
 
 

What this research is about 

Approximately 2.3% of the world’s population 
experiences problem gambling. Problem gambling is 
when someone’s gambling habits cause them 
significant harm. However, problem gambling can also 
cause harm to a gambler’s concerned significant 
others. For example, a gambler’s significant others 
may have to financially support the gambler. They 
may also experience anxiety or relationship strain 
because of the gambling. 

Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is a common 
treatment for addictions. It focuses on how thoughts, 
beliefs, and attitudes affect feelings and behaviour 
related to one’s addiction. It also teaches patients 
specific coping skills for their problems. CBT can help 
people with problem gambling. However, only 5-12% 
of people with problem gambling seek out treatments 
such as CBT. Also, gamblers who start treatment often 
do not finish the treatment.  

Including concerned significant others in treatments 
could help people stay in the treatment. Behavioural 
couples therapy (BCT) combines therapy for 
addictions with relationship therapy for couples. BCT 
also uses similar methods to CBT. 

This study compared these two therapies to see which 
one is a better treatment for problem gambling. Both 
therapies were provided via the internet.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 136 gamblers from the 
Swedish National Gambling Helpline and through 
online advertisements. These gamblers met the 
criteria for problem gambling based on the Problem 
Gambling Severity Index. Each gambler also had a 

concerned significant other who participated in the 
study. The significant others were either a partner, 
family member, or friend. The significant others did 
not have symptoms of problem gambling. 

The researchers split the gamblers and their 
concerned significant others into two groups. In the 

What you need to know 

Problem gambling has negative consequences for 
gamblers and those close to them. Cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CBT) can help people with 
problem gambling. However, few people with 
problem gambling start or complete treatments 
such as CBT. Treatments that involve concerned 
significant others may help gamblers stay in the 
treatment. Behavioural couples therapy (BCT) 
treats the addiction and relationship issues by 
including concerned significant others as well. This 
study compared the effectiveness of CBT and BCT 
for problem gambling.  

136 participants with problem gambling were 
assigned to receive either online CBT or BCT 
treatment for 12 weeks. For the BCT group, the 
participants’ concerned significant others were 
also involved in the treatment. The results showed 
that gamblers in both treatments reduced their 
gambling. Gamblers and their significant others 
reported increased relationship satisfaction and 
improved mental health. Neither treatment 
seemed to be more effective than the other. 
However, more gamblers in the BCT group began 
the treatment. So, the involvement of a concerned 
significant other might encourage gamblers to 
start and continue with treatment. 
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CBT group, gamblers received online cognitive 
behavioural therapy for problem gambling. In the BCT 
group, gamblers received online behavioural couples 
therapy with their concerned significant other. The 
BCT treatment focused on both problem gambling 
and relationship therapy.  

In the BCT group, therapists guided gamblers and 
their significant others through 10 self-help units over 
12 weeks. In the CBT group, only the gamblers 
completed the 10 self-help units. These units included 
videos, readings, and exercises that the participants 
completed each week. The therapists also provided 
telephone and email support for 15 minutes each 
week for 12 weeks. 

The researchers measured the gamblers’ gambling 
levels before, during, and 3, 6 and 12 months after 
treatment. The Timeline Follow-Back and the National 
Opinion Research Center Screen for Gambling 
Problems (NODS) were used to assess gambling 
outcomes. The researchers also measured 
relationship satisfaction and mental health of both 
the gamblers and their significant others.  

What the researchers found 

Gamblers in both the CBT and BCT groups reduced 
their gambling over the treatment. They reported 
fewer losses and fewer days that they gambled. 
Gamblers and their significant others in both groups 
also reported greater relationship satisfaction after 
treatment. They also reported lower anxiety and 
depression levels after treatment. 

Neither treatment seemed to be more effective than 
the other. However, on average the gamblers in the 
BCT group began and completed more treatment 
modules than the CBT group. So, involving a 
concerned significant other could encourage gamblers 
to start treatment and continue with it. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that both CBT and BCT can help 
reduce problem gambling. It also shows that gamblers 
may be more likely to start and complete treatment 
modules if their concerned significant other 
participates. Therefore, treatment providers could try 

to involve concerned significant others. Future 
research could examine how involving concerned 
significant others might affect treatment outcomes.  
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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.  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:anders.nilsson.2@ki.se
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.14900
mailto:info@greo.ca

