
 
 

What this research is about 

Pathological gambling is a behavioural addiction. It 
can cause psychological, financial, and relationship 
harms to the person who gambles. It can also cause 
similar harms to their partner and family. Pathological 
gambling can create a situation where the family 
cannot afford necessities such as housing and food. It 
can also reduce the relationship quality between 
family members. Thus, it can cause significant marital 
and family distress. 

Only a few studies have examined how pathological 
gambling harms couple relationships. These studies 
looked at couples where one partner suffers from 
pathological gambling. They found these couples tend 
to have poor communication, and their relationships 
suffer a lack of trust and respect. These couples also 
experience more feelings of fear, guilt, and anger in 
their relationships than couples without pathological 
gambling. People with pathological gambling also 
tend to have more insecure attachment bonds to their 
partners. People with insecure attachment bonds may 
hide their feelings from their partner and worry about 
their partner leaving them. This study explored how 
pathological gambling affects the quality of romantic 
relationships and attachment bonds.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 80 couples in a 
heterosexual relationship who lived together. They 
recruited 35 of the couples from treatment centres 
for pathological gambling. These couples had one 
partner who was diagnosed with gambling disorder, 
and who had not received more than one month of 
treatment. These 35 couples made up the ‘clinical’ 
group for this study. The researchers recruited the 

other 45 couples from the district council office in 
Florence, Italy. Neither partner in these couples had 
gambling disorder, and these couples made up the 
‘control’ group. 

First, each participant filled out a survey asking their 
age, duration of relationship, whether they had 
children, etc. Next, participants completed the 
Romance Qualities Scale (RQS). The RQS has 22 items 
that measure the quality of romantic relationship in 
five areas: 

i) Conflict: the frequency and intensity of conflict. 
ii) Companionship: how much free time partners 

spend together. 
iii) Help: whether they receive assistance and 

protection from their partner. 
iv) Security: feeling confident in the relationship even 

if there are problems. 
v) Closeness: the strength of emotional connection. 

What you need to know 

Pathological gambling harms individuals who 
gamble as well as their romantic partners. This 
study explored how it affects the quality of 
romantic relationships and attachment bonds 
between partners. The researchers recruited 
‘clinical’ couples, where one partner had gambling 
disorder and the other did not. They compared the 
‘clinical’ couples to ‘control’ couples, where 
neither partner had gambling disorder. Both 
partners in ‘clinical’ couples reported having a 
lower quality romantic relationship. This included 
more conflict, and less helpfulness and security. 
Both partners in ‘clinical’ couples also reported 
more anxiety and avoidance in their attachment 
bond to their partner.  
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Participants also completed the Experiences in Close 
Relationships-Revised (ECR-R) questionnaire. The ECR-
R has 36 items that measure romantic attachment in 
two areas: 

i) Anxiety: for example, worrying about being 
abandoned. 

ii) Avoidance: for example, not showing your partner 
your true feelings. 

The researchers randomly assigned the couples in the 
control group as partners 1 and 2. They compared the 
partners who suffered from pathological gambling in 
the clinical group to partners 1 in the control group. 
They also compared the partners who did not have 
pathological gambling from the clinical group to 
partners 2 in the control group. 

What the researchers found 

The control and clinical groups did not differ in the 
number of children they had or the length of their 
relationships.  

Partners with pathological gambling in clinical group 
vs. partners 1 from control group 
Partners with pathological gambling reported higher 
conflict, and lower help and security than partners 1 
from the control group. Partners with pathological 
gambling also reported higher levels of both anxiety 
and avoidance in their attachment bonds. 

Partner without pathological gambling in clinical 
group vs. partners 2 from control group 
Partners without pathological gambling reported 
higher conflict and lower companionship, help, 
security, and closeness than partners 2 from the 
control group. They also reported higher levels of 
both anxiety and avoidance in their attachment 
bonds. 

In summary, both partners in the clinical group 
reported lower quality of romantic relationships than 
partners in the control group. They also reported 
more insecure attachment bonds than partners of the 
control group. Finally, the partners without 
pathological gambling in the clinical group reported a 
worse quality of romantic relationship than did their 
partners with pathological gambling. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that pathological gambling is 
linked to lower quality romantic relationships and 
more insecure attachment. Thus, problem gambling 
interventions could promote couples therapy for 
partners with pathological gambling. This could help 
both the gambling and non-gambling partners 
improve the quality of their relationship. 
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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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