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Pathological gambling is a psychiatric disorder associated with substantial personal, family, and societal consequences.
Pathological gamblers suffer from significant psychological distress with suicidal ideation or attempts exceeding 50%.
Financial consequences can be staggering with rates of bankruptcies near 30% in pathological gamblers. Pathological

gambling also negatively impacts the family with high rates of divorce and domestic violence in affected families. In addition,
up to 30% of treatment-seeking pathological gamblers admit to committing illegal activities to support their gambling.

Prevalence Rates and
Symptoms
National epidemiological surveys
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*Problem gambling was defined as having 1 or more symptoms.

Diagnostic and Statiscal Manual of Mental Disorders (Revision IV) pathological gambling criteria:
Preoccupied with gambling.

Need to gamble with increasing amounts of money.

Repeated unsuccessful efforts to cut down or stop gambling.

Restless or irritable when attempting to cut down.

Gamble to escape problems or relieve negative mood.

“Chase” lost money; return to gambling to get even.

Lie to others to conceal extent of gambling.

Commit illegal acts to finance gambling.

Jeopardize or lose important relationship or job due to gambling.

Rely on others to relieve desperate financial situations caused by gambling.
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Risk Factors

Certain demographic characteristics are associated with increased rates of problem gambling, and some patient populations
are more vulnerable than others to elevated rates of problem and pathological gambling.

¢ Youth and young adults, along with racial and ethnic minorities, have high rates of problem gambling.”‘9

e Men are about twice as likely as women to have problem and pathological gambling.”’9

o Substance abusers have a 2-10 fold increased risk for problem gambling."*"*

e  Problem gambling is 2-8 times more common in individuals with major depression, anxiety, and personality disorders.”
e Disabled individuals suffer from disproportionately high rates of problem gambling.2

e Data suggest that problem and pathological gambling are associated with certain medical diseases as well as costly
medical service utilization, such as emergency room visits.

Types of Gambling
Any form of betting can cause problems. Listed below are the primary forms of gambling for which individuals seek gambling
treatment.®®

Slot machines, video poker 40% Animal races (dogs, horses) 6%
Cards (poker, blackjack, etc.) 18% Craps, dice games 5%
Scratch or lottery tickets 13% Other (internet, roulette, bingo, etc.) 9%
Sports betting 9%

Few persons with gambling problems (less than 10%) seek gambling treatment on their own.*® Thus, direct screening
procedures can be helpful for identifying those with problems, especially when targeted toward high-risk populations. These
include clients receiving other types of services, such as social services, medical care, psychiatric treatment, and substance
abuse treatment.

Evidence-based Gambling Treatment

Research shows that many problem gamblers, especially those with less severe problems, may do well with very brief
interventions. A recent randomized study8 shows significant reductions in gambling behaviors and problems in those receiving
a one-page handout and a ten-minute discussion of brief advice about ways to reduce gambling. Simply talking with clients
about their level of gambling involvement and how much they are betting may be sufficient to motivate some to reduce
gambling.

More severely affected pathological gamblers may require more intensive services to decrease their gambling. An eight-
session cognitive-behavioral therapy has demonstrated efficacy in reducing gambling in pathological gamblers.6 Detailed,
structured instructions for providing the therapy are available.* The treatment can be provided in the context of individual and
group therapy.
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