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Abstract 
The financial consequences associated with harmful gambling create significant health and social stressors for individuals, their 
families, and communities. However, there has been limited research exploring how people impacted by gambling harm con-
ceptualise and experience the financial impacts on their lives. To help fill this gap, this study used in-depth qualitative interviews 
with gamblers harmed by their own gambling and affected others harmed by someone else’s gambling. Reflexive thematic anal-
ysis was used to interpret the data. The study had three key findings. First, prior to experiencing harm, gamblers and affected 
others did not consider the financial risks associated with gambling and only recognised the risks once the financial losses neg-
atively impacted other areas of their lives. Second, gamblers and affected others managed the day-to-day financial impacts of 
gambling by adjusting their financial priorities, reducing spending in other areas, or accruing debt. Finally, the financial impacts of 
gambling and the associated financial management strategies led to broader and long-term problems for gamblers and affected 
others. This study demonstrates that financial harms from gambling are complex and contribute to the stigmatisation of people 
who experience harm. Current educational messages and tools simplify this complex issue and may legitimise gambling as a 
leisure activity which can be managed by making ‘responsible’ financial decisions. Public health and health promotion initiatives 
must recognise this complexity, developing approaches that are independent from the gambling industry and informed by lived 
experience.
Keywords: gambling, affected others, financial harm, commercial determinants of health, lived experience

INTRODUCTION
Gambling has been linked with a range of health and 
social harms that impact gamblers, their family mem-
bers, and the broader community (van Schalkwyk et 
al., 2021; McCarthy et al., 2022). As McHardy (2021) 
argues, harmful corporate industries attempt to grow 
their customer base and influence choices which may 
directly or indirectly harm their customers’ own health, 
or the health of others. In Australia, researchers have 
demonstrated that gambling has been culturally con-
structed by the gambling industry and governments 
as being a socially acceptable activity that is cultur-
ally relevant to the nation’s history and identity, and 
that most Australian love to participate in (Bestman 

et al., 2020;  Marko et al., 2022a). They have also 
shown how gambling is becoming increasingly nor-
malised and embedded in everyday life, with new tech-
nologies contributing to routine gambling behaviours 
(Thomas et al., 2022). On average, Australian adults 
lost AU$1277 to gambling in 2018/19 (Queensland 
Government Statistician’s Office, 2021). However, the 
majority of Australian adults do not gamble regularly, 
with only 35% gambling at least once in a typical 
month (Australian Institute of Health Welfare, 2021). 
Based on these figures,  O’Sullivan (2023) estimated 
that regular gamblers lose approximately AU$3066 
each per year, with the overall socio-economic burden 
of gambling estimated to be AU$10.7 billion per year 
(Rethink Addiction and KPMG Australia, 2022).
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The harms experienced by gamblers and affected 
others can last for many years (Paterson et al., 2020), 
including after high-risk gambling behaviours have 
ceased (Rockloff et al., 2022). While gambling harm 
frameworks acknowledge a range of negative impacts 
associated with gambling, including relationship, psy-
chological, health and wellbeing, work, and crime 
impacts (Langham et al., 2016; Latvala et al., 2019), 
financial harms are typically recognised as the most 
common or central form of harm. Financial harms 
occur at three levels: the loss of surplus income (for 
example, the inability to purchase luxury or discre-
tionary items, and the erosion of savings), activities 
to manage short-term cash flow (for example, selling 
items and borrowing money), and reduced ability to 
meet day-to-day expenditure (for example, inability 
to pay for housing or food) (Langham et al., 2016). 
Research has shown a range of negative financial 
impacts for the individual associated with their gam-
bling, including a ‘higher rate of using an unplanned 
bank overdraft, missing a credit card, loan or mort-
gage payment, and taking a payday loan’, with gam-
bling also associated with a ‘higher likelihood of the 
individual being subject to debt collection by bail-
iffs’ (Muggleton et al., 2021, p. 320). A recent sur-
vey of financial counsellors in Australia found that 
clients who were  impacted by their own gambling 
presented with multiple forms of debt, and an ina-
bility to afford essential rent, mortgage and food liv-
ing expenses (Financial Counselling Australia, 2022). 
Financial harms may also have indirect consequences 

such as creating emotional distress for affected others 
or reducing a person’s ability to engage in education 
or work due to lack of food or transport (Langham 
et al., 2016). It is important to note that while men 
experience higher rates of problems with gambling, 
women experience more financial stress as a result 
of gambling (Koomson et al., 2022). Affected others 
can also experience financial harms as they may be 
dependent on or share finances with the gambler, use 
personal funds to repay the gambler’s debts, or buy 
the gambler essentials such as food (Patford 2007; 
Davies et al., 2022; McCarthy et al., 2022; Suomi et 
al., 2022). Gambling education strategies often focus 
on the financial or monetary management aspects of 
gambling as a way to encourage responsibility when 
engaging with gambling products [see GambleAware 
NSW. (2021) for an example]. Recommendations 
for addressing gambling harm have often focussed 
on the need to ensure that gambling is ‘affordable’ 
for individuals, and that they are gambling within 
their means, with recommendations that gambling 
operators or financial providers should intervene to 
prevent people from gambling with money that they 
cannot afford to lose (Nyemcsok et al., 2021; Select 
Committee on the Social and Economic Impact of the 
Gambling Industry, 2021; Thomas et al., 2023c).

