
 
 

What this research is about 

Pathological gambling disorder (PGD) is a serious 
public concern in Italy. Although the definition of 
pathological gambling is constantly changing, the fact 
is that this condition affects people and their families. 
It also co-occurs with many other mental health 
issues. Most of the research focuses on explaining the 
profile of a gambler and associated risk factors. 
However, gambling occurs within a specific social and 
cultural context. Therefore, it is limiting to only focus 
on the person who gambles. It also matters what the 
state and the public think about gambling.  

This article aimed to explore what service providers in 
the Italian health care system think about PGD. The 
researchers chose Italy because in 2012, the state 
introduced laws to restrict gambling while recognizing 
the need to treat PGD in the national health care 
system. The Italian regional governments introduced a 
series of laws and policies to regulate the 
establishment and running of gambling venues. 
Therefore, this article explored the perspectives of 
service managers, with the aim of forming an agenda 
of actions.   

What the researchers did 

The researchers conducted interviews with 13 social-
sanitary structure managers who provide services for 
people with gambling problems. They chose people 
working in three regions of Italy: Lombardy, Apulia, 
and Liguria.  

The researchers conducted interviews from June to 
October 2016. The main topics they explored were 
what the service managers thought about the 
definition and impact of PGD, what kind of services 
and interventions they provided, whether changes in 

the legislation impacted their services, and the 
characteristics of people using the services.  

What the researchers found 

All the participants expressed how serious PGD is. 
They stated that PGD has social and economic costs 
that impact families and the community. They all 
agreed that it is the “craving” within the individual 
that makes gambling hard to control. Therefore, it is 
tied to the idea of addiction. It becomes problematic 
when individual and structural factors work together 
to influence the person. It is not just about the 
person.  

Most of the participants found the DSM-5 to be a 
useful tool to diagnose someone with PGD. However, 

What you need to know 

This research examined what people who work in 
the Italian health care system think about 
pathological gambling disorder and whether the 
changes in gambling legislation have impacted 
their services. The researchers interviewed 13 
social-sanitary structure managers. Results 
revealed how they defined PGD, what services 
they provided, and what they thought about how 
the context of Italy might have impacted their 
services. Results indicated that they saw PGD as a 
serious social phenomenon. They reported that 
they mostly treated it with psychiatric or clinical 
means. They spoke highly of early detection and 
follow-ups. Participants noted some concerns with 
the DSM-5, but they mostly thought it was a useful 
tool for diagnosis. Finally, they addressed the 
increasing demands post legislation and 
opportunities for future steps.  
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some noted problems with relying too much on it. In 
particular, the DSM did not consider all aspects of a 
person’ life.  

In the last five years, the participants noted that more 
people have come in for treatment. However, it is 
likely due to a greater awareness of gambling 
problems and more service availability. Most 
gamblers seek help from addiction services. The care 
they receive is usually clinical help. Self-help groups 
are important too. The participants agreed that there 
should be more collaboration between different 
service providers, including clinical and social-
educational services.  

All the participants preferred clinical interview, and a 
mix of individual and group therapy. Sometimes, they 
involved the family. In other cases, they treated 
comorbid issues.  

The participants reported that after Italy had changed 
their regulations and laws, they had seen more people 
coming in for help. However, the increased demand 
did not come with increased funding or staffing.  

Overall, the findings gave rise to an agenda of actions. 
The researchers recommended investing in 
prevention methods, improving early interventions, 
working towards reducing relapse from treatment, 
prohibiting advertisements that support gambling, 
working in collaboration with other service providers, 
providing funding, and creating PGD-specific services.  

How you can use this research 

This research could be used by service providers and 
researchers. Service providers could use the agenda at 
the end and work on improving screening, follow-ups, 
and collaborations with others. They could build 
better intervention and prevention methods. Future 
studies could examine other countries’ views of PGD.   
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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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