
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling disorder can lead to serious harms. Yet, very 
few people seek treatment for their gambling 
problems. Common reasons for not seeking help 
include wanting to handle the problems on one’s 
own, shame and stigma, and lack of treatment 
options nearby. Voluntary self-exclusion (VSE) allows 
people to ban themselves from certain gambling 
venues for a period of time. It is designed to help 
people regain control over their gambling. Several 
studies have looked at the effects of VSE programs. 
These studies have generally found that people 
gamble less during their exclusion period. However, 
up to 70% of people breach their VSE agreement and 
continue to gamble during their exclusion period.  

VSE programs are ideal places for offering brief 
interventions to further support people with gambling 
problems. Online interventions can overcome some of 
the barriers associated with in-person interventions. 
This study compared the effects of an online self-
management program and an in-person educational 
workshop for people enrolled in a VSE program. 

What the researchers did 

Participants were 201 adults enrolled in a VSE 
program between 2012 and 2014 in Alberta, Canada. 
Participants were randomly assigned to an online or 
an in-person intervention.  

The online self-management program had two parts. 
Part 1 was an online workshop that was mandatory 
for participants to complete at the beginning of their 
exclusion period. The workshop included activities 
about problem gambling, motivations to self-exclude, 
and gambling goals. Participants’ responses were 
saved as a learning journal. Participants were 

provided with self-management tools, such as how to 
deal with urges to gamble. They also received 
information on treatment options available in their 
local areas. Participants received a monthly email to 
encourage them and to remind them of the tools and 
treatment options available. Part 2 was optional and 
occurred at the end of the exclusion period. In Part 2, 
participants could review their learning journal and 
redo Part 1 if they wanted. Participants completed a 
satisfaction survey and listed what could be improved 
with the program at the end of Part 1 and Part 2. 

The in-person program was an existing mandatory 
workshop for people in the VSE program. During the 
workshop, participants explored why they enrolled in 
VSE, their gambling goals, and how to deal with high-
risk situations. They were also provided with many 
tools similar to those of the online program.  

What you need to know 

This study compared the effects of an online self-
management program and an in-person 
educational workshop for people enrolled in 
voluntary self-exclusion (VSE). Only 30–35% of 
participants completed their assigned program. 
Both programs worked equally well. Participants 
reported fewer gambling problems over time. 
Those who still gambled spent less money and 
gambled less frequently. But, there was evidence 
that many participants’ gambling started to 
increase again after 12 months. Most people rated 
the online program positively, but thought that it 
could be improved in some areas. These included 
being more interactive, adding more media 
variety, and making it more stimulating.  

Evaluating an online self-management 
program for people who are enrolled in 
voluntary self-exclusion 
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Before the online or in-person program, participants 
completed a brief assessment over the phone. They 
completed the Problem Gambling Severity Index. They 
reported their gambling goal, motivation to achieve 
that goal, and how successful they thought they 
would be in the next 6 and 12 months. Participants 
also reported how much control they had over their 
current gambling, quality of life, and drinking habits.  

Participants were followed up with at 3, 6, and 12 
months after the brief telephone assessment. During 
the follow-up phone call, participants reported their 
gambling behaviour, quality of life, use of treatment 
resources, and any breach of their VSE agreement.  

What the researchers found 

About half of the participants were in treatment for 
gambling problems before their assigned program. 
Only 30% of participants completed Part 1 of the 
online program within 90 days. People who did not 
complete Part 1 had more severe gambling problems 
and were less likely to be in treatment. For the in-
person workshop, 35% completed it within 90 days.  

Participants in both programs reported fewer 
gambling problems over the 12 months of follow-up. 
Those who still gambled spent less money and fewer 
days gambling. Participants in both programs were 
less likely to be involved in treatment, suggesting that 
they felt less of a need to be in treatment by the 12 
months. There was also improvement in mental 
health. Participants in the online program decreased 
their drinking over time. Participants in the in-person 
program reported better quality of life over time.  

The positive effects were more pronounced among 
those who had higher control over their gambling and 
more confidence in achieving their gambling goal. But, 
there was evidence that many participants started to 
increase their gambling again by 12 months.  

Online program satisfaction 

The researchers looked at feedback from all program 
users, including those who did not enroll in VSE. There 
was feedback from 291 users for Part 1 and 641 users 
for Part 2. Over 85% of users liked the program, 
including its content and organization. Only half of the 

users liked receiving the monthly emails in Part 1. 
Areas to improve included more interactivity, more 
media variety, and more stimulating activities.  

How you can use this research 

This study shows the need for service providers and 
researchers to continue evaluating VSE programs for 
their long-term impacts. There is also a need to 
increase use and compliance among participants. 
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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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