
What this research is about 

Gambling-related cravings are an intense desire to 
gamble. Gambling urges are an impulse to gamble as 
people expect gambling to bring positive rewards or 
to relieve negative moods. Gambling cravings and 
urges can maintain or worsen problem gambling. They 
can also increase the risk of relapse. Interventions for 
problem gambling often help people manage their 
cravings and urges. 

Gambling cravings can happen any where at any time. 
This makes it difficult to measure and treat them. To 
overcome this, ecological momentary assessment 
(EMA) and intervention (EMI) may be used. EMA 
collects data on people’s experiences in real-time and 
in their natural environments (e.g., at home). EMI 
provides intervention in real-time and in their natural 
environments based on EMA data. 

Smartphones may be an ideal way of delivering EMIs 
for gambling cravings. This is because many people 
own smartphones. The researchers developed and 
tested the usability of a smartphone app-delivered 
EMI to help manage gambling cravings. They named 
the intervention GAMBLINGLESS: CURB YOUR USAGE. 

What the researchers did 

29 participants were recruited to test the EMI. 
Participants consisted of gambling clinicians, 
researchers, and people who gamble regularly or 
gambled before. GAMBLINGLESS, an online self-
directed intervention that helps reduce problem 
gambling, was used to develop the EMI. There were 
10 activities to help manage gambling cravings. The 
activities took between 30 seconds and 5 minutes. 
Participants could complete as many activities and in 

any order they liked. Participants rated the intensity 
of their craving before and after each activity. 

Participants were prompted to complete an EMA 
twice a day. The EMAs were sent at random times, 
once in the morning and once in the evening. There 
were 12 core questions about gambling cravings and 
behaviours, mood, and alcohol use. Participants could 
be asked up to 14 more questions if they experienced 
a gambling craving or had gambled. The EMI was 
automatically triggered if they reported a gambling 
craving. Participants could choose any EMI activity 
they wished. The activities were also available 24/7. 

What you need to know 

Gambling-related cravings can maintain or worsen 
problem gambling. They can also increase the rate 
of relapse. There is a need to help people manage 
gambling cravings as they experience them. 
Ecological momentary assessment (EMA) can 
assess gambling cravings in real-time. Ecological 
momentary intervention (EMI) can provide 
strategies to manage cravings in real-time. The 
researchers developed and tested a smartphone-
based EMI to manage gambling cravings. 
Participants consisted of people who gambled, 
gambling clinicians and researchers. The app was 
rated favourably by all participants. Participants 
reported they would recommend the app to 
others. Participants also thought the intervention 
could help manage cravings in different situations. 
However, participants thought the app could be 
more engaging and visually appealing. The results 
suggest that EMIs can help manage gambling 
cravings to reduce problem gambling. 

Testing the usability of an app to help 
reduce gambling cravings and problem 
gambling 
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Participants reviewed the app's content and tested its 
functions over seven days. They then evaluated its 
usability via an online questionnaire. The 
questionnaire asked about the helpfulness of the 
intervention, and the relevance and burden of the 
EMA questions. Participants were also asked to write 
about what they liked about the intervention and 
what could be improved. They rated the quality of the 
app (e.g., acceptability, visual appeal, information) 
and whether they would recommend it to others.  

What the researchers found 

All EMI activities were rated above average in their 
helpfulness. The ‘belly-breathing’, ‘heavy breathing’ 
and ‘urge surfing’ activities were rated as being most 
helpful. People who gambled and clinicians rated ‘talk 
to someone’ and ‘tips to change your thoughts’ as 
being more helpful than researchers. The relevance 
and burden of the EMA questions were in the average 
range. There were differences in stakeholders’ ratings. 
People who gambled rated the EMA questions as 
being more relevant than researchers.  

The EMI met acceptable standards for app quality. 
Participants reported they would recommend the app 
to others. Participants liked the information and 
thought the app was easy to use and functioned as 
intended. They also thought the intervention would 
be helpful in reducing cravings in the short term. 
Participants thought several of the activities were 
highly usable. They liked that the content was 
instructive and had practical suggestions.  

Participants thought the app could be more engaging 
and visually appealing. Clinicians and researchers 
suggested adding more audio-visual elements, links to 
other resources, and ability to personalize activities. 
They also thought the content could be more varied 
and could include a rationale for some activities. 
Clinicians also suggested using more positive and 
reassuring language about reaching out to others.    

How you can use this research 

The research can be used to further improve EMI for 
gambling-related cravings. People experiencing 
gambling problems could look into EMIs to help 
manage gambling cravings.  
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (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 safer 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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