
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling is when someone’s gambling habits 
cause them harm. Problem gambling can cause 
emotional distress and financial issues, as well as 
damage relationships. An individual’s problem 
gambling can also harm others, especially their family 
and romantic partner. Partners who live with 
someone with problem gambling often experience 
emotional distress. They are usually anxious about 
their partner’s gambling. The relationship may also 
have more conflict because of the gambling. Often, 
the gambler underestimates how much their gambling 
problem is harming their partner. 

Less than 10% of people with problem gambling seek 
any form of treatment. So, many partners are living 
with a gambler who does not seek help and may be in 
denial. However, little is known about how problem 
gambling impacts the partners of gamblers who do 
not seek help. This study aimed to understand the 
experiences of these partners. If intervention can 
reduce the harms experienced by the partners of 
gamblers and teach them strategies, it may help them 
motivate the gamblers to seek help. 

What the researchers did 

This study took place in South Australia. The 
researchers placed recruitment flyers in public 
buildings such as shopping centres and hospitals. The 
flyers said the researchers were looking for people 
who lived with a partner with a gambling problem 
who was not seeking help. Participants had to be at 
least 18 years old and could not have a gambling 
problem themselves. There was also no concern of 
conflict or risk of violence if their gambling partner 
knew about their participation in the study. The 

researchers screened participants over the phone to 
check that they met the criteria. 

The researchers recruited 15 participants who met 
the criteria, 12 were women and 3 were men. All 
participants were between 28–69 years old and had 
been with their partner for at least one year. The 
researchers interviewed the participants in person. 
They asked open-ended questions about the 
participants’ experiences being in a relationship with 
someone with a gambling problem. They also asked 
how the problem affected the relationship and how 
participants responded when their partner gambled. 

The researchers used an interpretive 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) method to analyze 
the interview responses. IPA aims to understand how 
people make sense of their experiences in their own 
terms. It also recognizes the role of the researchers in 
interpreting people’s accounts of their lives.  

What you need to know 

Problem gambling not only harms the gambler but 
can also harm their loved ones. Partners who live 
with someone with problem gambling may 
experience significant harm if their partner does 
not seek treatment. This study interviewed 15 
people whose partner had a gambling problem but 
was not seeking help. The participants were 
constantly worried about and exhausted by their 
partner’s gambling. They also experienced a lot of 
relationship conflict and felt isolated from their 
partner. However, many of them kept the problem 
a secret from others due to stigma. Overall, there 
is a need to provide support programs for partners 
of people with a gambling problem. 
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What the researchers found 

The researchers found nine main themes across three 
timeframes: past, present, and future. 

Past: Social Activity and Realization 
Participants said they did not initially realize their 
partner had a gambling problem. Instead, they 
experienced their partner’s gambling as a ‘social 
activity’, like going for a date at the horse races. 
However, at some point they realized their partner 
had a gambling problem. Many felt angry when they 
learned about the gambling problem and were upset 
that their partner tried to deny or minimize it. 

Present: Role conflict, stigma, denial, exhaustion, and 
disconnectedness 
Participants discussed five ways the gambling problem 
harmed their relationship in the present. First is role 
conflict, where many participants had to take on extra 
responsibilities because of their partner’s gambling 
problem. For example, they had to constantly monitor 
their partner’s finances. Participants also felt they had 
to keep the problem a secret due to the stigma 
around problem gambling. Many said they did not 
want others to judge their partner for gambling or 
judge them for staying with their partner. 

Many participants were frustrated that their partner 
denied they had a problem and lied about their 
gambling. The denial and lying made them feel they 
could not trust their partner. They also felt physically 
and emotionally exhausted by their partner’s 
gambling problem and denial of the problem. Finally, 
participants felt the gambling problem had caused 
them to be disconnected from their partner. Some 
felt they had a completely separate life from their 
partner, and that their relationship lacked intimacy. 

Future: Hypervigilance and security 
Hypervigilance refers to worries about the near 
future. Participants said they felt constantly worried 
about when their partner might gamble next. They 
also constantly worried about how they would 
prevent their partner from gambling. Participants also 
had long-term worries about their relationship 
security. Many avoided making future plans in fear 
that the gambling problem would ruin those plans. 

Some women also worried about having children with 
a partner with a gambling problem. 

How you can use this research 

This study provides insights into the lived experiences 
of people living with gamblers who do not seek help. 
Support programs could help them protect their own 
wellbeing and motivate their partner to seek help. 
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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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