While many in industry and government frame 
gambling as a legitimate form of enjoyable enter-
tainment and an important part of the socio-cultural 
fabric of societies (Marko et al., 2022a; Thomas et 
al., 2023c), researchers have shown that the gam-
bling industry is a commercial industry which man-
ufactures its environment and products to influence 
the choices individuals make in order to increase 
its own profits (Cassidy et al., 2013). Technological 
advancements have created increasingly risky online 
gambling environments by removing the temporal, 
spatial and physical limits that influence how peo-
ple consume gambling products (McGee, 2020; 
Thomas et al., 2023a). The virtual nature of online 
gambling and banking have made it easy to deposit 
money into gambling accounts (Thomas et al., 2022; 
Pitt et al., 2023) and create the perception that the 
money that is won and lost is not ‘real’ (Deans et al., 
2016). This may be particularly relevant in shaping 
the perceptions of young people who have grown up 
using digital technology and are more likely to gam-
ble online. While physical or land-based gambling 
products and venues may have spatial and physical 
limits, they have been engineered to keep people in 
a ‘zone’ in which they do not think about their gam-
bling and maximise the time spent gambling (Dow 
Schüll, 2012). This may prevent people from being 
able to think rationally about how they engage with 
gambling products and assess the impact of financial 

Contribution to Health Promotion

• This study explored how people who have 
experienced gambling harm recognised 
and managed the financial harms associ-
ated with gambling.

• Government and industry encourage gam-
blers to take responsibility for managing 
the financial risks and harms associated 
with their gambling.

• Simplistic messages reinforce that there 
is a ‘right’ way to gamble, contribute to 
stigma, and overlook the complexity of 
gambling harm.

• Messages should not simplify gambling 
harm as being an issue that can be man-
aged by making ‘responsible’ personal 
financial decisions.

• Health promotion initiatives must recog-
nise that the financial harms associated 
with gambling are complex.
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losses while gambling. Gamblers’ perceptions of the 
potential risks and harms may also be influenced by 
socio-cultural factors. Different cultures place differ-
ent values on gambling with some viewing it as an 
acceptable source of quick money or an acceptable 
social activity while others are less accepting or view 
gambling as ‘sin’ (Dickins and Thomas, 2016). When 
gambling is perceived as having social or cultural 
benefits, these may outweigh the potential risks or 
harms (McCarthy et al., 2021b).

Despite these structural factors that clearly influ-
ence gambling behaviours, the gambling industry, 
governments, and some researchers have framed 
gambling as an issue of personal responsibility 
(van Schalkwyk et al., 2019; Marko et al., 2022b). 
Reflecting a rationality approach to understanding 
gambling risk and assuming that people make choices 
in order to manage a predefined risk (Heidenstrøm, 
2022), personal responsibility places the onus on 
individuals to make informed and rational decisions 
about their gambling (Hodgins, 2020; Marko et al., 
2022a,b). The dominance of this approach has con-
tributed to the development of individualised harm 
minimisation strategies which provide gamblers with 
information about limiting the time and money spent 
on gambling, including providing low-risk gambling 
guidelines (Young et al., 2021; Dowling et al., 2022). 
These approaches are likely favoured by the gambling 
industry and governments because it enables them 
to promote discrete responsibility behaviours that 
are easy to communicate. Resources have been made 
available by the gambling industry (Sportsbet, 2018; 
Entain Group, n.d.), and government-funded bodies 
(GambleAware NSW, n.d.; Gambler's Help, 2020) 
which align with the personal responsibility perspec-
tive and assist gamblers in calculating how much time 
and money they use when gambling and identify what 
is affordable for them.

The personal responsibility theme is reinforced 
through public messaging which has largely focussed 
on the promotion of ‘responsible gambling’ or ‘safer 
gambling’ strategies. These typically encourage gam-
blers to make informed financial decisions about 
gambling, and include messages about setting deposit 
limits (GambleAware NSW, 2021), not gambling to 
make money (Gambling Commission, 2022), and 
only gambling money they can afford to lose (Alberta 
Gaming, Liquor and Cannabis, 2021). Similar mes-
saging has been included in school-based education 
in which students learn personal budgeting skills, 
including suggestions that ‘gambling could be con-
sidered an expense under entertainment’ (Victorian 
Responsible Gambling Foundation, 2022, p. 25). 
While the Australian Government recently replaced 
the ‘gamble responsibly’ tagline that had previously 

