
 
 

What this article is about 

Past research has studied the effects of problem 
gambling on the gambler. These impacts can include 
money problems, anxiety and depression, suicide risk, 
relationship problems, etc. Fewer studies have 
explored the effects of problem gambling on families. 
However, research is expanding in this area. The 
current review considers the existing research about 
problem gambling and families. This includes research 
about the role of family in the development of 
problem gambling, the effects of problem gambling 
on family members, and available treatments and 
therapies for family members. 

What was done? 

The authors searched for relevant research articles 
through six databases (e.g., Academic Search Premier, 
Psych INFO, Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied 
Health Literature). The authors first summarized 
theories on the role of family in problem gambling. 
They then reviewed the effects of problem gambling 
on family members, mainly the spouse, children, and 
parents. They also reviewed available treatments and 
therapies for family members. Based on this review, 
the authors present a model for understanding 
problem gambling and its impact on families.  

What you need to know 

The authors identified various theories related to the 
role of family in the development of problem 
gambling. These theories are from psychology (e.g., 
gambling is a learned behaviour from parents); 
sociology (e.g., social relationships and strong bonds 
with others could prevent problem gambling); and 
holistic perspectives (e.g., individuals’ and families’ 

physical, mental, emotional, economic, and spiritual 
factors influence problem gambling behaviour). 

Existing research suggests that genetics, modelling, 
and family dynamics influence the development of 
problem gambling. For instance, people with problem 
gambling are likely to have first-degree relatives who 
also have gambling problems. Children and youth 
might be introduced to gambling by their parents, 
which could lead to problems in the future. Also, 
having family problems, such as unsupportive parents, 
could contribute to problem gambling. 

There is a lot of research about the negative effects of 
problem gambling. These include loss of household or 
personal money, ruined relationships, family violence, 
and development of gambling problems or other 
addictions within the family. However, there is little 
research that specifically addresses the impact of 
problem gambling on the family. The research that did 
exist discusses the impacts on spouses (mostly female 
spouses), children, and parents. Spouses often 
experience social, mental, and financial stress because 
of their partner’s gambling. Problem gambling may 

Why is this article important? 

This review highlights the impacts of problem 
gambling on family members, specifically spouses, 
children, and parents. These impacts can include 
money problems, stress, and relationship 
problems. Treatment is often focused on the 
person with problem gambling, but little support is 
provided for family members. What is available 
has been adapted from work addressing the 
treatment of other addictions. Family-focused 
treatment needs to be further explored.   
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result in relationship difficulties and sometimes 
divorce. Emotional support is a very important factor 
influencing family members’ abilities to cope. Children 
often shoulder adult responsibilities, such as taking on 
a parenting role with the parent with problem 
gambling. They often feel abandoned, rejected, 
neglected, angry, sad, etc. This could result in illness, 
poor coping skills, poor school behaviours, and 
engaging in drug-, alcohol- or gambling-related 
activities. Parents of adults with problem gambling 
often feel disappointed and blame themselves for 
their child’s gambling problems.  

Little research has studied treatment programs for 
helping family members. Family members may adopt 
unhealthy relationships with the person experiencing 
problem gambling, including avoiding, enabling, 
controlling, or confronting. Including family in 
problem gambling treatment to address these coping 
styles seems to improve therapy outcomes. Few 
family-focused problem gambling treatment programs 
have been studied, and the ones available have been 
modified from other addiction treatment programs. 
One example is the Community Reinforcement and 
Family Training (CRAFT) program, which is available in 
a self-help format for family members. 

Based on their review of past research, the authors 
propose an ‘Integrated Model for Understanding 
Problem Gambling and its Impact on Families’. The 
model suggests that there are many factors that may 
influence problem gambling or family problems. 
These could be within the family unit (e.g., genetics, 
modeling); in the community (e.g., access to and 
acceptability of gambling); or in society (e.g., the way 
media portrays gambling). The authors believe that 
family-focused interventions are most effective for 
addressing the effects of problem gambling. 

Who is it intended for? 

This review is intended for treatment providers and 
gambling researchers. Treatment providers could 
provide and evaluate family-based treatment 
programs that consider the needs of both people with 
problem gambling and their family members. Future 
research could explore the broader social and 
community contexts (e.g., poverty, access to 

gambling) that might play a role in problem gambling 
and its impact on families. This research could inform 
social policies that have the potential to prevent 
problem gambling and family difficulties. 
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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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