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This document provides an overview of Chapter 4.3 Systems and Tools that Produce Actual 
(“Hard”) Barriers and Limit Access to Funds, in Section 4.0 Indicated Measures of the 
research report, Prevention and Education Review: Gambling-Related Harm. The result 
of a multi-year collaboration with top international safer gambling experts, this report 
establishes a comprehensive and up-to-date evidence base for policies, programmes, and 
practices that aim to reduce gambling harm through prevention and education strategies.
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Money is a leading cause of gambling-related harm. Gambling can cause a reduction 
in savings and discretionary income, loss of assets, pay-day loans, debt, and inability 
to pay bills. Financial harm can negatively affect other types of gambling harm, such 
as relationship harm. It is estimated that around one-quarter of people who develop 
gambling problems experience gambling-related debt. Debt has been associated 
with poor mental health, suicidality, stress and distress, and relationship conflict. 
Experiencing financial issues is a main motivating factor for people who seek problem 
gambling treatment. Other people who are affected by gambling harm may also seek 
advice from gambling counsellors and financial counsellors.

This chapter explores systems and tools to support hard financial barriers. Hard 
barriers are restrictions to banking or financial systems that can stop access to 
funds for gambling. The chapter is the first to review research that examines the 
impact of hard financial limits to reduce gambling related harm. The review identifies 
attitudes and preferences towards tools, the effectiveness of existing tools, and their 
characteristics and target groups. 

W H A T  T H I S  C H A P T E R  I S  A B O U T
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A U T H O R

C I T A T I O N

C O N T A C T

This chapter is a scoping review, which considers quantitative and qualitative 
evidence, as well as grey literature (i.e., items published outside of academic journals). 
To be included, studies had to focus on systems and tools that provide “hard” barriers 
to access to funds, rather than “soft” barriers such as setting bet limits. Searches of 
relevant databases and other sources resulted in 1646 publications. After removing 
duplicates and assessing article content, 9 publications were included in this review. 
Almost all of the reviewed studies are from Australia. In addition, none of the studies 
were funded by the gambling industry.

W H A T  Y O U  N E E D  T O  K N O W

Key findings for this chapter of the review are outlined on the pages that follow, 
organised by:

 → Financial tools

 → Money managed by social services or a family member

 → ATM removal

 → Attitudes towards financial systems and tools

Suggestions for future research and guidance for prevention and education planning 
are also outlined.

W H A T  W A S  D O N E
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Only one publication examined engagement with financial tools that can stop money 
being used for gambling. The authors of the report reviewed bank data of debit and 
credit card technology to block spending on gambling. The report also drew upon 
interviews with people who gamble, those who work in gambling treatment, gambling 
regulation, and financial services. People with gambling problems reacted positively to 
the hard financial limits. 

Just one study examined hard financial barriers for online gambling. This study 
questioned the inconsistency of hard financial limits between land-based and online 
gambling. Other similar financial blocking options are starting to be offered in 
Australia and New Zealand. However, no evaluations of these blocking features were 
found.

Money managed by social services or a family member

Participants interviewed in a study on recovery from problem gambling reported 
mixed experiences of having social services or a family member control funds so that 
they were not used for gambling. For some people there was relief that relapses could 
be prevented, and that they could regain a sense of self-trust. However, participants 
noted that family member control could prompt conflict and relational difficulties. 
Control over personal finances appeared to be more therapeutic than financial 
assistance, since some participants would continue to gamble once relieved of debt. 
Additionally, hard barriers may only be available through social services, which was 
not suitable for most people. 

One study on money managed by social services or a family member described 
how other similar studies did not suggest a need for hard barriers. Instead, they 
only focused on how self-managed banking decisions can be easily overturned. The 
authors of the study on financial tools noted that an effective financial management 
system for gambling is one where decisions cannot be easily reversed. Two included 
studies also suggested that a combination of approaches may be required when 
implementing a hard financial limit. For example, it may be that for people who 
gamble online, blocks on debit and credit banking, combined with website blockers is 
optimal. 