been mandated to be included in all gambling mar-
keting; the new  taglines continue to  place a large 
focus on individual decision-making related to finan-
cial choices: ‘Imagine what you could be buying 
instead’ and ‘What are you prepared to lose today? 
Set a deposit limit’  (Department of Social Services, 
2023). However, there is limited evidence that such 
messages are effective in preventing or reducing gam-
bling harms, particularly when they are not part of a 
comprehensive approach that also focuses on changes 
to the accessibility, availability and promotion of 
gambling (Thomas et al., 2022). Aligning with the 
Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion (World Health 
Organization, 1986), advocacy is needed to shift 
public policy towards addressing these broader envi-
ronmental, commercial, and political factors that con-
tribute to gambling and away from discrete personal 
responsibility strategies.

Personal responsibility messages reflect broader 
societal expectations in which people are framed as 
being responsible for their financial outcomes includ-
ing financial problems such as debt or bankruptcy 
(Sparkes, 2020). Experiencing financial problems is 
stigmatised because it represents a deeper personal 
failing within societies in which financial responsibility 
is valued (Tach and Greene, 2014; Sweet et al., 2018). 
While there is evidence that some affected others feel 
pressured to repay the debts of their family members 
in order to avoid stigmatisation and social exclusion 
(Takiguchi et al., 2022), there is limited research in 
relation to how and why gamblers and affected others 
conceptualise the risk of financial harm and their deci-
sion-making in relation to gambling. Researchers have 
demonstrated that gamblers view gambling as harm-
ful when financial losses mean that they are unable 
to meet their financial responsibilities (Marko et al., 
2022b), and that gamblers rarely seek help from finan-
cial advisors until their debts become unmanageable 
(Davies et al., 2022). Affected others also play a role in 
helping gamblers manage their finances (including cov-
ering debts) as they feel pressured to help the gambler 
(Davies et al., 2022; McCarthy et al., 2022). There are 
various socio-cultural factors that influence how gam-
blers and affected others perceive the risks and harms 
associated with gambling.

Improving policy responses to gambling harm 
prevention requires a greater understanding of the 
complexities of how financial risk and harm is concep-
tualised and managed by gamblers and affected others. 
This study aimed to address these gaps by exploring 
how people who have been negatively impacted by 
gambling (including both gamblers and affected oth-
ers) recognise and manage the financial risks and harms 
that gambling may create in their lives. The study was 
guided by three research questions:
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1. How do people who have been negatively impacted 
by gambling conceptualise their risk of experienc-
ing financial harms associated with gambling?

2. How do they manage the financial harms gam-
bling creates within their daily lives?

3. What are the long-term impacts of financial 
harms?

The study then considers the implications of the 
findings in the public health context, and proposes 
public health approaches to preventing and reducing 
gambling risk and harm.

METHODS
Approach
This study was part of a broader project which 
sought to understand how people with lived expe-
rience of gambling harm conceptualise gambling 
risk and harm. One article has been published from 
this study (Marko et al., 2023). Two approaches to 
inquiry were used in this study. First was a public 
health approach which recognises that there are a 
range of harms of varying severity that can impact 
gamblers and their families (Goyder et al., 2020; 
Thomas et al., 2023b). This also acknowledges that 
gambling harm is the result of an interaction between 
socio-cultural, environmental, commercial, and polit-
ical factors rather than simply individual behaviour 
(Thomas et al., 2018). Given that vulnerable com-
munities who are exploited by the gambling industry 
are disproportionately impacted by gambling harm, 
public health responses must focus on the broader 
drivers of harm rather than individual interventions 
in order to be equitable (World Health Organization, 
1986; Rae and Fell, 2022). The second approach was 
critical qualitative inquiry which complements the 
public health approach because it seeks to study 
power and inequality in order to advance social jus-
tice (Charmaz, 2017). Critical researchers conduct 
studies which critique powerful institutions and 
the injustices which occur within neoliberalism; by 
doing so they seek to identify opportunities to advo-
cate for change (Denzin, 2017). As there is a need to 
eliminate structural injustices by developing healthy 
public policy (World Health Organization, 2021), 
these approaches were relevant because the gambling 
industry and governments have the power to influ-
ence how people think about and respond to gam-
bling harm.

Sample and recruitment
One focus of the broader project was to look specif-
ically at housing problems as a specific experience 

through which harm could be discussed. Participants 
in the broader project needed to reside in Australia, be 
18 years or older, and have experienced housing-re-
lated problems due to their own (‘gamblers’) or some-
one else’s gambling (‘affected others’). Gamblers and 
affected others were included because both groups can 
experience gambling-related financial harm (Goodwin 
et al., 2017).

The broader project also involved an Experts by 
Experience (EbyE) Advisory Group that included four 
individuals who had previously been harmed by their 
own or someone else’s gambling and who were known 
to the authors. They provided feedback on the study, 
such as changes to the words and phrases used to 
ensure these reflected the language preferred by peo-
ple with lived experience. Participants from this group 
were compensated with an AU$50 grocery voucher as 
a token of appreciation for their time.

