
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling affects both the individual as well 
as concerned significant others. Problem gambling can 
cause negative consequences for six other people. 
About 1 in 5 people know someone with problem 
gambling. Studies on the impact of problem gambling 
have focused mainly on partners and minor children. 
Financial difficulties are the most common harm. 
Problem gambling can also cause relationship, health, 
and other harms. Aside from partners and children, 
problem gambling can also affect siblings, friends, 
parents, and others. But, no studies have examined 
the impact problem gambling has on other close 
family members (CFMs). In this study, the researchers 
compared the harms experienced by partners and 
CFMs of people with problem gambling. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 50 CFMs of people with 
problem gambling. The CFMs were recruited through 
people seeking treatment for their gambling problems 
in Quebec, Canada. Four participants were excluded 
as the habits of the people with problem gambling 
were exceptional.  

In total, 46 participants were included in the study. 
Twenty-five participants were partners, 8 were adult 
children, 7 were parents, and 6 were siblings. The 
participants were 44.9 years old on average, and were 
mainly women (80%). All participants had no gambling 
problems or gambled at a low-risk level. Participants 
were asked about their demographic characteristics. 
They also completed the Problem Gambling Severity 
Index. Participants then underwent an interview to 
identify the negative consequences they experienced 
as a result of their loved one’s gambling.  

The researchers used the conceptual framework of 
gambling-related harm by Langham et al. (2016) to 
categorize the consequences. There were 8 
categories: (1) financial harm, (2) relationship 
problems, conflicts, or breakdowns, (3) emotional or 
psychological distress, (4) health problems, (5) 
cultural harm, (6) reduced performance at work or 
study, (7) criminal activity, (8) life course and 
intergenerational harms. Thematic analysis was used 
to identify and group the harms identified from the 
interviews. The harms in the first 7 categories were 
then grouped into three levels. General consequences 
were problems in everyday life. Crisis consequences 
were those that were serious enough to prompt 
seeking help. Legacy consequences were problems 
that lasted even after the gambling had stopped. 

What you need to know 

In this study, the researchers compared the 
negative consequences experienced by partners 
and other loved ones of people who gamble. 
Interviews were conducted with 46 participants, 
including 25 partners, 8 adult children, 7 parents, 
and 6 siblings. The harms experienced depended 
on how close a person was financially and 
emotionally to the person with a gambling 
problem. For this reason, partners reported 
experiencing greater harms and for a longer 
duration. Partners reported more financial and 
emotional harms, relationship conflicts, health 
problems, and being a victim of theft or fraud. This 
research can be used to better understand how 
gambling negatively affects close family members 
depending on the nature of their relationship with 
the person who gambles. 

Comparing the consequences experienced 
by partners and other close family members 
of people with a gambling problem 
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What the researchers found 

Partners and CFMs did not experience harms in the 
same way. The more a person was involved with the 
person with gambling problems, the greater and 
longer the harms. Partners reported harms in 7 
categories. CFMs reported harms in 6 categories. No 
cultural harm was reported. CFMs mainly experienced 
general consequences. Partners experienced general, 
crisis, and legacy consequences. The consequences 
experienced by partners were of greater intensity.  

For financial harms, the greater the shared financial 
responsibilities, the greater the harms. For this 
reason, partners reported greater financial harms 
than CFMs. Partners also reported a greater negative 
impact on their relationship, including feelings of 
bitterness and loss of trust. Both partners and CFMs 
reported feelings of shame due to their loved one's 
gambling. This shame sometimes led partners to 
isolate themselves from their social networks and lose 
friendships. Some parents reported that their 
relationship with the children who gambled improved 
as a result of the children moving back in. Children of 
people who gambled reported feeling responsible for 
their parent's gambling. For health problems, CFMs 
reported only experiencing general consequences 
(e.g., loss of sleep). For partners, they reported 
experiencing harms at all three levels. Only partners 
reported being victims of a crime, which related to 
fraud and theft to finance the gambling. Harms could 
be significant enough to change the life courses of 
partners and CFMs. For example, partners mentioned 
postponing buying a house or having children. 

How you can use this research 

This research can be used to develop more specific 
supports depending on family member’s relationship 
with the person who gambles. 
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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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