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Exploring if safer gambling interventions delivered
by text messages are feasible and acceptable for
people with low to moderate risk of gambling harm

What this research is about

The purpose of this study was to assess whether
three safer gambling interventions delivered by text
message for people with low to moderate risk of
gambling harm are feasible and acceptable. The
study also assessed whether a full-scale randomized
controlled trial to evaluate these interventions’
effectiveness and cost-effectiveness is feasible.

What the researchers did

The researchers conducted a 26-week randomized
controlled feasibility study. They recruited adult
participants by advertising on the websites of UK-
licensed gambling operators. Participants had to live
in the UK and have sufficient English language
ability. They had to gamble online at least once a
week on at least one UK gambling operator’s
website. They had to own a smartphone and be
willing to download a secure messaging mobile app
(WIRE) for intervention delivery. Those who scored 8
points or higher on the Problem Gambling Severity
Index (PGSI) were excluded.

All participants completed questions about their
sociodemographic characteristics, gambling
behaviours and attitudes, and perceptions of peers'
gambling behaviours and attitudes.

A total of 167 people were randomly assigned to
either a control group (41 participants) or one of three
6-week text message interventions: goal setting (43
participants), descriptive norms (41 participants), and
injunctive norms (42 participants). Goal setting
involved setting a goal related to gambling each

What you need to know

This study assessed whether three safer
gambling interventions delivered by text
message for people with low to moderate
gambling risk are feasible and acceptable. A
total of 167 people were randomly assigned to a
control group or one of three 6-week
interventions: goal setting, descriptive norms,
and injunctive norms. Overall, retention was
high, with 95% of participants in the
intervention groups completing all 6 weeks.
Intervention adherence was also high, with over
90% of participants responding to at least 4
social norms messages or setting at least 4
goals. Interviews with some of the participants
suggested high acceptability of both
interventions and study procedures.

week and one to three action plans to achieve it. In
the descriptive norms intervention, people were sent
weekly messages to challenge misperceptions about
how often other people of the same gender and age
range typically gamble in a week. In the injunctive
norms intervention, people were sent weekly
messages to challenge misperceptions about the
gambling attitudes of other people of the same
gender and age range.

The study assessed feasibility as well as study uptake,
retention, and intervention adherence. Secondary
outcomes were assessed at baseline and at 7-week,
3-month, and 6-month follow-ups. These included
problem gambling based on the PGSI; gambling-
related beliefs; depression and anxiety symptoms;
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capability; and quality of life. At baseline and at 3-
and 6-month follow-ups, participants were also asked
about healthcare use and the impact of gambling on
their work productivity and daily lives. The
researchers were able to obtain gambling data from
a single gambling operator for 88 participants across
the 26-week study period. Participants were
compensated with Amazon vouchers for their time.

The researchers also interviewed 10 participants from
each intervention group at 3-month follow-up and 6
participants from the control group at the end of the
study. The purpose of the interviews was to
understand participants’ experiences with the study.

What the researchers found

Recruitment and retention: Recruitment targets
were exceeded. A total of 168 participants were
randomized (34.4% of eligible participants). One was
also in an existing case and was removed. Of the 167
participants, 95% completed all follow-up measures.

Intervention adherence: Over 90% of participants in
the intervention groups completed all 6 weeks. Those
in the social norms interventions responded to at
least 4 of the 6 weekly messages. Those in the goal
setting intervention set at least four goals.

Data completeness: Completion rates of outcome
measures were high, with little missing data.

Acceptability: Overall, participants found the study
procedures acceptable. They described the study
procedures as smooth and that they had positive
interactions with the research team. Most
participants were willing to share their gambling
data. Participants mostly found the interventions
interesting and useful. But it was suggested that the
social norms messages could be more useful if they
were tailored to specific types of gambling and used
real-world data from betting companies.

Secondary outcomes: Improvements in problem
gambling, gambling-related beliefs, psychological
distress, and quality of life were seen in both the
control group and intervention groups. The
researchers cautioned that this study was not
designed to detect treatment effects. Generally,
participants reported low impact of gambling on
work productivity and daily activities.

How you can use this research

The findings will inform a full-scale randomized
controlled trial of the three interventions.
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