The study aimed to recruit between 15 and 20 
participants, which reflects the sample size of past 
gambling research studies that have used a critical 
qualitative approach to inquiry (McCarthy et al., 
2021a; Nyemcsok et al., 2022a). Convenience, pur-
posive and snowball sampling methods were used. 
The study advertisement flyer was shared by the 
authors, the EbyE Advisory Group, and others who 
had experienced gambling harm who were known to 
the authors. It was shared with their professional and 
personal networks including peer support and advo-
cacy groups, and on social media sites. Participants 
were also asked to share the study flyer with people 
in their social network who might have been eligible 
to participate. The authors also asked service pro-
viders such as therapeutic counsellors and financial 
counsellors to share the study flyer to their clients 
who may have experienced harm from someone else’s 
gambling in an effort to recruit more affected oth-
ers. Informed consent was received from all partici-
pants, and they were also offered an AU$50 grocery 
voucher. Deakin University Human Ethics Research 
Committee (2021-003) provided ethical approval for 
this study.

Data collection
Authors One and Two conducted in-depth semi-struc-
tured interviews via Zoom or telephone. These were 
audio-recorded and lasted approximately 60 min. 
Gamblers were asked about their own history with 
gambling, and affected others were asked about the 
gambling history of the gambler in their lives. The 
interviews also involved discussions about the par-
ticipants’ experiences of gambling harm including 
when they first noticed that the gambling was hav-
ing negative impacts, and whether this impacted how 
they spent money. The questions centred more on 
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key topics and ideas that came from discussions with 
previous participants as data collection progressed 
(Hennink et al., 2020). The decision to end data col-
lection was guided by (Malterud et al.’s, 2016) rec-
ommendations regarding information power. It was 
determined that a larger sample was not necessary 
because the research questions narrowly focussed on 
participants’ experiences and perspectives relating to 
gambling-related financial harms. The interviews had 
also produced strong dialogue between the partici-
pants and researchers which provided detailed infor-
mation to allow for an in-depth analysis in relation to 
the aims and research questions.

Data interpretation
The software that is associated with Zoom gener-
ated automated transcriptions which were checked 
and amended for accuracy by Author One. Where 
these were not available, Author One transcribed the 
audio-recordings of the interviews. Braun and Clarke’s 
(2021) six-phase approach to reflexive thematic anal-
ysis was used to interpret the data. The analysis was 
led by Author One. The transcripts were read multi-
ple times to ensure familiarisation and critical engage-
ment with the data. The researchers met regularly to 
discuss the deeper meaning in the data, thinking about 
how the meanings in the data could be interpreted in 
different ways, and challenging our own assumptions 
about what might be contributing to those meanings. 
Initial notes were taken about the patterns within and 
across the transcripts, which were discussed with the 
other authors. Each transcript was coded individu-
ally, with a focus on the research questions and the 
surface level (semantic) and more nuanced (latent) 
meanings within the data. Patterns across the inter-
views were identified by grouping codes together, 
and these groupings were used to construct prelimi-
nary themes. It is important to note that the analysis 
was not linear, with Author One constantly revisit-
ing the transcripts, and revising codes and themes 
when developing the analytic narrative from the data. 
The data for each preliminary theme were collated 
to determine whether they were relevant across the 
dataset and within individual transcripts. The themes 
were refined with specific attention being paid to the 
differences and similarities between the responses 
from gamblers and affected others. The interpretation 
of data, construction of themes, and the implications 
of the findings were discussed and reflected on by the 
authors at regular meetings.

RESULTS
The study included a total of 21 participants, includ-
ing 15 gamblers and 6 affected others. Most of the 

gamblers were male (n = 11) and all of the affected oth-
ers were female. Participants’ ages ranged from 25 to 
73 years, with a mean age of 48.05 years (SD = 15.19). 
For a detailed overview of the socio-demographic and 
gambling characteristics, see Marko et al., (2023).

Before reporting the qualitative themes, it is impor-
tant to note the diverse experiences among the par-
ticipants in relation to gambling and gambling harm. 
Some gamblers had not gambled for many years, while 
others currently gambled at the time of the interview 
or had recently ceased gambling. Some gamblers and 
affected others were experiencing ongoing financial 
harms while others had regained stability. The partic-
ipants had experienced a range of harms as a result 
of gambling, such as relationship problems and break-
downs, loss of housing or employment, legal prob-
lems, and mental health issues. Several participants 
discussed how they or a family member had contem-
plated or attempted suicide as a direct result of gam-
bling, including two affected others who had a sibling 
die by suicide.

