
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling problems can harm the health and 
wellbeing of those who gamble. Gambling can also 
harm those who do not gamble themselves, but who 
are close to someone with gambling problems. People 
in close relationships with someone who gambles are 
“concerned significant others” (CSOs). CSOs can 
experience financial harms, as well as physical and 
mental health problems from the gambling of their 
family and friends. Gambling may also reduce CSOs’ 
overall wellbeing. Wellbeing refers to how people 
judge the quality of their life and how satisfied they 
are with different areas of their life. 

Several studies in Scandinavian countries and 
Australia have estimated that between 2% and 19% of 
people are a CSO of someone who gambles. So, it is 
important to understand how gambling affects CSOs’ 
wellbeing. This study looked at the wellbeing of CSOs 
in Australia and Canada.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from two population 
surveys. The first is the Household Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia Survey (HILDA). HILDA surveys a 
representative sample of households in Australia. The 
researchers used data from the 18th wave of the 
survey, which included 19,064 participants. The 
researchers also used data from the 3rd wave of the 
Canadian Quinte Longitudinal Study (QLS). The QLS 
surveys people (ages 15+) living in the Quinte regions 
of Ontario, Canada. This sample included 3904 people 
who were from the general population as well as 
those at-risk of problem gambling. 

Both surveys measured participants’ problem 
gambling using the Problem Gambling Severity Index. 

Because HILDA surveyed households, it could identify 
participants as “household CSOs” if another 
participant in their household had problem gambling. 
The QLS identified CSOs by asking participants if they 
had a close friend or family member with gambling 
problems. It also asked if this friend or family member 
lived with them. If they lived together, then they were 
a “household CSO”. If not, then they were a “non-
household CSO”. Both surveys also identified the 
relationship between the CSO and the person who 
gambled. Finally, participants without problem 
gambling and who did not have friends or family with 
problem gambling were identified as “non-CSOs”. 

Both HILDA and the QLS asked about wellbeing. HILDA 
asked participants to rate how satisfied they were 
with their life overall. The QLS asked participants to 
rate their overall life satisfaction and happiness in the 
past year. It also included the Personal Wellbeing 
Index, which measures seven areas of quality of life. 

What you need to know 

Gambling can harm those who gamble, as well as 
their friends and family. “Concerned significant 
others” (CSOs) are people in a close relationship 
with someone who gambles. This study looked at 
the wellbeing of CSOs in Australia and Canada. The 
researchers used data from the Household Income 
and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey (HILDA). 
They also used data from the Quinte Longitudinal 
Survey (QLS) from Ontario, Canada. Overall, CSOs 
had lower wellbeing than participants who were 
not CSOs. But, the type of relationship between 
the CSO and the person who gambled did not 
seem to impact the wellbeing of the CSO.  

Gambling problems are linked to lower 
wellbeing in the family and friends of those 
who gamble 
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The researchers used these data to compare 
wellbeing between CSOs, non-CSOs, and people with 
problem gambling themselves. They also tested 
whether the type of relationship between the CSO 
and the person with problem gambling influenced the 
wellbeing of the CSO. For example, is having a partner 
with problem gambling linked to lower wellbeing than 
having a friend with problem gambling? 

What the researchers found 

Overall, 1.4% of the Australian participants were 
household CSOs, while 1.0% had problem gambling 
themselves. Similarly, 2% of the Canadian participants 
were household CSOs while 1.4% had problem 
gambling themselves. An additional 12.7% of the 
Canadian participants were non-household CSOs. 
Overall, CSOs were more likely to be at risk of 
problem gambling themselves than non-CSOs. 

In the Australian participants, most household CSOs 
were the children or partners of the person with 
problem gambling. In the Canadian participants, most 
household CSOs were partners. This was followed by 
parents/grandparents or friends of the person with 
problem gambling. The Canadian sample did not 
include anyone under 15 years old, so it might have 
missed CSOs who were young children of the person 
who gambled. 

Participants with problem gambling themselves had 
the lowest wellbeing scores in both the Australian and 
Canadian samples. CSOs in both samples had lower 
wellbeing than non-CSOs. In the Canadian sample, the 
researchers compared the wellbeing of household vs. 
non-household CSOs. They found similar negative 
impacts on wellbeing in the two groups. Finally, the 
type of relationship between the CSO and the person 
with problem gambling did not seem to affect the 
wellbeing of the CSO.  

Therefore, being a CSO was linked to lower wellbeing. 
This link remained when considering other factors 
such as the CSO’s age, education, or employment. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that CSOs have reduced 
wellbeing. This adds to the evidence that gambling 

can harm people who do not gamble themselves. 
Policy makers could take these broader costs of 
gambling into consideration when making policies 
that aim to reduce gambling related harm. 
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