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Problem Gambling &
Impact on the Family

� Impact on partners
� Mental health: depression, 

anxiety, loneliness
� Physical health: variety of 

stress-related ills
� Financial health: women 

particularly suffer

� Impact on children
� Short-term impact: externalizing & internalizing problems
� Long-term impact: less trusting of partners,

transgenerational divorce



Treatment Outcome

How does S.O. involvement in a 
problem gambler’s treatment effect 

outcome?



Session Objectives

� Review Outcome Study
� Identify factors predictive of 

positive treatment outcome

� Discuss significant other 
involvement in gambling 
treatment

� Better understand when and 
how to involve a significant 
other in problem gambling 
treatment



Central Research Question

How do family members and significant 
others influence problem gambling 

treatment?



Study Aims

To investigate the effect of significant others (SOs) 
and other demographic factors against two 
outcomes:

� Gambling Treatment Outcome for pathological 
gamblers
� Successful vs. Unsuccessful

� Gambler’s Length of Treatment for pathological 
gamblers
� in days

Using data gathered between 2001-2007 by OPGS 
outpatient gambling treatment programs



Gambling in Oregon

� State Lottery operates 
electronic gaming 
machines in over 
2000 locations across 
Oregon.

� All 9 Native American 
tribes operate casinos

� Over $1.3 billion 
wagered annually
� 58% attributable to 

Oregon State Lottery
� 35% tribal casinos



Oregon 
Problem Gambling Services

� Annual budget of approximately 
$5 million
� 1% of Oregon State Lottery profits 

go toward Gambling Treatment 
Fund

� Plus, over $1 million for ads and 
education addressing responsible 
gambling

http://www.oregon.gov/DHS/addiction/gambling.shtml



OPGS Client & 
Study Population
Demographics

� Gamblers: 47.5% male 
� Family members: 67% female
� Average age: 44.6 years
� 87% Caucasian
� 36% married, 25.5% divorced
� Average household income: $36,500
� Average gambling debt: $23,300
� Gambling activities:

� video poker (69%) 
� slot machines (14%) 
� cards (7%)



Family/SO involvement

� Most research on 
family/SOs involved in 
treatment focuses on 
substance abuse
� Increased likelihood of 

reduction in problem 
drinking when SO is 
involved

� Almost no attention to
SOs of gamblers 
except:
� SOs of gamblers 

experience difficulties 
related to their loved 
ones gambling problems

� One study on brief 
intervention with SOs



Study Hypothesis 1

Compared to gamblers with no SO, 
gamblers with SOs are more likely to have:

� Successful treatment
� Longer length of treatment



Study Hypothesis 2

Compared to gamblers with SO not in 
treatment, gamblers with SOs in treatment 
are more likely to have:

� Successful treatment
� Longer length of treatment



Methods

� Cross-sectional cohort study 
of gamblers seeking 
treatment at OPGS between 
August, 2001 – April, 2007

� Secondary data analysis 
using SPSS



Setting

� Outpatient OPGS clinics

� Clients are referred to 
OPGS by state’s 
gambling helpline, court 
system, self-referral, or 
other means



Data Collection

� At enrollment, counselors 

complete Enrollment Form
� Demographic characteristics (independent)

� At discharge, counselors complete Termination 
Form
� Treatment outcomes (dependent)
� Drop-out policy: after 90 days of no contact, client is 

discharged as “unsuccessful”



Participants – gambler categories

Groups Subject Category # of Subjects

1 Pathological Gambler seeking treatment, 
no significant other

2,268

2 Pathological Gambler seeking treatment, 
significant other not involved in treatment

1,835

3 Pathological Gambler seeking treatment, 
significant other involved in treatment

307

Total N 4,410



Predictor (Independent) Variables

Variable Categories

Gender Male, Female

Age at Enrollment 18-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, 61+

Ethnicity White, Black, Asian, Hispanic, Other

Education Level K through <12th grade, High School Diploma, 
Undergraduate, Graduate+

Employment Employed, Unemployed/Retired/Disabled

Gambling-related Debt No Debt (<$100), Low Debt ($101-$5,000), High 
Debt (>$5,000)

Any SO Yes, No

SO Participating in 
Treatment

Yes, No



Outcome (Dependent) Variables

� Gambling Treatment Outcome
� Successful – meet all 3

� Achieved 75% of short-term treatment goals
� Completion of relapse prevention plan
� Lack of engagement in problem gambling behaviors 

(30 days)
� Unsuccessful – did not meet all 3, or dropped out

� Length of Treatment
� Days = date (discharge) – date (enrollment)
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1. Males, compared to females__More   __Less __Same

2. Ages 60+, compared to 18-30

3. Asians compared to Whites

4. Low debt compared to no debt

__More   __Less __Same

__More   __Less __Same

__More   __Less __Same

X

X

X

X

Results (P < 0.05)

The likelihood of success . . .



� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

1. Having a significant other __More   __Less __Same

2. Significant other in treatment

3. > high school + SO in Tx

4. College degree + SO in Tx

__More   __Less __Same

__More   __Less __Same

__More   __Less __Same

X

2.7x

0.4x

?

Results (P < 0.05)

The likelihood of success . . .