Financial tools
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Six studies examined the attitudes around and impact of ATM removal from gaming 
venues. ATM removal was seen as helpful for sticking to gambling limits. Leaving 
a venue to access money creates a break in play and can potentially help people 
manage impulsive gambling. However, the degree of support people expressed for 
ATM removal seemed to depend on: 

1. whether ATMs had already been removed

2. the extent of ATM removal (a single venue vs. a whole jurisdiction)

3. the frequency and severity of participants’ gambling engagement

When ATMs were removed from entire jurisdictions, there were reports of reduced 
gambling, especially among people with gambling problems. In the only study that 
removed ATMs from a single venue, there was no impact. This suggests that hard 
financial limits need to be applied across jurisdictions to ensure that they have the 
chance to reduce gambling related harm.

ATM removal
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Three studies examined attitudes and preferences to financial systems and tools. In 
one case, close to half (43%) of treatment seekers were not aware of blocking options, 
even though they were available from eight financial service companies in the UK. 
Of those who were aware of banking blocks, 44% had used it at least once to stop or 
reduce gambling. Further, 54% reported reduced gambling expenditure and had not 
reverted the block. Overall, 65% of respondents rated debit and credit card blockers as 
a helpful way to control gambling. 

Data from a financial services provider showed that a blocker stopped an average of 
two to three transactions per block user a month. It was estimated that half a million 
people were using the blocks but that just 20% were gambling at the time of initiating 
the block. Gambling financial harm may worsen after gambling stops because debt 
related interest grows. This ongoing financial harm may be associated with relapse. 
Hard financial barriers could help people to prevent relapse in this context. 

Another study asked participants to rate the importance of seven potential 
components of a banking tool to support the self-management of gambling. These 
features were:

 →  A cooling off period between initiation and ability to turn off the block (endorsed  
by 91%)

 →  A requirement to talk to a person at the bank before being able to turn off the block 
(91%)

 →  Allowing a permanent block on all gambling spend on the card (91%)

 →  Allowing a spending limit by hour, day, or week (82%)

 →  A limit on the number of times the card can be used for gambling per hour, day,  
or week (82%)

 →  A limit on the time of day when the card cannot be used for gambling (e.g., 
evenings) (73%)

 →  Stopping specific gambling operators from accepting card transactions (77%)

Attitudes towards financial systems and tools
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Overall, there is little research on how people are supported to manage money while 
gambling or when a problem has emerged. There is a need for studies that recruit 
participants who represent more types of people who gamble. For example, they could 
include people of all ages, including children, and people who gamble using various 
gambling types. Research suggests that gambling related financial harm can affect 
people at no or low risk for gambling problems. Therefore, people at no or low risk also 
need to be included in studies on financial harm.

There is an opportunity for financial institutions to prevent and reduce the severity 
of gambling related harm. Researchers could partner with financial institutions to 
evaluate and report on the impact of these measures. Future research could consider 
how and why counsellors, academics, governments, and policy makers have not 
already demanded that financial systems and tools be put in place. Future research 
could also consider the role of financial blocks for app-based gambling games such as 
loot boxes and parental preferences in being able to access such a product.

S U G G E S T I O N S  F O R  F U T U R E  R E S E A R C H
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G U I D A N C E  F O R  P R E V E N T I O N  A N D  E D U C A T I O N  P L A N N I N G

This chapter identified some new and emerging systems and tools that involve hard 
financial limits, and what could be helpful for people who experience gambling 
related harm. Although there is currently little research on the topic, studies provide 
some direction for prevention and education planning:

Financial mechanisms may be useful for prevention, harm minimisation, as well as 
early intervention and treatment.

Gambling financial management systems that are most effective may be those in 
which decisions cannot be easily reversed.

A combination of approaches may be required for hard financial limits (e.g., blocks 
on debit and credit banking, as well as use of website blockers or self-exclusion).

Hard financial limits may need to be applied across jurisdictions to have the best 
chance of reducing gambling related harm.

Financial institutions can provide products that may greatly reduce gambling related 
harm.

Financial institutions could inform the public about tools when opening accounts, 
in bank statements, or where patterns of potentially problematic gambling are 
identified. 

Treatment, support services, and self-exclusion providers could also alert clients of 
available tools related to financial management.

Access to hard financial limits could be useful in reducing harm associated with 
all addictions. The gambling field could advocate on behalf of other health and 
social services for systems and tools that may help many different segments of the 
population.
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