
 
 

What this research is about 

People with gambling disorder (GD) often have money 

problems because of their gambling. Some people 

with GD might declare bankruptcy due to their 

gambling losses. Credit counselling organizations help 

people manage or resolve their money problems. 

They might be an ideal setting for screening people 

whose debt is a result of gambling. Another potential 

advantage of screening in credit counselling settings is 

that they ask about financial troubles, which may be 

related to gambling. There is little information about 

whether people with at-risk gambling or GD use 

services from credit counselling. The current study 

estimated the rate of at-risk gambling among credit 

counselling callers and evaluated whether brief 

gambling screening is possible.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers carried out the study in two parts. 

The first part aimed to estimate the rate of at-risk 

gambling among credit counselling callers and 

compare to national estimates in the National 

Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related 

Conditions (NESARC) survey. Participants were 2,438 

callers to a consumer credit counselling agency in the 

United States. Credit counsellors asked the callers if 

they had gambled five or more times in any one year 

of their lives (i.e., lifetime gamblers). If the callers 

answered yes, they were screened using the Brief 

Biosocial Gambling Screen (BBGS). Those who denied 

gambling five or more times in a year were considered 

“non-gamblers”. Those who reported lifetime 

gambling but did not meet any BBGS criteria were 

considered “low risk”. Those who met any BBGS 

criteria were considered “at-risk”.  

Participants reported their age, race, education, job 

status, relationship status, income, and debt. Their 

primary reason for financial troubles was also noted. 

The researchers compared participants’ responses on 

the BBGS to national data. They analyzed differences 

in social, demographic, and financial characteristics 

based on gambling levels. They also assessed whether 

the severity and types of debt among at-risk gamblers 

were different from other callers. 

The second part of the study explored whether credit 

counselling staff thought that brief gambling 

screening was practical for them to do. About six 

months after the agency started using the BBGS, the 

researchers held two focus groups with eight credit 

counsellors. The focus groups captured the 

counsellors’ experiences as they used the BBGS in 

their regular work. The researchers also interviewed 

three program administrators to assess how the BBGS 

fit into their services and what they thought to be 

next steps for using this permanently in their work. 

What you need to know 

The current study found that one in five callers to 

a national credit counselling agency reported 

gambling. Those who gambled reported higher 

rates of gambling problems than the general U.S. 

population. The findings support the idea that 

screening for gambling problems in credit 

counselling may help identify people at risk of 

gambling disorder. Credit counsellors and program 

administrators also saw the benefit of brief 

screening for gambling problems within their 

intake and counselling sessions. 

Is gambling screening feasible in 

consumer credit counselling? 



 

  

  

 
 

 
 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International License. 

 
2019 

The focus groups and interviews were recorded and 

transcribed. The researchers analyzed the focus group 

and interview transcripts for patterns and themes 

about the potential feasibility of brief screening. 

What the researchers found 

About 17.1% of callers reported gambling in their 

lifetime. Lifetime gambling behaviour among the 

callers was less common than in the general 

population. But, among those who were lifetime 

gamblers, 9% were at-risk gamblers. Thus, the rate of 

at-risk gambling was higher than national estimates. 

This supports including gambling screening in credit 

counselling to help identify those at risk of GD. 

Older callers were more likely to be low-risk and at-

risk gamblers than non-gamblers. People without any 

college education were more likely to have gambled 

in their lifetime than those with college education. 

People who were employed full time were more likely 

to be low-risk gamblers than non-gamblers. 

Credit counselling staff felt that screening for problem 

gambling was easily built-in to their intake sessions 

and supported the idea. But, they felt that some 

callers did not report their gambling due to stigma. 

The counsellors also noted that there was no clear 

definition of gambling. For example, some callers did 

not think of buying lottery tickets as gambling. The 

counsellors reported that gambling behaviours might 

not come up until later in the financial review process. 

While credit counselling staff supported the idea of 

brief screening, they expressed concerns about the 

time required for ongoing screening. Also, they noted 

that addressing mental health problems was required 

for successful financial counselling. The counsellors 

felt that the limited time they had with clients 

(sometimes one session) would not be enough to 

address gambling problems. They also did not feel 

comfortable providing clinical supports for gambling. 

But, they were interested in having a wide variety of 

resources to refer to people with gambling problems.  

How you can use this research 

Credit counselling process can be a method to identify 

people at risk or struggling with gambling and provide 

a new way to connect them to treatment resources. 

Researchers could alter the wording used in brief 

screening tools so that callers could better understand 

what is being asked. Researchers could also work with 

clinicians to design a 10-minute intervention that 

credit counsellors could provide to clients as a starting 

point to address their gambling behaviours. 
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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 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. 


