
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling can create a lot of stress around money for 
people. People who have problem gambling (PG) 
often spend more money on gambling than what they 
can afford. PG is repetitive gambling behaviour that 
leads to negative consequences. In Australia, people 
with PG spend up to four times more money on 
gambling than people without PG. Some people with 
PG experience severe anxiety about their financial 
state caused by gambling. For most, this anxiety led to 
depression and suicidal thoughts. 

Many people with PG borrow money for gambling. 
They may max out their credit cards, take out 
personal loans, or borrow money from family and 
friends. The Australian Government gives little 
funding to counsellors who help people with PG deal 
with their money problems. As well, financial 
institutions can lend money to anyone despite signs of 
problem gambling. 

People with PG may frantically borrow money while 
they’re gambling. In this study, the researchers 
explored the behaviour of people with PG when they 
are in “the zone” and are completely focused on their 
gambling. The researchers explored the frantic 
behaviour that people with PG have when they are 
looking for money during a gambling episode. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers analyzed data from a study done in 
Australia about gambling relapse. Relapse is when 
people stop gambling for a period of time but then 
start gambling again. The researchers explored the 
experiences and views of 29 participants. Participants 
included people who had a gambling relapse and had 

sought treatment, self-help program or counselling, 
and those who were not in treatment. 

In the first phase of the study, 10 of these participants 
took part in a focus group. They described their 
experiences going through a relapse. In the second 
phase, 19 participants took part in an interview to 
provide a deeper understanding of gambling relapse. 
The authors identified key themes from the focus 
group and interview conversations. They shared their 
results with study participants to verify the results. 
The authors also did a literature review to confirm 
their findings.  

What the researchers found 

What you need to know 

The researchers explored the frantic behaviour 
that people with problem gambling (PG) have 
when they are looking for money during a 
gambling episode. The researchers analyzed data 
from a study done in Australia about gambling 
relapse. Twenty-nine adults discussed their 
gambling relapse experiences during a focus group 
or an interview. Many participants frantically 
withdrew money from ATMs, credit cards, and 
their bank accounts while gambling. Having easy 
to access to money in ATMs and credit cards 
encouraged them to keep gambling. The 
researchers discussed a model of how people with 
PG use all their money and then credit to gamble 
in a cycle of relapse. Policy makers can put policies 
in place that encourage banks to identify patterns 
of frantic use of money and credit and intervene 
to prevent further harm. 

 

People with problem gambling may 
frantically withdraw money so they can 
keep gambling 
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Many participants said having easy access to money 
while gambling in hotels allowed them to frantically 
withdraw money and keep gambling.  

Participants said they did not realize how much 
money they had lost until they received their bank 
statements. Participants felt overwhelmed by the 
amount they spent on gambling.  

The researchers created a model that describes how 
people with PG suffer financial harm. The model starts 
when people with PG receive money. They have 
access to money in ATMs and credit cards. This access 
to money allows them to gamble and get into “the 
zone”. These people make frantic withdrawals 
repeatedly, until all their money is gone. When people 
with PG have access to money, they appear to enter 
an altered state of consciousness and cannot make 
informed decisions about money. 

Once all the gamblers available money is lost to 
gambling many experience significant despair and 
some have suicidal thoughts. Many try to avoid 
gambling but continue to relapse to chase their losses 
and avoid facing the consequences of their gambling 
and associated despair. Other people may seek 
professional help once they realize there are serious 
consequences to gambling. It may take people many 
years before they seek help and start their recovery 
process.  

How you can use this research 

Policy makers can use this research to put policies in 
place that encourage banks and other money lenders 
to identify patterns of frantic use of money and credit. 
Repeated withdrawals may indicate that someone has 
a gambling problem. For example, financial 
institutions could identify customers with this 
behaviour and encourage these customers to seek 
help. 

Prevention service providers can use this research to 
create programs that teach people strategies for safer 
gambling. Researchers can work with banks to 
investigate how to identify people with potential 
gambling problems and encourage them to get help. 
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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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