Theme One: Recognising financial risk and 
harm in their own life
Prior to experiencing harm, most gamblers and 
affected others had a narrow conceptualisation of the 
risks and harms associated with gambling. For exam-
ple, some stated that they did not initially think about 
the potential financial impact of their own or their 
family member’s gambling because it was viewed as 
a social and leisure activity. This perspective masked 
the early harms experienced by some gamblers 
because the financial losses were justified as the cost 
of engaging in an entertainment activity. For example, 
the following participant described how her gambling 
escalated after she had justified her losses because she 
did not spend money on other entertainment or lux-
ury things:

I used to tell myself initially, um, ‘you don’t smoke, 
you don’t drink, you don’t go to restaurants, you 
don’t buy expensive clothes’. This was my form of 
entertainment and if you lose $100 sort of thing, 
that’s a night out. But oh gosh, if it was only $100. 
I mean I was betting thousands of dollars a night in 
the end.—71-year-old female gambler

Many participants recognised that they or their fam-
ily member were experiencing gambling-related finan-
cial harms when the monetary losses began impacting 
other areas of their lives. This included their ability 
to meet their essential financial responsibilities such 
as paying their rent, mortgage, or bills. For example, 
a few gamblers recalled specific instances in which 
they realised they were not able to make an essential 
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payment for the first time due to their gambling. The 
following participant recognised that his gambling had 
become harmful when he was not able to pay the rates 
bill issued to homeowners by the local municipality:

…the rates bill actually arrived at home and I was 
the bill payer. And generally, prior to that I would 
pay the rates upfront, the full amount, and I didn’t 
even have enough money to pay the quarterly com-
ponent which was the other option. So, I knew at 
that stage that things were sort of starting to take a 
turn for the worst.—56-year-old male gambler

A few gamblers commented that they became 
stressed or angry due to the money they had lost, and 
this negatively impacted how they interacted with their 
friends and family. This included emotional outbursts 
and withdrawing from those around them. As some 
of the affected others were not aware of their family 
member’s financial situation, these types of emotional 
reactions were often the first sign of harm. For exam-
ple, the following participant recognised her siblings 
were engaging in harmful gambling because they did 
not make eye contact or relax around her:

The indications generally are [that] they won’t look 
you in the eye. They’re pretty shifty. They’ve got 
nothing much to talk about, but they also don’t feel 
comfortable around you. You know, there are times 
just before I found out my brother’s been again, it’s 
like oh that’s right, he couldn’t be relaxed and talk 
to you. He couldn’t keep eye contact.—56-year-old 
female impacted by her siblings’ gambling

Theme Two: Managing the financial impacts 
of gambling
Gamblers and affected others attempted to maintain 
the illusion of financial stability as they did not want 
people to know the extent of their gambling losses. 
They did this by managing the financial impacts that 
gambling had in their daily lives and preserving the 
outward appearance that gambling was not harming 
them or their household. This was in part motivated by 
the perception that some people viewed gambling as a 
‘waste’ of money, and that there was shame associated 
with losing money to gambling:

…gambling has a really bad stigma associated to it. 
There’s a lot of shame and embarrassment that goes 
along with losing large amounts of money.—56-
year-old male gambler

In order to manage the financial impact gambling 
had on their daily lives, many gamblers adjusted their 

financial priorities to ensure their essential payments 
were made before they gambled. Some affected oth-
ers also adjusted their financial priorities to mitigate 
the losses or protect their own financial security. Each 
participant had their own opinions regarding what 
payments were ‘essential’, such as housing payments, 
bills, childcare, and debt repayments. There was an 
understanding among both gamblers and affected oth-
ers that the impacts of gambling were manageable or 
less harmful as long as these payments were met. For 
example, the following participant recognised that his 
gambling was harmful, however perceived that he had 
a ‘good month’ if he paid his essentials and had some 
money left over after gambling:

Every free bit of money goes to gambling. And when 
I say free money, it’s literally pay rent, pay child 
support, pay my phone, pay my internet. I haven’t 
paid my electricity or gas for over 12 months. To 
me that’s free money. That’s not right… I’m 2 weeks 
in the pay and I’ve got $150 left. So, and to me 
losing two and a bit grand this month was a good 
month.—40-year-old male gambler

When gambling losses were too expensive to cover 
daily bills and essential payments, gamblers and 
affected others reduced spending in other areas. While 
a few limited spending in discretionary areas such as 
holidays and gifts, others explained how they limited 
spending money on day-to-day expenses such as pet-
rol, healthcare costs, social events, and house main-
tenance. Affected others who were dependent on or 
shared finances with the gambler were also impacted 
by a reduction in spending, with both women who 
were harmed by their current or former husband’s 
gambling using their own wages to ensure the bills 
were paid and going without non-essential purchases. 
There was a sense of shame surrounding the inability 
to pay for day-to-day expenses. For example, the fol-
lowing participant explained how she stopped attend-
ing social events and that she was embarrassed that 
she could not afford to attend without lying or having 
someone else pay:

