
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling is defined as repetitive gambling 

behaviour that leads to negative consequences. Few 

people with problem gambling seek help from a 

treatment service provider. Gambling venue staff may 

be one way to encourage individuals with gambling 

problems to seek help. However, one study found 

that venue staff were able to identify only 36% of 

patrons who experienced gambling problems.  

There are challenges with identifying individuals with 

gambling problems. Gambling venue staff often have 

to observe gamblers for long periods of time before 

they notice problematic signs. Staff also have to deal 

with the “business versus care” paradox. This means 

that staff are expected to encourage people to 

gamble at their venue while at the same time 

preventing them from gambling too much. The aim of 

this study is to explore how individuals with problem 

gambling are identified and approached in gambling 

venues. It seeks to understand such experiences 

through the perspectives of individuals with problem 

gambling, venue staff, and gambling counsellors. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers collected data in two parts. In the 

first part, they did four focus groups with 41 

participants. The participants included treatment-

seeking individuals with problem gambling, consumer 

advocates who had experienced problem gambling, 

venue staff with experience in approaching customers 

showing signs of problem gambling, and gambling 

counsellors. In the second part, the researchers 

interviewed nine individuals with problem gambling. 

The participants included Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander individuals, as well as individuals with 

gambling problems who were receiving counselling. 

The interviews were used to further explore issues 

that had come up during the focus groups. 

Two researchers observed the gambling venue 

environment and interactions between staff and 

customers before the focus groups took place. Their 

memos were later used to help with the analyses of 

the focus groups and interviews.   

What the researchers found 

Participants stated that personal relationships were 

important to deal with problem gambling effectively. 

For example, staff were more willing to approach 

customers with whom they had developed a 

What you need to know 

This study investigated how individuals with 

problem gambling are identified and approached 

in gambling venues. It explored the topic from the 

perspectives of individuals with problem gambling, 

gambling venue staff, and gambling counsellors. 

Venue staff described a role conflict in being 

expected to encourage gambling while also 

making sure customers do not gamble too much. 

Venue staff felt that they had to make a moral 

judgement about who might have gambling 

problems. This led to an unwillingness to single 

out certain customers and fear concerning how 

customers would react. Individuals with problem 

gambling were also aware of the role conflict of 

venue staff. Many were not open to receiving 

feedback about their gambling behaviour from 

venue staff. Gamblers also questioned the venue 

staff’s sincerity in their offer to help.  

Conflicting role responsibilities may prevent 

venue staff from approaching and referring 

gamblers to gambling help services 
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relationship and these customers were also more 

accepting of being approached about their gambling.  

All participants talked about the “business versus 

care” paradox. Venue staff described a role conflict 

about having to promote gambling while also ensuring 

customers were protected from harm. Staff felt that 

they were forced to make a moral judgement about 

who might have gambling problems. This led to an 

unwillingness to approach and fear concerning how 

the customers would react. Individuals with problem 

gambling were also aware of the role conflict. Thus, 

they were suspicious that venue staff were genuine in 

their effort to help. Gambling counsellors also 

described talking to venue staff around role conflict.  

Individuals with problem gambling tended to get help 

after they reached a point of crisis (e.g., loss of 

employment, divorce). Privacy, shame, and 

embarrassment were common experiences that 

prevented them from seeking help, especially among 

individuals of Aboriginal backgrounds.  

Participants with gambling problems indicated that 

they would prefer to read responsible gambling 

information privately and away from game areas. This 

would give them space to read the information and 

reflect on their gambling behaviour. Participants 

described how gambling venues were inconsistent in 

the type of help service information that was made 

available. They were unaware of the different help 

services available and did not know that venue staff 

were trained to monitor customers’ spending 

behaviours and offer help when needed. Participants 

thought that venue staff could only assist in getting a 

ban from the venue. Many participants experienced 

relapse, which they saw as a failure and made them 

even less likely to seek help.  

How you can use this research 

Gambling operators and policy-makers could use this 

research to make decisions on how responsible 

gambling materials should be promoted to gamblers. 

For example, such materials may be more likely to be 

viewed when they are put in areas that are private 

and away from game areas. Venue staff may also be 

instructed to give out the information to everyone at 

the venue. This may reduce feelings of stress about 

having to target certain customers. More research is 

needed to investigate whether gambling venues are 

the best places to carry out harm reduction strategies.  
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Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (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 responsible 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.  


