
 
 

What this article is about 

Social workers play an important role in addressing 
social problems such as alcohol and drug use. 
However, less is known about the potential role of 
social workers in addressing problem gambling in the 
society. Problem gambling is defined as continuous 
gambling that leads to harmful consequences. 
Consequences can include personal and financial 
distress. The risk factors for problem gambling 
overlap with those of adults seeking social services. 
However, researchers have noted little interest in the 
social work community for problem gambling and 
gambling harm prevention.  

This article summarizes evidence regarding the extent 
that social workers engage with gambling related 
harms in adults who have care and support needs. 
Adults with care and support needs include people 
with dementia, mental health problems, learning 
disabilities, or other cognitive problems (e.g., head 
injury). Many of these individuals have contact with 
social workers. 

What was done? 

The authors searched online databases for relevant 
articles published in English between 2007 and June 
2017. Articles must describe gambling and social work 
practice for adults with care and support needs. 
References to perpetrators who abused people with 
care and support needs in order to fund their 
gambling were also included.   

Since there was little evidence specific to social work 
and gambling, the authors presented an analysis of 
“invisibility” of social work in three areas: 1) the near 
“invisible” social worker in gambling research; 2) the 
“invisibility” of gambling in most qualifying social 

work programs; and 3) the near “invisibility” of the 
impact of gambling on social work clients. 

What you need to know 

The near “invisible” social worker in gambling 
research 

Many of the reviewed articles did not specifically 
mention social workers. Instead, social workers were 
mentioned among a range of professionals. In several 
articles, one had to infer whether the professional 
mentioned was a social worker. There was a lack of 
articles on the perspectives of social workers on how 
to support adults with needs who might be 
experiencing gambling-related harms. One exception 
was a study that examined the attitudes of Finnish 
and French social workers towards problem drinking, 
gambling, and eating. This study highlighted the 
potential of social workers in different cultures and 

Why is this article important? 

This review summarizes existing articles describing 
the extent that social workers engage with 
problem gambling in adults with care and support 
needs. It highlights the lack of involvement of 
social workers in gambling research. Many of the 
articles reviewed did not specifically refer to social 
workers. There is also a lack of training for social 
workers on how to identify and address clients 
with problem gambling. Further, there is a lack of 
discussion about gambling-related harms from a 
social work perspective. This review calls for 
attention to the potential role of social workers in 
preventing gambling-related harms.  

 

How do social workers address problem 
gambling? 
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places to hold different views about gambling and 
who might be responsible for recovery. 

The “invisibility” of gambling in most qualifying social 
work programs 

One article noted that in the United Kingdom, social 
work training programs had little focus on how to 
identify and address problem gambling. In contrast, 
another article examining training programs in the US 
found that some programs included problem 
gambling in their curriculum. Nonetheless, most 
programs did not include problem gambling because 
it was considered a low priority due to the low 
numbers of social work clients seeking help 
specifically for gambling. There were also a lack of 
expertise and a lack of interest.  

An article which surveyed US social work students 
reported that most students could not distinguish 
between a recreational gambler and a potential 
problem gambler. It recommended that gambling be 
included in social work training programs. 

The near “invisibility” of the impact of gambling on 
social work clients 

Few articles discussed gambling-related harms from a 
social work perspective. One article advocated the 
need for social workers to investigate the impact of 
problem gambling on individuals and families in 
American Indian communities. Another article 
surveyed Australian human service practitioners and 
students. It highlighted uncertainty and disagreement 
among practitioners with regard to their legal and 
ethical obligations to disclose when a client reported 
theft due to gambling. An article suggested how social 
workers could take steps to address gambling-related 
harms. It suggested that older adults might develop 
gambling problems because of unmet psychological 
needs. It recommended social workers to address 
basic psychological needs in older adults. These 
included helping older adults to have feelings of 
competence, autonomy, and social connection. 

Who is it intended for? 

This review could be useful to social workers and 
researchers. Researchers might be interested in 

closing a gap in research by examining the role of 
social work in helping people who experience 
gambling-related harms. Social workers might also be 
interested in learning of the findings and the kind of 
role social workers could play in preventing gambling-
related harms.  
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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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