
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling is an activity that many people engage in for 
leisure purposes. However, some people have trouble 
controlling their gambling. This can lead to financial,  
social, health, and work/study problems. In Finland, 
about 3.0% to 10.7% of people struggle with their 
gambling. Few people who struggle with their 
gambling end up seeking treatment for it. One way to 
help people with problem gambling is the use of 
remote interventions. Remote interventions include 
treatments delivered over the Internet and telephone.  

Currently, the factors that contribute to the success of 
remote interventions are not well understood. There 
are also many things to consider when developing 
treatment programs for people with gambling 
problems. People with problem gambling often 
struggle with financial hardships, depression, and 
substance use. The aim of this study was to examine 
the effectiveness of an 8-week remote intervention in 
Finland. The researchers were particularly interested 
in whether depression, alcohol use, and sense of 
financial control affected the efficacy of treatment. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from people who enrolled 
in a remote intervention for people with problem 
gambling called Peli Poikki (PP). There were 2011 
participants who enrolled in PP between 2007 and 
2018. PP is an 8-week cognitive behavioural therapy 
delivered virtually. It involves completion of weekly 
modules and phone calls with a therapist, as well as 
an optional online forum. Anyone who is over 18 and 
speaks Finnish or Swedish could enrol in PP. Of the 
2011 participants, over half (55.4%) completed the 
program. Participants completed questionnaires 

before treatment, directly after treatment, 6 months 
after treatment, and 12 months after treatment.  

Participants completed the National Opinion Research 
Center DSM Screen for Gambling Problems (NODS) to 
assess problem gambling severity. The Montgomery-
Åsberg Depression Rating Scale (MADRS) assessed 
symptoms of depression. The Alcohol Use 
Identification Test (AUDIT-C) assessed risky alcohol 
consumption. Sense of financial control (SFC) was 
assessed by asking participants if they considered 
their financial situation was good, bad but in control, 
or bad and not in control. The researchers also 

What you need to know 

People who struggle with their gambling may 
experience financial difficulties and poor mental 
health. Peli Poikki (PP) is an 8-week free remote 
intervention in Finland. The authors of this study 
wanted to better understand factors that 
contributed to the effectiveness of PP. They 
studied 2011 people who went through the PP 
program between 2007-2018. These people 
completed baseline and post-treatment 
questionnaires on gambling-related symptoms, 
sense of financial control, levels of depression, and 
alcohol use. They were also followed up at 6 and 
12 months after treatment. The researchers found 
that alcohol use did not affect gambling problems 
following treatment. However, people with high 
levels of depression and a poor sense of financial 
control showed worsening gambling-related 
symptoms at 12-month post-treatment. Thus, the 
treatment was less effective in the long term for 
these participants. 

Depression and lack of perceived financial 
control may worsen problem gambling 
treatment outcomes 
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gathered information on participants’ age, gender, 
physical health, psychological health, whether or not 
they had debt from gambling, education, income, and 
years with gambling problems. 

What the researchers found 

First, the researchers found that gambling severity as 
measured by the NODS significantly decreased from 
pre- to post-treatment. NODS scores stayed lower 
than pre-treatment at the 6-month and 12-month 
follow-up. This was looking at the entire sample 
without examining any individual differences based 
on depression, alcohol use, and SFC. 

Second, the researchers examined whether treatment 
efficacy changed depending on the levels of 
depression, alcohol use, and SFC. They found that 
treatment efficacy, as measured by lower NODS 
scores, was not affected by alcohol use. However, it 
was affected by depression levels and SFC. The effect 
of treatment declined by the 12-month follow-up for 
people with greater symptoms of depression as 
measured by the MADRS. This was also the case for 
people who answered that their financial situation 
was bad and out of control. This suggests that people 
with high levels of depression and a sense that they 
cannot control their finances may not receive as much 
benefit from the PP intervention as those with no to 
moderate depression or those who feel in control of 
their finances. 

The researchers also found that men and people with 
lower psychological health had worse gambling 
severity at the 12-month follow-up. The other factors 
(age, physical health, presence of gambling debt, 
education, income, years with gambling problems) did 
not affect gambling severity at 12-month follow-up. 

How you can use this research 

This study demonstrated that people with gambling 
problems with high levels of depression and a low 
sense of control over finances may fare worse 
following a remote intervention. This indicates that 
this population requires specialized treatment 
considerations. This research could be useful to 
anyone interested in developing effective treatments 
for this population. It could also be useful to people 

interested in how financial health and co-occurring 
mental health conditions affect people with problem 
gambling.    
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