced or increased gambling 
cravings.   

How you can use this research 

This research could be used by service providers and 
other researchers. Interventions could target spouses 

and their coping strategies to ensure that they use 
strategies that help in recovery. Future studies could 
further examine why there are discrepancies between 
the perceptions of people with gambling problems 
and their loved ones.  
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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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