
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling addiction is an important public health 
issue. Gambling addiction is when someone’s 
gambling negatively affects them and the people 
around them. Some researchers use interviews to 
understand people’s experiences with gambling 
addiction. Many of these studies focus on specific 
gambling experiences. However, it is important to 
understand someone’s life story to understand their 
addiction. A person’s life story, or personal narrative, 
is the way they view and explain the experiences in 
their life. Therefore, there is a need to study gambling 
addiction through the addicted person’s life story.  

People who are aware of their gambling addiction 
may have an easier time overcoming it. This is 
because they are more likely to seek treatment, and 
more likely to follow through with their treatment. 
People who are aware of their gambling addiction are 
more able to describe how their life experiences are 
related to their gambling addiction. In this study, the 
researchers interviewed people seeking treatment for 
gambling addiction. The researchers focused on their 
life stories to understand how they view and cope 
with their gambling addiction. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 15 men from a public 
clinical centre in Rome. All participants were between 
31-80 years old and were seeking treatment for 
gambling addiction.  

The researchers interviewed participants using the 
Psychiatric Illness Interview for Gambling Addiction 
(PIIGA). The PIIGA was adapted from the Indiana 
Illness Psychiatric Interview and is focused on 
problem gambling instead of mental illness in general. 

The PIIGA focuses on four topics:  

i) The participant’s life story 
ii) The way the participant understands and 

describes gambling addiction 
iii) How mental illness controls the participant’s life 

and how they control their mental illness 
iv) The participant’s expectations for their future 

 
The researchers typed out the participants’ interview 
responses. Then they used text analysis software (T-
LAB) to find groups of words that often occurred 
together. These groups of words are called “clusters”. 

What you need to know 

When trying to understand a person’s gambling 
addiction, it can help to understand how the 
addiction is interwoven into their life. The 
researchers interviewed 15 men seeking 
treatment for gambling addiction. The interview 
asked about their life stories, the way they view 
gambling and mental illness, and their 
expectations for their future.  

Participants described gambling as an external 
force that pervaded their life and controlled their 
identity. They expressed materialistic thinking with 
a heavy focus on money and gambling to win. 
Participants often mentioned gambling to escape 
social difficulties or to feel more successful. They 
also described how their relationships affect, and 
are affected by, their gambling addiction and 
could motivate them to change. Therefore, 
gambling interventions could consider how the 
addiction affects multiple aspects of people’s life. 
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The researchers used the clusters to find common 
themes in the participants’ interview answers.  

What the researchers found 

The researchers found five main themes in the 
participants’ interviews: 

i) Gambling to dissociate or mentally detach from 
the rest of their life 

ii) Gambling because of materialistic values (e.g., 
thinking about winning money and defining 
success based on money or possessions) 

iii) Gambling to escape social difficulties (e.g., 
gambling to avoid life stresses, which result in 
anxiety and fear of future events) 

iv) Gambling awareness (e.g., being aware of how 
gambling affects their life, or knowing they must 
confront their problems) 

v) Closeness to others (e.g., the role that family plays 
in motivating them to start or stop gambling) 
 

These themes related to four psychological processes: 

i) Feeling like they lack independence. This is 
related to being more likely to think that events 
happen to them because of external influences. 

ii) Developing materialistic strategies to cope with 
fear of the future and anxiety (e.g., gambling to 
feel more successful in life and to overcome 
feelings of failure in social and other life domains). 

iii) Thinking of the addiction as an external force that 
takes over one’s identity. This requires an 
awareness of the addiction to regain oneself and 
control one’s gambling. 

iv) Having obsessive-compulsive gambling behaviour.  
Gambling dominates one’s thoughts and feelings, 
and is a constant source of concern and anxiety.  

How you can use this research 

This research shows that people with gambling 
addictions may gamble to escape social difficulties. 
They may also gamble to try to win money to feel 
more successful. Therefore, interventions could focus 
on how these factors affect gambling disorder. If 
patients understand the psychological factors, they 
may be more motivated to participate in the 
intervention. Gambling interventions could also focus 
on increasing people’s awareness of gambling 
addiction and the need to confront their problems.  

This study shows how a person’s entire life story can 
be related to their addiction. Therefore, gambling 
interventions could focus on people’s whole life, 
rather than on specific risk factors only. Finally, 
“closeness” to family is a major theme in addicted 
gamblers’ lives. Therefore, if family is involved in 
interventions, they may be more likely to succeed. 
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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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