
 
 

What this research is about  

Gambling disorder negatively affects both those who 
gamble as well as their families and friends. Affected 
family members (AFMs) include family members, 
friends, and work colleagues. AFMs can be negatively 
impacted by their relatives’ gambling, including 
experiencing financial harms, health problems, and 
emotional or psychological distress.  

From March 9, 2020 to May 4, 2020, Italy issued a 
national stay-at-home order in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. During this time, most land-
based gambling offerings were closed. This study 
examined the psychological state of AFMs during the 
COVID-19 lockdown in Italy. The researchers also 
compared the quality of family relationships and 
emotional state during the lockdown of AFMs with 
those of their relatives with gambling disorder.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers interviewed AFMs between May 9, 
2020 and June 18, 2020. AFMs of people with 
gambling disorder were recruited in the north of Italy. 
The participants were contacted through the health 
services where their relatives were in treatment for 
gambling disorder.  

A total of 53 AFMs participated in the study through 
telephone interviews. The AFMs were asked about: 

1) Their life conditions and emotional state during 
the lockdown. AFMs also completed the Symptom 
Rating Test which evaluated symptoms of 
psychological distress during the lockdown.  

2) Personal experience with COVID-19 and attitude 
toward national restrictions during the lockdown. 

3) The gambling behaviour of their relative with 
gambling disorder. AFMs were asked about 
situations that occurred in the family because of 
the relative who gambled. They were asked about 
their coping strategies to manage their relative’s 
gambling behaviour and feelings about gambling. 

4) Expectations regarding the future.  

For 42 out of the 53 AFMs, the researchers also 
interviewed their relative who was in treatment for 
gambling disorder between April 7 and May 28, 2020. 
The relatives answered questions about their life 
conditions (e.g., family relationships) and emotional 
state during the lockdown. They discussed their 
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feelings towards gambling. The relatives also 
answered questions about changes in relationships 
with family members and general emotional state 
during the lockdown. Finally, the relatives completed 
the South Oaks Gambling Screen (SOGS) to assess 
gambling frequency and severity during lockdown. 

What the researchers found 

Most of the AFMs (77%) were women. On average, 
AFMs were 50 years old. Most AFMs had a high school 
diploma and were married. About half were 
employed. Most AFMs were the spouse/cohabitant of 
the person with gambling disorder.  

Most of the relatives with GD were men (86%). On 
average, the relatives were 49 years old. Half were in 
the middle of treatment for gambling disorder. Half of 
the relatives were employed. Almost all regularly 
gambled (i.e., gambled weekly or daily). Most used 
slot machines for gambling. According to the SOGS, all 
relatives were classified as ‘problem gamblers.’  

Most AFMs reported a general interruption of their 
relative’s gambling behaviour during lockdown. They 
were relieved about the closure of gambling activities. 
Most AFMs felt that their family relationships 
improved or remained stable during this time frame. 
Similar feelings were expressed by the relatives with 
gambling disorder. But AFMs still felt tired, worried, 
and apprehensive. They also felt more fearful, 
stressed, and anxious than before the lockdown. 

Many AFMs participated in potentially addictive 
behaviours. These included TV, mobile phone, and 
Internet use. AFMs used these technologies more 
than they did before the pandemic. 

However, many AFMs still felt that there were some 
gambling-related symptoms from their relative. So, 
they used some coping strategies to help manage the 
gambling problem. Even if AFMs felt positive about 
the future, they felt fearful about the reopening of 
gambling opportunities at the end of lockdown. 

Compared to their relatives with gambling disorder, 
AFMs were more likely to have a general negative 
state. AFMs were also more likely to feel that this 
state worsened during the pandemic. 

How you can use this research 

Clinicians can use this research to support AFMs of 
relatives with gambling disorder.  
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