
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling is a common activity in North America. 
While the majority of people gamble without any 
problem, a small percentage of gamblers develop 
problem gambling. Problem gambling is defined as 
continuous gambling that results in negative 
consequences. Consequences can include financial 
and personal distress. However, few problem 
gamblers seek gambling counselling or treatment.  

One alternative option for problem gamblers is 
voluntary self-exclusion programs. These programs 
involve the gambler agreeing to be excluded from a 
land-based gambling venue or online gambling site. 
The gambler also agrees to the duration of the 
exclusion and penalties upon violation. Past 
evaluations of self-exclusion programs have shown 
positive results, although few studies have examined 
the impact on symptoms of problem gambling. The 
aim of this study was to examine the impact of a 
voluntary self-program in British Columbia, Canada, 
on symptoms of problem gambling. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers interviewed gamblers enrolled in a 
voluntary self-exclusion program in British Columbia, 
Canada, between June 2013 and February 2014. The 
researchers interviewed each gambler three times. 
Each interview occurred about six months apart. 
There were 326 participants who completed the first 
interview. Of those, 260 completed the second 
interview and 235 completed the third interview. 

During the first interview, the researchers asked 
participants about their experiences with gambling 
and self-exclusion programs. They also collected 
demographic information, such as age, marital status, 

and income. The second and third interviews focused 
on participants’ gambling behavior since exclusion. 
The Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) was used 
to assess symptoms of problem gambling. At 
interview one, the PGSI assessed symptoms over the 
past 12 months. At interview two and three, it 
assessed symptoms over the past six months.  

What the researchers found 

Three quarters of participants gambled at least once a 
week during their exclusion. On average, these 
participants gambled in three different land-based 
venues. The most commonly played games were slots 
and lottery or scratch tickets. Few participants 
gambled online. Participants reported betting 

What you need to know 

This study examined change in symptoms of 
problem gambling among participants of a self-
exclusion program in British Columbia, Canada. 
Within the first six months of the program, many 
participants were able to reduce their problem 
gambling symptoms. The greatest reduction was 
observed for those who stopped gambling 
completely and those who gambled informally 
outside the casino. Participants who tried to 
violate their exclusion had a smaller reduction in 
problem gambling symptoms. Unfortunately, 
many participants who tried to violate their 
exclusion were successful. Gambling venues need 
to be stricter about identifying program violators. 
Future research is also needed to study the 
characteristics of gamblers who can gamble 
informally without re-triggering symptoms of 
problem gambling.  
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anywhere from $25 to $10,000. Time spent gambling 
ranged from 30 minutes to 24 hours. Seeking 
gambling counseling was rare among the participants. 

The majority of participants were not able to 
completely stop gambling while enrolled in the self-
exclusion program. Only a few participants (12.6%) 
were able to stop gambling completely. Most 
participants (68%) gambled informally outside the 
casino (outside the control of the self-exclusion 
program). Some participants (19.2%) attempted to 
violate their exclusion by re-entering the casino. 
These participants were often able to successfully 
enter a casino while being excluded.  

At the beginning of the program, problem gambling 
symptoms were similar for gamblers who completely 
stopped, gambled informally, or attempted to violate 
the exclusion. Overtime, problem gambling 
symptoms generally decreased across all groups. The 
most significant decrease occurred between 
interview one and two. There was not much 
difference between interview two and three.   

The strongest predictor of a change in problem 
gambling symptoms was violation of the self-
exclusion program. Participants who tried to violate 
their exclusion more frequently had smaller 
reductions in their problem gambling symptoms.  
Participants who gambled informally outside the 
casino reduced their symptoms just as much as those 
who stopped gambling completely. 

Other factors associated with a reduction in problem 
gambling symptoms were access to counseling and 
length of exclusion period. Having access to gambling 
counseling and longer exclusion period were 
associated with a greater decrease in problem 
gambling symptoms. Previous enrollment in a self-
exclusion program and demographic characteristics 
had no impact on change in problem gambling.  

How you can use this research 

The findings of this study suggest that gambling 
venues need to ensure identification of gamblers who 
are enrolled in a self-exclusion program. The findings 
also show that gambling counseling could have a 

positive effect. Thus, self-exclusion program should 
connect its participants with counseling resources. 
Future research is needed to study the characteristics 
of gamblers who can gamble outside the casino 
without re-triggering symptoms of problem gambling.  
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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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