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Problem gambling and the family-
“What do we know?”
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Europeans Maori Pacific Asians 

Family members 
affected by PG

3 6 5 5

Women 3 3 4 3

Total= 19

<New Zealand intervention study, phase one, 2006-2008,Tse et al. , 2008>

1. Family members/ concerned significant 
others are legitimate clients in their own right

© 2009 Department of Social Work & Social Administration, University of Hong Kong 



4

• “someone there to listen to me and he knew what I was 
feeling ” (#1F/F/AKL/W/RS)

• “Understanding of the gambler and the gambling is not a 
matter of just ‘will power’. To learn not to take it 
personally and to find ways to support myself and 
protect the rest of the family. To also learn to support
my husband’s recovery” (#3F/F/AKL/W/RS)

1. Family members/ concerned significant 
others are legitimate clients in their own right
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• provide support for individuals with PG throughout 
recovery (!)

• address the needs of the family/ significant others, 

reduce the overall burden or harms…….<�™�™�™�™�X�X�X�X �õ�õ�õ�õ �÷�÷�÷�÷ > 

• reduce inter-generational influences

2. Family/ concerned significant others 
relationship is an important context
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Awareness of how to help
a friend or family member

NCPG’s survey: 
2006: 37%
2007: 56%

<Secondary analysis: New Zealand betting & gaming attitude 
study 2006/07, Rossen, Tse & Vaidya, 2009>
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Adult prevention of youth gambling and 
youth gambling problems

<Secondary analysis: New Zealand betting & gaming attitude 
study 2006/07, Rossen, Tse & Vaidya, 2009>
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Singapore context 
(below 18 years old)
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Re: 1st G participation, 
36% were related to 
“social gambling”
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3. Useful to involve family/ concerned 
significant others in adjunct interventions

Emerging evidence suggested (Ingle, Marotta, McMillan & 
Wisdom, 2008):
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4. Evidence-based: Couple therapy for 
individuals with PG

Systematic review:
• Studies were selected for appraisal using a two-stage process

– The titles and abstracts including references cited, and review 
articles

– The full text articles
• The literature was searched using the following primary 

databases: Medline, Psychinfo, the Cochrane Database of 
Systematic Reviews, Goggle

• Key search terms included: problem gambling, couple therapy, 
family therapy, marital therapy, family counselling (counseling).
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Characteristic Criteria
Date Jan 1990 to December 2008 inclusive
Published Peer reviewed journals only
Objective To evaluate the effectiveness of a family/ couple based 

therapy for problem gambling 

Study design Descriptive studies, Case-control studies, Systematic 
reviews, Pseudo-RCTs, RCTs

Sample size Five or more people
Participants Adults (aged 18 years or more) with problem gambling 

as classified by DSM-IV and/or SOGO. Studies primarily 
concerned with participants with alcohol problem or 
substance abuse were not included

Outcomes Any outcome related to the family members/ concerned 
significant others and individuals with problem gambling

Language English
Not included Studies on self-help, or peer support services 
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• Boyd & Bolen, 1970- Psychodynamic marital group therapy 
• Tepperman, 1985- 12-step oriented group therapy 

• Steinberg, 1993- Systemic Couples Therapy
• Ciarrochi, 2002- Integrative Behavioral Couple Therapy (IBCT)
• Makarchuk et al., 2002; Hodgins et al., 2007- Community 

Reinforcement and Family Training (CRAFT)
• Bertrand et al., 2008- Adapted Couple Therapy (integrative & 

cognitive BCT)
• Lee, 2002 & 2008- Congruence Couple Therapy (CCT)

• Ingle et al., 2008- involving family/ concerned significant others

© 2009 Department of Social Work & Social Administration, University of Hong Kong 

4. “Promising and complementary services”:
Couple therapy for individuals with PG
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• Korn and Shaffer (2004, p.18) used a four-level 
rating system to classify intervention approaches 
by the strength of the scientific evidence that is 
available to support the use of the methods:
– strong, 
– moderate & 
– low evidence
– Promising and complementary serv ices

© 2009 Department of Social Work & Social Administration, University of Hong Kong 

4. “Promising and complementary services”:
Couple therapy for individuals with PG



N= 186,3-arm, a randomised controlled trial
– Control; workbook; workbook + scheduled telephone support 
– 3 & 6th month follow up study
– Reduced days gambling, service satisfaction & number of 

participants felt their needs met
– All participants showed significant improvement in personal & 

relationship functioning
– Between 65-75% read the material, 50-60% used telephone 

support 
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Congruence: a systemic and holistic approach
– Social isolation
– Low self-esteem
– Childhood trauma
– Poor coping abilities
– Marital distress

– Symptoms of depression & anxiety
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<Lee & Rovers, 2008>
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Impressions

Outcomes:
• Suggested modest and possibly beneficial 

effects for concerned others and the individuals 
with PG

• Preferred individual couple counselling to group 
couples therapy
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Cont’d

Common ingredients: 
• Dealing with pressing practical needs
• Fixing problem gambling behaviours
• Meeting emotional & relational needs
• Reinforcing the healing & reconciliation process
• Structured process

Therapeutic strategies:
• Heavily relied on cognitive behavioural and 

motivational interviewing principles
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Cont’d

Limitations
• Small sample size
• Based on the founders’ own research 
• Limited follow up studies
• Few or no controlled studies 
• Western style

– Readiness to seek help
– Emotional expression/ communication style
– Meaning-making 

– Singapore population/ household demography
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Hong Kong : “Cross-border” marriages

2001 18%

2004 36%
“Long working hours” couples (ie >60 hrs/week)

1996 30%

2005 42%
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“What should we do?”
Singapore & family/ couple interventions 

Involve family/ CSOs (Social 
gambling in Singapore)

Reflect on components of best 
practices 

Family initiated “exclusion from 
casino”- challenges & 
opportunities  
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