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background
Individuals who experience an addiction to 
gambling will be the first to express that they feel out 
of control and compelled to keep gambling again 
and again -- despite the negative consequences. 
Yet, understanding why – what happens in their brain 
that makes it so difficult to stop when they want to -- 
is much more difficult to comprehend. Coupled with 
the explanation being buried deeply in complicated 
scientific neurobiology literature, it becomes almost 
impossible for a healthcare provider to explain (and 
validate) why gambling can become addictive and 
is not always a conscious choice.

Dr. Iris Balodis, a researcher at the Peter Boris Centre 
for Addictions Research at McMaster University, has 
devoted much of her research career to studying the 
neurobiology of gambling addiction. Her research 
helps to shed light on the changes and responses 
in the brain that occur in problem gamblers, and 
why recovering is much more complicated than 
employing willpower alone. 

Leveraging an existing relationship with the Alcohol, 
Drug & Gambling Services (ADGS) from the City of 
Hamilton, Dr. Balodis and Deirdre Querney (a social 
worker providing counselling services to problem 
gamblers) identified an opportunity to make this 
research much more accessible to gambling 
addiction counsellors and their clients:
“The problem we are addressing is a lack of 
consistent, evidence-informed and person-centered 
information about how the brain is affected by 
both problem gambling and recovery. We wanted 

knowledge

I love a good clinical handout!

problem gambling counsellors to have easy-to-
use and visually appealing clinical handouts that 
address five key questions that typically arise in 
counselling about problem gambling and the 
brain to enhance counselling sessions […] Having 
a better idea of what the research shows can give 
clients and family members another perspective on 
what is going on.”

Research on the neurobiology of gambling 
addiction has not been well-translated for 
clinicians and clients

Researchers partnered with knowledge 
users to create plain language handouts 
that are meaningful and accessible to 
people with gambling addiction

The content was made interactive and 
relevant to personal experience with clinical 
exercises and a knowledge check
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project overview

Going forward, the team will release the products for use by clinicians and problem gambling 
counsellors, their clients, and concerned others. They will present the products at different conferences 
over the year. They also intend to collect evaluations this year and then use the feedback to further 
improve these clinical handouts. That could mean adapting the layout or even adding on to the content 
in order to keep up with contemporary gambling research. Another possibility for mobilizing the 
knowledge is the creation of a series of short videos.

moving forward

project contributors
This project was an exciting partnership between the Peter Boris Centre for Addictions Research, the Al-
cohol, Drug & Gambling Services (ADGS) from the City of Hamilton), and Gambling Research Exchange 
Ontario.  To learn more about the Peter Boris Centre for Addictions Research, visit https://fhs.mcmaster.
ca/pbcar/. To learn more about ADGS, visit https://www.hamilton.ca/public-health/clinics-services/alco-
hol-drug-gambling-services. These handouts are available for public use at www.brainconnections.ca

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) is an independent knowledge translation and exchange 
(KTE) organization that aims to eliminate harm from gambling. Learn more about GREO by visiting
greo.ca or emailing info@greo.ca.

To receive the full project report, please e-mail Lindsay Kalbfleisch at lindsay@greo.ca

While the project certainly created a knowledge product that met a defined need, one of the most 
significant impacts was the engagement between researchers and knowledge users. This partnership 
between researchers and knowledge users exemplified the true spirit of knowledge translation, as 
valuable research became accessible and useful, and met the needs of end users.  Additionally, it 
helped to bridge the gap between current practices and the most recent research, ensuring  that clinical 
interventions are as effective as possible. As the partners described, “it was a wonderful way to share 
wisdom... from a research, clinical, and client perspective.”   

The engagement of clients in the project also significantly improved the utility of the final products; “clients 
really appreciated being involved from the development of the questions answered by the handouts to 
their final look... they told us “we never get asked what we think or want so this approach is appreciated!”

project impact

Dr. Balodis’ team worked with a team at ADGS to develop plain language handouts on neurobiological 
questions  brought up by the clients themselves, that counsellors could use during sessions with clients :

• How is problem gambling like an addiction to alcohol or drugs, from my brain’s point of view?
• Why do people keep gambling even when it’s not fun anymore?
• Why do people sometimes switch from gambling to another addiction?
• Why is it hard to say ‘no’ to a gambling urge?
• Since I’ve stopped gambling, why does nothing else feel fun?

Clients of ADGS and a cross-section of Ontario problem gambling counsellors were also involved by 
providing feedback and generating ideas to help make the handouts better suit their needs.