I wasn’t doing many things at all. Stopping all your 
social stuff. You’d have to think about if you’re 
going out were you going to be able to pay for it? 
Would there be someone else there that might pay 
for you? Would you get there and lie and say you’ve 
left your wallet at home? They’re all pretty embar-
rassing things.—64-year-old female gambler

Acquiring debt was a common strategy used by 
gamblers and affected others to make ends meet. 
This included borrowing from members of their 
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social networks, payday loans, personal loans, credit 
cards, and refinancing their mortgage. Some gamblers 
explained that borrowing money was initially a way to 
cover their expenses and making it to their next pay-
day. Borrowed money was used for daily expenses such 
as buying groceries, repaying debts, and catching up on 
bills, with some also gambling with borrowed money. 
Gamblers and affected others who acquired debts were 
focussed on the immediate situation they faced and 
did not consider the broader risks associated with bor-
rowing money. For example, the following participant 
eventually filed for bankruptcy, however, at the time 
he did not perceive his growing debts as being risky 
because he felt he could afford it:

All of a sudden you’re taking out loans to fill the gaps 
because you’re spending money you needed for some-
thing else. Then you started taking out loans with 
payday lenders. So, I think at one stage there I was 
probably juggling between nine and 12 or 13 loans at 
any one time. But, again, I was on a reasonably good 
salary, so I should have been in a better financial posi-
tion than where I was, but at least I could fund it at 
that time.—57-year-old male gambler

There was a sense of shame apparent in gamblers’ 
accounts when they spoke about borrowing money; 
this shame was also recognised by some affected oth-
ers. This was particularly relevant when they borrowed 
money from family or friends, and when this money 
had been used to continue gambling. Part of the stigma 
and shame that was experienced by gamblers related 
directly to having to ask for or borrow money:

Interviewer: What do you think makes him feel that 
shame?

Participant: I think knowing that he’s had to borrow 
money from us. Knowing that people that he’s bor-
rowed money from had then found out that what 
he did with that money and that even though he 
has paid it back, it has come through us or he’s had 
to set up a little payment plan with them so they’ve 
known that something strange has gone on.—49-
year-old female impacted by her son’s gambling

Some gamblers’ efforts to manage the financial 
impacts became overwhelmed by their compulsion 
to gamble. A few gamblers stated that this occurred 
relatively quickly after they began gambling, however 
for others it was after several years. These gamblers 
reached a point where they could not manage the 
broader impacts and they shifted their efforts to main-
taining their gambling. They were no longer able to 
prioritise what had once been viewed as an essential 

payment, and instead redirected money towards gam-
bling. A few participants stated that they or their fam-
ily member had engaged in criminal activity in order 
to fund their gambling, while others took out personal 
loans, refinanced their mortgage, or redirected money 
from other things such as rent as a way to continue 
gambling:

...I used to care more about money and prioritising, 
you know, paying the rent, food, et cetera and then 
eventually I just wouldn’t really care about where 
I would end up. Wouldn’t care about paying rent. 
Just start playing and keep playing with no inten-
tion of anything really.—31-year-old male gambler

Theme Three: The long-term impact of 
financial harm
Gamblers and affected others explained how the 
financial impacts of gambling contributed to broader 
and long-term impacts in their lives over time. This 
included the long-term effect their financial man-
agement strategies had on their spending behaviour 
and relationship with money. As previous spending 
patterns were ingrained, some participants including 
gamblers and affected others needed to adjust how 
they managed money and were working with finan-
cial advisors. A common example was how some 
gamblers and affected others were unable to save 
money because they were used to spending all availa-
ble money. A few gamblers commented that they were 
scared to have money in their bank account because 
it would tempt them to gamble, while the following 
affected other had previously loaned money to her 
siblings who gambled and now felt uneasy having 
access to money because she might feel pressured to 
lend it to others:

…almost too scared to have money because then 
you might be able to not say no to give that money 
away. Like, you know, I’ve had other friends ask 
me for money and I said, ‘please don’t ask me’. I 
freeze. It’s so damaging. And that’s why I’m glad 
my payout went into my super so I couldn’t access 
it. And so, if they came to me, I could say I don’t 
have any money.—56-year-old female impacted by 
her siblings’ gambling

Another broader impact was the need to leave their 
housing. While a few gamblers left their home fol-
lowing the breakdown of their marriage, the primary 
reason for leaving housing was due to the cumulative 
effects of missing payments and falling behind on their 
rent or mortgage. It was acknowledged by some that 
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they had previously been able to repay what was owed 
or negotiated with the bank or landlord to remain 
housed, however that became increasingly difficult 
over time. This led to some participants selling their 
house, leaving voluntarily as they recognised they were 
unable to pay, or being evicted:

I’ve missed mortgage payments for my house but 
it’s easy to smooth the bank over when you’re full-
time employed and had equity anyway. Later on, I 
ended up—I got evicted for not paying rent.—37-
year-old male gambler

