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Virtual peers can help people to reduce gambling
symptoms and related problems

What this research is about

Problem gambling (PG) is recognized as an
important public health concern. Research has
focused on identifying factors linked with higher risk
of PG, such as younger age and income levels.
Increased access to online gambling has also led to
more young people engaging in gambling.

Interestingly, research has found that having peers
who abstain from gambling can help people reduce
their own gambling. According to social learning
theory, people develop habits by watching and
imitating the behaviours of others. Regarding
gambling, studies have found that people who have
peers who gamble are more likely to gamble
themselves. Peer influence can play a role in online
gambling as well. For example, belonging to
gambling-focused online communities and forums
has been associated with increased gambling
frequency. Conversely, people who are trying to quit
gambling often engage with support groups online.

Chatbots are becoming a common feature of many
websites, including online gambling sites. Chatbots
may have the potential to provide help to people who
gamble, for instance, by giving support, sharing
resources, and encouraging people to reflect on their
behaviour. However, it is unclear whether peer-style
chatbots could be even more effective.

The aim of this study was to assess the potential of
chatbots to serve as virtual friends. Two different
forms of virtual friends, who were portrayed as being
successful at abstaining from gambling, were
compared. It was predicted that people assigned to a
virtual peer group would engage more frequently

What you need to know

Social influence can shape gambling behaviour.
Research has found that peers play a key role,
as people often model behaviours they observe
in others. This influence likely applies to both in-
person and online gambling. In this study, 320
Japanese adults with moderate-risk gambling
used an app over eight weeks. Compared to the
control group, participants who interacted with
a virtual Insightful Peer reduced their gambling
symptoms and gambling frequency. People
who interacted with a virtual Empathetic Peer
reduced gambling spending. The findings
suggest that having access to supportive virtual
peers can lead to meaningful change over time.

with the chatbot than the control group. It was also
predicted that people assigned to a virtual peer
group would display more change talk and report
fewer gambling symptoms and related problems.

What the researchers did

The researchers conducted an experiment for eight
weeks with a four-week follow-up period. The sample
comprised 320 Japanese adults with a score of 3 or
higher on the Problem Gambling Severity Index
(PGSI), indicating moderate-risk gambling.

Participants downloaded the LINE app and were
randomly assigned to one of four groups: Dual-Peer,
Insightful-Peer, Empathetic-Peer, or control. The
Insightful Peer provided new perspectives and
recommendations during interaction, while the
Empathetic Peer emphasized understanding and
respect for the participant's viewpoints. The virtual
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peer groups received messages twice per week.
Upon replying, the virtual peers responded up to 20
times. If participants did not respond, there was no
further interaction. During the four-week follow-up
(weeks 8 to 12), all chatbots were deactivated.

A baseline questionnaire asked about demographic
information and included the PGSI and outcome
measures. The primary outcome was gambling
symptoms, measured using the Japanese version of
the Gambling Symptom Assessment Scale.
Secondary outcomes were gambling spending,
gambling frequency, and depressive symptoms in
the past week. Follow-up questionnaires with only
the outcome measures were administered at Weeks
2,4,6,8,and 12.

What the researchers found

Participants in the Dual-Peer, Insightful-Peer, and
Empathetic-Peer groups all had higher chat
frequency than the control group. The frequency of
chats was highest in the first two weeks. All three
virtual peer groups displayed more change talk than
the control group whenever needed. No differences
in change-talk rate were found over the eight weeks.

Next, the effects of virtual peers on gambling
symptoms were investigated. The Insightful-Peer
group showed greater reduction in gambling
symptoms compared to the control group, whereas
the Dual-Peer and Empathetic-Peer groups showed
very small effects. Follow-up analysis revealed that
the reduction in gambling symptoms was driven by
being able to interact with the Insightful Peer, rather
than by the content or frequency of interaction.

Lastly, the effects of virtual peers on gambling-
related problems were assessed. The Empathetic
Peer was more effective at reducing gambling
spending, while the Insightful Peer was more
effective at reducing gambling frequency. Similarly,
these effects were driven by the ability to interact
with the virtual peers, rather than by the content or
frequency of interaction. The Insightful Peer was also
able to help reduce depressive symptoms, but this
result should be interpreted with caution, as no effect
was seen in the Dual-Peer group.

How you can use this research

The results provide insight into the potential of
virtual peers for gambling intervention. Tailoring
support to individual needs can enhance the
beneficial effects of virtual peers.
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