
 
 

What this research is about  

Problem gambling refers to having difficulty 
controlling time and money spent on gambling, 
regardless of significant negative consequences. 
These consequences are referred to as gambling-
related harms (GRH) and can include financial, health, 
relationship, emotional/psychological, work/study, 
and social deviance harms. People close to the person 
who gambles, referred to as affected others (AOs), 
can also experience GRHs. AOs can include family 
members (i.e., AFMs) and close friends (i.e., ACFs). 

Previous research has found that the proportion of 
AOs ranges from 2% to 19% of the population. For 
example, the Finnish Gambling 2015 study found that 
19.3% of the Finnish population reported that they 
had been an AO at some point in their lives. This wide 
range may be due to research studies utilizing 
different definitions of AOs, different research 
methods and/or timeframes.  

In this current study, the researchers investigated the 
prevalence of being an AO of a person with problem 
gambling. They also examined the relationships 
between being an AO and socio-demographics 
(gender, age), gambling behaviours (gambling 
participation, gambling severity) and health-related 
factors (perceived health, psychological distress, 
alcohol consumption). The researchers also examined 
the amount and type of GRH experienced by AOs, 
including AFMs and ACFs. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from the Finnish Gambling 
2019 survey. Using the Population Register Centre’s 
sampling frame, a random sample of 7,800 Finns living 
in mainland Finland, aged 15 to 74 years of age, were 

invited to complete the survey. Persons who were 
living in institutions or whose native tongue was not 
Finnish, Swedish, or Sámi were excluded. A total of 
3,994 interviews were completed acceptably, with a 
response rate of 51.9%. Participants were mostly men 
(50.8%), and on average, were around 46 years old. 

Participants completed computer-assisted telephone 
interviews between September and December 2019. 
Participants were asked whether significant others, 
such as their father, mother, sister or brother, 
grandparent(s), partner, own child/children, and close 
friends, had problems with gambling. Participants 

What you need to know 

Problem gambling can harm both the person who 
gambles as well as those who are close. “Affected 
others” (AOs) can include family members as well 
as close friends. The researchers used data from 
the Finnish Gambling 2019 population survey, 
which involved almost 4000 Finns aged 15 to 74 
years. The aims were to see how many were AOs, 
and the relationships between being an AO and 
socio-demographics, gambling behaviours, health-
related behaviours, and different types of 
gambling-related harm. About 1 in 5 participants 
were affected by others’ problem gambling. More 
women were affected family members, while men 
were typically affected by close friends. AOs were 
generally younger in age and were more likely to 
also have gambling problems in comparison to the 
general population and non-AOs. AOs were most 
likely to have experienced emotional harm. 
Affected family members tended to experience 
more harm than affected close friends. 
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were asked about their own engagement in different 
types of gambling (e.g., lottery games, slot machines). 
The South Oaks Gambling Screen was used to assess 
problem gambling behaviour over the last year.  

Participants rated their general health using a single 
question. Psychological distress in the past four weeks 
and alcohol consumption in the past year were 
assessed using the Mental Health Inventory-5 and the 
AUDIT-C. Finally, GRHs for AOs were evaluated using 
questions developed based on previous literature and 
feedback from experts. These questions assessed the 
different types of harms (e.g., financial, emotional, 
health, relationship, work/study, and social deviance).   

What the researchers found 

One in five participants (21.2%) were identified as 
AOs. This rate corresponds to a population estimate 
of 790,000 people. Around 13.7% were ACFs and 10% 
were AFMs. It should be noted that 2.4% were both 
AFMs and ACFs. Gambling behaviour and problem 
gambling were most frequent among men. AOs were 
generally younger in age (15 to 34 years) and were 
more likely to also have gambling problems in 
comparison to the general population and non-AOs.  

Most AFMs were typically women, while most ACFs 
were typically men. Being an AFM was associated with 
poor perceived health, psychological distress, risky 
alcohol consumption, and having a gambling problem 
of their own. AFMs’ family member(s) who 
experienced gambling problems were most often 
their sibling(s), partner, or father. Being an ACF was 
associated with gambling participation, having a 
gambling problem, and risky alcohol consumption. 

Most AOs (65.3%) experienced at least one type of 
GRH caused by the problem gambling of a close family 
member or friend. Emotional harm, followed by 
relationship harm, was the most common type of 
harm experienced by AOs. Financial harm was the 
third most common, with AFMs being 2.5 times more 
likely to experience financial harm than ACFs. AFMs 
also experienced more health-related issues. In 
general, AFMs experienced GRH more often and more 
extensively than ACFs. For example, one in five AFMs 
experienced at least four types of GRH.   

How you can use this research 

Findings from this study can be used in gambling 
prevention efforts, such as by increasing awareness of 
gambling and GRHs both for people who gamble and 
different subgroups of AOs. The findings can also be 
used to inform treatment. For example, support could 
be tailored based on AO status and individual needs.  
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