
 
 

What this research is about 

Few people seek treatment for their gambling 
problems. When they decide to get help, they are 
usually at a point of crisis and suffering severe 
distress. Severe distress has many negatively effects. 
It reduces people’s ability to learn, problem solve, and 
make good decisions. These processes are linked to 
gambling disorder. Gambling disorder is repetitive 
gambling behaviour that leads to negative 
consequences.  

There is limited research investigating how prevention 
and treatment service providers can help gamblers 
reduce distress and motivate them to seek help. Some 
research suggests that treatment programs are 
effective when they treat gamblers’ unique mental 
health issues and give them strategies to deal with 
their distress. Gamblers who feel less distress may 
think clearer and have more confidence to get help 
for their gambling problems. 

In this article, the researchers describe a six-step brief 
intervention that they created and tested. An 
intervention refers to a program that helps people 
deal with or overcome their problems. The purpose of 
this intervention is to reduce gamblers’ distress and 
empower them to get help for their gambling 
problems.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers did a literature review. They searched 
online databases for research studies describing 
interventions that help gamblers deal with crisis and 
distress. They enrolled 19 key informants to 
participate in an interview. Participants included 
gambling help counsellors, crisis helpline counsellors, 
academic addiction specialists, gamblers, and 

gamblers’ significant others. In their interview, 
participants answered questions about identifying 
distress in gamblers, helping gamblers deal with 
distress, and strategies that are unhelpful at reducing 
gamblers’ distress. The researchers identified main 
themes from their literature review and interview 
responses. They used this information to create and 
pilot test a six-step intervention.  

What the researchers found 

The researchers identified six themes that participants 
discussed as being important for reducing gamblers’ 
distress. The researchers used these six themes and 
findings from their literature review to create a six-
step intervention. Step 1 in the intervention asks 
clinicians to acknowledge and measure gamblers’ 
distress. Gamblers may show different signs of 
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distress. Gamblers may feel understood when 
clinicians recognize their feelings of distress. Clinicians 
can measure how much distress gamblers are feeling 
using tools such as the Subjective Units of Distress 
Scale (SUDS). Using this information, clinicians can 
determine when gamblers are calm enough to talk 
about their situation. 

Step 2 asks clinicians to normalize and reduce 
gamblers’ distress. Gamblers need to understand how 
serious their situation is but think clearly enough to 
get help. Participants suggested breathing exercises to 
help gamblers reduce their distress. Step 3 asks 
clinicians to identify teachable moments to increase 
gamblers’ motivation to change their gambling 
behaviour. Clinicians can explain to gamblers how 
their gambling behaviour is causing them distress. 
Step 4 asks clinicians to provide gamblers with a sense 
of hope that they can recover from their gambling 
problems. Clinicians can also reassure gamblers that 
gambling treatment works. 

Step 5 asks clinicians to measure gamblers’ distress to 
determine if gamblers are ready to talk about 
treatment options. If gamblers still feel a lot of 
distress, clinicians should repeat Step 2. Step 6 asks 
clinicians to explore treatment and support options 
with gamblers when gamblers’ distress is low enough. 
Participants suggested that clinicians should give 
gamblers solutions that they can manage. Participants 
also suggested to keep information simple. 

Participants agreed that gamblers in crisis need help 
reducing their distress so that they are open to 
treatment. The researchers pilot tested their six-step 
intervention at a National Gambling Helpline in 
Australia between 2016 and 2019. They reported 
receiving positive feedback from the helpline 
clinicians. Clinicians said they spent time reducing 
gamblers’ distress. Gamblers could then talk to 
clinicians about their treatment options.  

How you can use this research 

Treatment service providers can use this research in 
their practice to help gamblers change their gambling 
behaviour. Treatment service providers can also use 
this research to understand the importance of 

reducing gamblers’ distress but not eliminating it 
completely. More research is needed to understand 
how useful this six-step intervention is at reducing 
gamblers’ distress. 
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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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