When their housing was disrupted, many of these 
participants experienced problems with accessing 
secure and long-term accommodation. Accessing a pri-
vate rental property was not possible for some because 
of bad rental histories due to non-payment, bad credit 
reports, and not having enough savings to pay a bond. 
This contributed to a few gamblers, and an affected 
other who was a child at the time, experiencing home-
lessness. These participants reported couch surfing, 
staying in motels, sleeping in their car or in the bush, 
or staying in crisis accommodation. Others relied on 
shared accommodation because they could not afford 
a rental property by themselves or were able to rent a 
property from someone in their social network. These 
pathways to housing were more accessible than tradi-
tional private rentals because they did not necessarily 
require the submission of  paperwork such as bank 
statements or credit checks that estate agents typically 
require:

We’re renting off my wife’s sister at the moment 
and we’re moving out but we’re moving into 
another, someone else’s that we know house. But 
we’ve got like plenty of money in the bank and I’ve 
got a good income history that I could show people. 
But if someone did a credit check on me, it would 
be terrible. It would show all these unpaid bills and 
unpaid everything. So, you know, I’ve said to my 
wife, if we have to rent somewhere, we’ll stick [the 
lease] under her name, and just her name and not 
mine.—55-year-old male gambler

The ongoing problems associated with the finan-
cial impacts of gambling meant that some gamblers 
and affected others had to reconcile that their lifestyle 
had changed and the future they had expected was 
no longer possible. There was a sense of grief among 
both gamblers and affected others for the life they 
hoped they or their family members would have had 
if it was not for gambling. A few gamblers, particu-
larly those who were younger, suggested they were not 
able to become financially independent as they relied 

either on shared accommodation or remained in the 
family home. Other participants reflected on losing the 
potential to purchase their own home. While there was 
a particular concern for older participants who were 
uncertain about their security as they got older, there 
was also an acknowledgment that there is an expecta-
tion that people eventually become homeowners and 
that this was unachievable for some participants. For 
example, the following participant commented on how 
she was ‘dealing with’ knowing that she was the only 
person in her friendship group who did not own a 
house because of her gambling:

If I never gambled, I would definitely own a house. 
I know that for a fact... And my life would have 
been quite different. And I wouldn’t have to be 
dealing with what I deal with every single weekend 
when I catch up with every one of my friends and 
all they’re talking about is their renovation and 
their investment property.—64-year-old female 
gambler

DISCUSSION
This study explored how people who have been neg-
atively impacted by gambling harm recognise and 
manage the financial harms gambling created in their 
lives. Three themes were constructed from the data 
relating to how gamblers and affected others concep-
tualised and managed financial harm in their lives, 
and the broader impacts of these  financial harms. 
There are three points of discussion that are particu-
larly relevant to these findings within the context of 
public health approaches to addressing gambling risk 
and harm.

First, this study demonstrated that participants gen-
erally did not initially conceptualise their own or their 
family member’s gambling as being risky or poten-
tially harmful. While public messages about gambling 
assume that individuals make conscious choices about 
minimising the impact of their gambling behaviours, 
this study shows that gamblers did not necessarily think 
about the financial impact of their gambling. When 
they did, their perceptions were influenced by the social 
contexts in which gambling occurred as they viewed 
it as an entertainment activity that can be engaged in 
socially without harm. This finding is consistent with 
research conducted with older women (Pattinson 
and Parke, 2017; McCarthy et al., 2021b) and young 
men (McGee, 2020; Nyemcsok et al., 2022b) which 
has found that the social contexts in which gambling 
occurs influence how gamblers perceive and engage 
in gambling behaviours. The study also demonstrated 
that gamblers and affected others did not initially 
manage the risk of harm until the financial harms had 
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already occurred, with the early indications of harm 
at times being masked by the perspective that gam-
bling was a form of entertainment. This raises ques-
tions about the usefulness of educational messages 
that frame gambling as a form of entertainment and 
suggest that the harms can be prevented or minimised 
through personal budgeting and money management 
(GambleAware NSW, 2021, n.d.). Such messages rein-
force the perception that gambling is a normal enter-
tainment activity and may not be perceived as being 
relevant as many gamblers and affected others do not 
recognise the risk until harm occurs. Providing people 
with guidelines to continue gambling in a ‘responsible’ 
or ‘safe’ manner ultimately legitimises gambling as a 
leisure or entertainment activity and encourages peo-
ple to gamble. Governments need to move away from 
such messaging and disassociate themselves from edu-
cational approaches that benefit the gambling industry. 
Reflecting approaches previously used in tobacco con-
trol (World Health Organization, 2008), public health 
initiatives must place the health and wellbeing of com-
munities first and be developed independently from the 
gambling industry in order to be protected from vested 
interests.

