
 
 

What this research is about 

Worldwide, up to 6.5% of people experience problem 
gambling at some point in their lifetime. Australia has 
the highest gambling participation rate in the world. 
This makes Australians at higher risk of experiencing 
problem gambling. Online gambling has become more 
popular in Australia in recent years, partly due to 
increased access to technologies like smartphones. 
This has also led to an increase in sports betting in 
particular. 

Online gambling may be riskier than land based 
gambling for many reasons. For example, people can 
gamble online in private and for long uninterrupted 
periods of time. Smartphone gambling may be 
particularly risky because people almost always have 
their smartphone with them. Thus, they can gamble 
multiple times per day and at any time of day. 

People with an addiction can experience cravings 
when they see a cue that reminds them of the 
addiction. In the case of gambling addiction, these 
cues could be a gambling venue or an image of a 
gambling activity. For people with a smartphone 
gambling addiction, their phone itself could be a cue. 

Cue exposure therapy (CET) tries to break the 
association between the cues and the addiction. In 
CET, people will look at a cue, such as their 
smartphone, but stop themselves from performing 
the addictive behaviour. This exercise helps them stop 
associating the cue with the addictive behaviour. Over 
time, this cue will stop giving them cravings, thus 
helping them overcome their addiction. This study 
tested whether CET was an effective treatment for 
smartphone sports betting addiction. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers described the cases of six patients 
from a gambling therapy clinic in South Australia. All 
participants were men with a gambling disorder who 
were seeking help for sports betting addiction. Three 
of them gambled online only using their smartphone, 
and three gambled both in person and online. They 
gambled on different sports including basketball, 
rugby, football, and tennis. Participants had lost 
between 30 to 200 thousand dollars on gambling. 

Participants attended up to 10 individual CET 
treatment sessions with a therapist. In the early 
sessions, participants rated different cues that 
triggered their gambling cravings. The cues could be 

What you need to know 

Online gambling on smartphones can be risky 
since people have almost constant access to their 
phone. Additionally, people with smartphone 
gambling addiction may experience gambling 
cravings whenever they see their phone. This 
study tested whether cue exposure therapy (CET) 
was an effective treatment for smartphone sports 
betting addiction. Six men completed a 10-week 
CET treatment program. In CET, they practiced 
exposing themselves to cues that could trigger 
gambling cravings, such as their phone or images 
of sports gambling websites. While viewing the 
cue, they waited for their gambling cravings to 
subside. After the treatment, all participants 
showed reduced urges and harms from gambling. 
Their stress levels also decreased. Additionally, all 
participants met their goal of being able to not 
gamble while having access to their smartphone. 

Cue exposure therapy may improve 
smartphone sports betting addiction 
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their smartphone, images of sports betting websites, 
and videos of sports matches. Participants were 
exposed to the cues in a gradual manner. While 
looking at a cue, participants focused on their urge to 
gamble until the urge subsided. Then they would 
move on to the next cue, and again wait for the urge 
to subside. Between each session, participants had 
CET “homework”.  

The participants completed the following 
questionnaires before the treatment, after the 
treatment, and at a one month follow up: 
• The Victorian Gambling Screen Harm to Self-Scale 

(VGS-HS) which measures harm from gambling.  
• The Gambling Urge Scale (GUS) which measures 

the strength of gambling urges. 
• The Gambling Related Cognitions Scale (GRCS) 

which measures five types of erroneous thinking 
about gambling, such as the illusion of control 
over chance-based games. 

• The Kessler Psychological Distress scale (K10) 
which measures general stress levels. 

• The Work and Social Adjustment Scale (WSAS) 
which measures impairments around work and 
social life. 

The researchers tested whether participants’ scores 
improved after receiving the CET treatment. 

What the researchers found 

Before treatment, all participants had gambling harm 
scores (VGS-HS) that indicated gambling disorder. 
After treatment, all participants’ scores improved. 
Additionally, five of the six participants’ scores 
decreased below the threshold for gambling disorder. 
All participants had fewer erroneous gambling beliefs 
(GRCS) and reduced their gambling urges (GUS) after 
treatment. All participants also showed decreases in 
general stress levels (K10) after treatment. Finally, 
four of the six participants showed fewer work and 
social impairments (WSAS) after treatment. 

Additionally, the treatment goal for each participant 
included being able to not gamble while having access 
to their smartphone. After treatment, all six 
participants said that they met this goal. Thus, CET 
treatment appeared to help the participants. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that CET may be effective in 
treating smartphone sports betting addiction. This 
study followed patients for one month after the end 
of treatment. Future research could look at the longer 
term effects of CET and test for relapses. Clinicians 
who have patients with a smartphone gambling 
addiction could consider using CET to treat the 
addiction. 
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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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