
 
 

What this article is about 

Problem gambling is a mental disorder where one’s 
gambling causes them distress and interferes 
significantly with their lives. Problem gambling 
disproportionately affects people of colour and 
people with other behavioural health disorders. The 
perspectives of people in these groups have been 
missing from many problem gambling prevention 
efforts, responsible gambling strategies, and research. 
People with lived experience of problem gambling 
need to be included to optimize the impact of public 
health efforts and reduce harms. Including their 
perspectives in prevention efforts can also increase 
the success of these efforts.  

The purpose of this article was to describe problem 
gambling prevention and harm reduction efforts in 
Massachusetts, USA. One of these efforts is a program 
called the Massachusetts Ambassador Project. This 
project is led by the Office of Problem Gambling 
Services (OPGS) within the Massachusetts 
Department of Public Health (MDPH).  

What was done? 

The OPGS sought to create gambling prevention 
programs centred on promoting equity and 
emphasizing the perspectives of people with lived 
experience. The OPGS also wanted to take into 
consideration that inequities in social determinates of 
health influence risk related to problem gambling. 
Social determinants of health are social conditions, 
such as where people live and work, that affect 
people’s physical health and quality of life.  

The OPGS actively engaged local communities in the 
program’s design. Community members, service 
providers, and key stakeholders were consulted 

during the design stage. A total of 265 people were 
consulted during the planning process. A key theme 
that emerged was the desire for men with a history of 
substance misuse to be active partners in sharing their 
experience and knowledge with others. This finding 
informed the design of the Massachusetts 
Ambassador Project.  

The goals of this project were to prevent gambling 
and reduce harm for priority populations. The priority 
populations included people of colour and people 
who struggle with substance misuse. Another goal of 
the project was to help people to develop skills that 
would protect them from gambling-related problems.  

The Massachusetts Ambassador Project was 
developed as a peer support intervention. People with 
lived experience of problem gambling were hired and 
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trained as peer Ambassadors. The role of 
Ambassadors was to “actively engage, involve, and 
empower” people with problem gambling in the 
priority populations identified. Ambassadors were 
also expected to connect with community 
organizations to support prevention efforts, raise 
community awareness of problem gambling, and 
provide education about the risks.   

What you need to know 

The Ambassadors reached 4,388 people during the 
12-month pilot phase of the program (from June 2018 
to June 2019). Nearly half (43%) of people who 
attended group sessions were people of colour. The 
Ambassadors were also able to connect with 36 
different community organizations. Three lessons 
were identified after the pilot phase was complete.  

The first lesson related to structure, including the 
setting of the program and whether it is run by 
volunteers or employees. This requires consideration 
of the host organization’s capacity and whether the 
program aligns with its mission and philosophy. The 
pilot phase employed Ambassadors within recovery-
oriented organizations and gave them an office space 
and other resources.  

The second lesson related to support. Ongoing 
professional development is recommended for the 
Ambassadors. Ambassadors should be involved in 
informal peer support with other Ambassadors, jointly 
plan activities with program decision-makers, and the 
project should foster an open, respectful environment 
that equally values evidence, lived experience, and 
the wisdom of practice.  

The third lesson related to implementation. 
Professionalism and lived experience are two key 
features of Ambassadors. Professionalism helps 
enhance the Ambassadors’ credibility, particularly 
when connecting with other organizations. Lived 
experience helps Ambassadors connect with their 
peers. Ambassadors should be fluent in languages 
that are dominant in the community they serve. They 
should also be knowledgeable about the community’s 
history, needs, and resources.  

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for gambling researchers and 
service providers. The findings can be used by 
organizations and communities that want to develop 
a community-driven and peer-focused prevention 
program for people with problem gambling. 
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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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