Second, this study demonstrated that gamblers 
managed the financial impacts of gambling by main-
taining the illusion they were meeting the social 
expectations of financial responsibility. Gamblers ini-
tially tried to cover up the losses and maintain their 
existing lifestyle by prioritising specific payments that 
would outwardly appear as though they were meeting 
the expectations of financial responsibility. Previous 
research has suggested that individuals with gambling 
problems took out loans as a way to continue gam-
bling (Oakes et al., 2020; Davies et al., 2022). While 
this was reflected in some participants’ experiences, 
the current study demonstrated that for many gam-
blers debt was initially a way to manage and cover 
up the financial impact of gambling. However, this 
created more problems as they juggled debt with their 
existing expenses, and affected others stepped in to 
ensure essential expenses and debt repayments were 
met. Gamblers’ debts and other financial problems had 
long-term consequences such as impacting access to 
housing. Within neoliberal societies people generally 
aspire to be financially responsible (Tach and Greene, 
2014) and being in debt and unable to repay debts 
is highly stigmatised (Sweet, 2018; Sparkes, 2020). 
Researchers have previously recognised the shame 
and stigma felt by people harmed by gambling (Miller 
and Thomas, 2017), however, this study suggests that 
it may not only be the shame of addiction that causes 
stigma but that they experience debt stigma as a result 
of their attempts to manage the impact gambling has 
on their day-to-day lives. This study shows that the 

way in which people manage the harms associated 
with gambling in their lives is complex. Simplistic 
messages and tools reinforcing that there is a ‘right’ 
way to gamble and be financially responsible, includ-
ing low-risk guidelines (Young et al., 2021; Dowling 
et al., 2022) and budgeting calculators (Gambler's 
Help, 2020), may not be a useful educational tool as 
they overlook this complexity. This may contribute 
to the stigmatisation of people who experience harm 
by simplifying a complex issue and strengthening the 
perspective that harm could easily be avoided if the 
gambler took minimal preventive steps.

A final point for discussion arising from this 
research relates to how financial harm has long-term 
impacts for  gamblers and affected others. Much of 
the research into gambling-related harm has focussed 
on identifying and measuring harm. While there has 
been some qualitative research into the experience 
of gambling harm, this has primarily  focussed on 
the short-term harms that occur as a direct result of 
gambling (Patford, 2009; Gupta and Stevens, 2021) 
or considered harm within the context of seeking 
professional support (Järvinen-Tassopoulos, 2020). 
This is the first qualitative study to our knowledge 
which has comprehensively considered the experi-
ence of financial harms and the long-term impact this 
had in the lives of gamblers and affected others. The 
study showed the longevity of financial harms and 
the ongoing impact even after gambling behaviours 
ceased. This included not only how gamblers’ rela-
tionship with money and their spending behaviours 
were impacted but how this also impacted some 
affected others. The financial harms spanned other 
areas of life including access to housing,  housing 
security, and changing lifestyles due to ongoing finan-
cial problems. Considering the lived experience of 
harm is important in order to inform research, edu-
cation, and treatment (Nyemcsok et al., 2021). Public 
health responses to other areas such as tobacco have 
utilised public messaging which portray the lived 
experiences of harm that were personally relevant 
(Bayly et al., 2022). Similar portrayals have not been 
adopted within messages about gambling. When gov-
ernments have developed harm-related messaging, 
it has typically been ‘soft’ approaches that do not 
clearly depict what harm looks like in people’s lives 
(Victorian Responsible Gambling Foundation, 2017) 
or describe harm in relation to identifying harmful 
gambling behaviours (GambleAware NSW, 2022). 
This study demonstrates that there are a range of 
financial harms that may be experienced from gam-
bling. Governments and health organisations should 
draw on lived experience and evidence from other 
areas of health to developed stronger and realistic 
messages about gambling harm.
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There were three limitations associated with this 
study. First, as the majority of participants in this study 
were over 40 years old, there are limitations relating 
to understanding how different age groups may think 
about or experience financial harms associated with 
gambling. Second, the study included a relatively small 
number of affected others despite efforts to recruit 
more. Third, all of the affected others included in the 
study were women. Addressing these limitations in 
future research by including a more diverse group of 
affected others will provide a more nuanced under-
standing of how affected others identify and manage 
financial impacts of gambling. Affected others are not 
a homogenous group and their perspectives and expe-
riences may differ based on their relationship to the 
gambler (for example, child, spouse, or co-worker). 
Best practices for recruiting affected others need to be 
identified and applied in future research.

CONCLUSION
This study demonstrated how the perception that gam-
bling is an entertainment activity contributed to gam-
blers and affected others not recognising the risk of 
financial harm that gambling created in their lives. Once 
this harm occurred, they used a range of strategies to 
manage the financial impacts of gambling. However, 
these attempts often created more financial problems 
and contributed to long-term consequences, including 
the stigma of being in debt. Public health initiatives 
must not reinforce the notion that managing the finan-
cial harms from gambling is simply a matter of making 
‘responsible’ financial decisions, and should be informed 
by the lived experience of gamblers and affected others.
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