
 
 

What this research is about 

Gamblers can negatively affect their spouses with 
their gambling behaviour. Spouses may be the wives, 
husbands, or partners of gamblers. Similar to 
gamblers, spouses may suffer harms in a number of 
domains. 

Financial harms include debt, loss of savings, and 
problems with creditors. Some families may even lose 
their house or not have enough daily living expenses 
due to gambling. Health harms can be caused by 
stress and tiredness. Spouses may suffer physical 
harms, such as stomach problems, headaches, panic 
attacks, and high blood pressure. Emotional harms 
include guilt, shame, distress, and anger. These 
negative emotions may lead spouses to physically 
harm themselves or think about suicide. Relationship 
harms include conflict, loss of trust, relationship 
breakdown, and domestic violence. Social harms are 
when spouses suffer negative effects on their social 
networks. For example, they may not go to social 
activities because they cannot afford to go or because 
their partners have borrowed or stolen money from 
others. Spouses may also experience work or study 
harms, such as being late for work.  

There is little research looking at the differences in 
the experiences of harms that gamblers suffer 
compared to their spouses. In this study, the 
researchers compared the experiences of gambling-
related harms between gamblers and spouses. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers examined survey responses collected 
by two studies completed in Australia in 2016 and in 
New Zealand in 2017. They examined the responses 
from 5036 participants, who were either gamblers or 

spouses of gamblers. Participants were between 18 
and 89 years of age. Over 40% of the gamblers were 
men, but there were very few male spouses.  

Gamblers completed one version of the survey and 
spouses completed a different version. On the survey, 
participants reported their demographic information. 
They identified which gambling harms they 
experienced in the last 12 months from a list of 
harms. Spouses reported the harms they suffered 
from their partner’s gambling. Gamblers reported the 
harms they suffered from their own gambling. 
Participants also completed the Problem Gambling 
Severity Index (PGSI). The PGSI is a questionnaire that 
determines how severe a person’s gambling problems 
are. Gamblers completed the PGSI about their own 
gambling behaviour, and spouses completed the PGSI 
about their partner’s gambling behaviour.   

The researchers examined participants’ experience 
with 67 gambling harms. All 67 harms were included 

What you need to know 

In this study, the researchers investigated whether 
gamblers and spouses experience different 
gambling harms. The researchers examined survey 
responses that were collected by two previous 
studies. Gamblers and spouses suffered the same 
number of harms, but the types of harms they 
suffered were different. Spouses experienced 
more emotional and relationship harms. Gamblers 
experienced all other harms more. Spouses were 
more likely to report harms that were downstream 
consequences of their partner’s gambling. 
Gamblers tended to report harms that were more 
immediate and directly related to their gambling.  

 

Gamblers and their spouses suffer from 
different gambling-related harms 
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on both versions of the survey. They grouped the 
harms into six categories: financial harms, relationship 
harms, emotional or psychological harms, health 
harms, work or study harms, and social deviance 
harms.  

What the researchers found 

Gamblers and spouses suffered about the same 
number of harms, but the types of harms they 
suffered were different. Spouses experienced more 
emotional/psychological harms and relationship 
harms. Gamblers experienced all other harms more. 
Further, spouses tended to report harms that were 
downstream consequences. Gamblers tended to 
report harms that were more immediate and directly 
related to their gambling.  

Spouses were more likely to report financial harms 
related to making late bill payments. This may be 
because spouses become responsible for handling the 
household money. Gamblers suffered financial harms 
related to not being able to spend or get a hold of 
money. In terms of work/study harms, spouses 
reported poorer performance at work. Gamblers were 
more likely to report being late for work or using work 
time to gamble. Thus, spouses might more aware of 
the overall effect of gambling, caused by distraction or 
worry about their partners’ gambling.  

Spouses suffered health harms from worrying or 
stress. Gamblers suffered more specific health harms, 
such as losing sleep, drinking alcohol, and exercising 
less. Spouses were more likely to report emotional 
harms such as extreme distress, hopelessness and 
wanting to get out of their relationship. Gamblers 
were more likely to report feelings of shame, 
worthlessness, and failure. Spouses were five to six 
times more likely than gamblers to report relationship 
harms such as conflict, tension, and breaking up. 
Gamblers tended to report spending less time with 
their families or neglecting their responsibilities. Thus, 
spouses might think of their relationship problems as 
being more serious than gamblers do. 

How you can use this research 

Health promoters could use this research to create 
targeted gambling prevention programs. For example, 

messages aimed at gamblers could focus on 
immediate and practical consequences. Messages 
aimed at spouses could focus on issues such as late 
household bills, distress, and tension in relationship. 
Future research could also investigate whether people 
in homosexual relationships suffer the same harms as 
those in heterosexual relationships. 
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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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