� HS + SO Participating = 1.8 times the odds of 
successful treatment compared to HS + SO not 
participating

� Undergrad + SO Participating = 2.7 times the odds of 
successful treatment compared to Undergrad + SO not 
participating

� Graduate + SO Participating = 1.7 times the odds of 
successful treatment compared to Graduate + SO not 
participating

� Less than HS + SO Participating = 0.4 times the odds 
of successful treatment compared to gamblers with 
less than HS + SO not participating



� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

1. African American __More   __Less __Same

2. As age increases

3. Unemployed

4. Significant other

__More   __Less __Same

__More   __Less __Same

__More   __Less __Same

0.9x

X

0.95x

X

Results (P < 0.05)

Median days in treatment . . .

5. Significant others in Tx __More   __Less __Same1.3x



Discussion

� Determining which variables affect 
gambling treatment outcomes is important

� First, we found that having a significant other 
(vs. not having one) improves the likelihood of 
a gambler’s successful treatment, but did not 
impact the gambler’s length in treatment



Discussion

� Secondly, we found that 
a gambler’s Education 
level modifies the SO 
Participating in 
Treatment effect, and 
that gamblers with SO 
Participating have 
increased length in 
treatments (compared to 
gamblers with SO not in 
treatment)



Discussion

� Other interesting findings…

� Females are more likely 
than Males for successful 
treatment

� As age increases, odds of 
success and longer 
treatment increases

� Increased level of education 
associated with increased 
odds of success and longer 
length



Discussion

� African-Americans have shorter treatment 
lengths than Whites, and Asians are more likely 
to have successful treatment than whites

� Unemployed/retired/disabled gamblers have 
significantly fewer days in treatment compared 
to employed



Implications

� Clinical
� SOs should be integrated 

into treatment approaches

� Policy
� Funding systems should consider 

subsidizing treatment costs for both problem 
gamblers and their significant others 



Thank You

Jeffrey Marotta, Ph.D.

Problem Gambling Solutions, Inc.

503 706-1197
ProblemGamblingSolutions@comcast.net





Working with 
Significant Others

A component 
of problem 

gambling 
treatment



The Gambler: 
Common Characteristics

� Deception

� to keep gambling

� Quick-fix mentality

� from overly optimistic 
belief system

� Avoid emotional pain

� belief that it’s 
intolerable

� Hide vulnerabilities

� so no one knows 
you’re down

� Saying what others 
want to hear

� Confusing excitement 
with intimacy

� driven by love of 
action
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The S.O.:  Common 
Characteristics

� High suspiciousness
� to prevent being taken 

advantage of

� Emotional detachment
� to avoid being vulnerable 

to inevitable 
disappointment of gambler

� Intense anger
� to access power to 

protect self and family

� Need for control
� to minimize the 

destruction of gambling
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Common Themes
Female Gambler

� Female Gambler – Male S.O.
� Gambler low self-worth, feels hopeless
� S.O. likely to leave relationship, may have already 

checked-out
� Shame and feelings of failure as wife, mother, 

family caregiver
� S.O. distrustful, history of avoiding relationship 

issues



Common Themes
Male Gambler

� Male Gambler – Female S.O.
� Enters treatment because wife is 

leaving or on brink of leaving marriage
� S.O. distrustful and angry
� Gambler believes he has learned his lessons and 

has made permanent changes
� S.O. confused, experiencing stress related

symtoms
� When the gambler feels the threat of his wife 

leaving is not eminent, likelihood of treatment 
non-compliance or drop-out



Intervention Choices

� Conjoint therapy
� Separate intervention for gambler and S.O.

� Same counselor, different counselors

� Couple’s group therapy
� Gam-Anon, G.A.
� S.O. therapy groups
� S.O. psycho-educational groups
� Combination of approaches



Where to Start

� Triage – Stop the bleeding
� Assess for intimate partner violence, child 

abuse/neglect, elder abuse/neglect.
� Assess for suicide, both gambler and S.O.
� Assess for financial safety

� Remove gambler’s assess to money
� Place safeguards for S.O. money

� Establish Priorities
� Identify the clients priorities 
� Identify your priorities

� Negotiate treatment plan



Choose a Strategy for Change

� Consider acceptance based approaches

� Ciarrocchi, J.W. (2002).  Counseling Problem 
Gamblers: A Self-Regulation Manual for Individual 
and Family Therapy. San Diego: Academic Press.

� Jacobson, N, & Christensen, A.,  (1996). 
Acceptance & Change in Couple Therapy. NY: 
Norton.

� Christensen, A., & Jacobson, N. (1999). 
Reconcilable Differences. NY: Guilford Press.



Summary
Points

� Involving the 
significant other 
in the gambler’s 
treatment 
increases the 
likelihood of 
success

� Incorporate practices 
to encourage S.O. 
involvement in 
treatment



Summary Points

� Treatment plan based on 
thorough assessment

� Consider S.O. groups,
Gam-Anon, or other 
activities to gather support 
for S.O.

� Consider acceptance 
based interventions for 
use in couple’s therapy



Thank You

Jeffrey Marotta, Ph.D.

Problem Gambling Solutions, Inc.

503 706-1197
ProblemGamblingSolutions@comcast.net


