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Because of its far-reaching impact, some refer to pathological gambling as a
“family disease” (Heineman, 1994, p. 67) and suggest that it is as important to
help the family of the gambler as it is to help the gambler (Heineman, 1994).
Pathological gambling has the potential to cause serious financial difficulties for
gamblers and their families; financial problems, lying, and deceit can place
considerable strain on familial relationships. This circumstance can cause great
stress for the person sharing responsibility for household finances with the
gambler. In some cases spouses have taken out personal loans, or cosigned a
second mortgage, to try to repay debts (Heineman, 1987). Lying and distrust
often lead to a loss of emotional and physical intimacy in the relationship
(Steinberg, 1993). Similarly, children might be deprived physically and
emotionally, which could stimulate feelings of loneliness and isolation (Abbott,
Cramer, & Sherrets, 1995). Any of these problems could have serious long-term
consequences: one study by Heineman (1987) found that 54% of the wives of
alcoholics in the study, and 69% of the wives of pathological gamblers in the
study, grew up in a family where alcohol dependence and/or pathological
gambling was present.

This week’s WAGER describes one possible way family and/or loved ones can help
disordered gamblers and themselves recover from the consequences of gambling
problems. According to Heineman (1994), family interventions can address these
troubles and try to prevent further harm. The structure of the intervention
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designed by Heineman is described in Table 1.

Table 1: Description of individual sessions in Structured Family
Intervention (adapted from Heineman, 1994)



Phone call to

provider

Treatment iz initiated by a phone call from a
farnily mercher or fimily fiend of the gambler,
the [denti fied Patient (IP)

The treatment provider collects information
about the [P"s family, gambling habits,
problems caused by gambling, eic, and asks
the caller about hisher experiences with the [P
An appointment 15 made for a consuliation

Consultation

The caller amives at the consultation

The counsel or continues coll ecting information
about the gambling habits ofthe [P, as well as
the [P's gereral health (1f the [P is cumrently
under the care of a medical doctor or therapist,
it is recommended that this person be included
in the planming stages).

Attendees decide who will attend the first
sessaon (only those who are alrea dy aware of
the problem and are affected by it, including
children andfor elderly family members)
Attendees verbalize their feelings about the

gambling problem

Preparation
Session

Attendess are introduced and verbalze their
view of the [P"s gambling problem
Attendees are invited to wrile a letter to the [P
exprezsing how the gambling problem is
affecting hiro'her, this is to be read at the
intervention. Letters should foous on the
emotions of the wriler and describe:
Why the person sought professional help
Observed changesin the [ P. since the problem
started

Specificincdents relating to the gambling
problem and their impact on the relationship
Fears for the futureifthe gambling problem is
not addressed

Hopes for the outcome of the intervention

Second
Preparation

Session

Mew attendees are introduced and the last
session is summanzed

Each person reads their letter
Attendeeslisten to readings, then disouss the
content and the tone

Counselor urges participants to attend
Gaménon

Preparation

Session

Letters are re-read aloud

& spokespersonis chosen for the group, who
wall be responsible for imviting the [P to the
intervention (this person maght share wath the
IP that s’he has been going to counseling to
deal with the [P's gambling and invite himher
to the next session). Attendees createan
altemate plan if this does not work

Aftendees rehearse inlervention

Fourth
Preparation

Session

The IP is expected to attend this sesson

Each participant reads hisher letter

The counsel or summanizes letters and asks the
IP to accept help

Fifth Sesaon

The farmily retums to discuss the intervention
The family ha s the opportunity to begin to
address how the [P's gambling has affected
thern and the famaly as a whole

Heineman recommends that these interventions be guided by a professional
counselor, as this would ensure the intervention is carried through in a non-
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confrontational, supportive, setting. Further she recommends that once the
intervention itself has taken place, whether it results in the gambler entering
treatment or not, the family members involved follow up by attending GamAnon
meetings, perhaps supplemented by personal, couples, or family treatment
sessions to more thoroughly address the emotional issues stemming from the
disorder.

This recommendation for family intervention is not based on clinical trials and the
aforementioned procedure is not evidence-based. Therefore, there is some
likelihood that this approach might include considerable unstudied risks (e.g.,
secret meeting of family and friends might be perceived by the IP as threatening,
resulting in the disruption or loss of a support network); it is also possible to
encourage the IP into treatment with family members and/or a professional
treatment provider through less coercive and secretive means. In the long-term,
this strategy might be more effective with fewer risks. As stated in a previous
WAGER (6(50)), it is important to utilize treatments that have been demonstrated
effective, with limited risks, by carefully conducted scientific trials. This strategy
will maximize the benefits to the patient and minimize potentially harmful effects.
The Hieneman approach serves as one traditional option among many for families
struggling with the effects of pathological gambling to begin addressing their
concerns. More clinical trials are needed to determine whether this method helps
the gambler and others involved in the intervention, has no effect, or the extent to
which it causes harm, if any. Though pathological gambling is a disorder that can
have a devastating influence on gamblers and their families, there are resources
available and treatment approaches, like the one mentioned above, to help those
suffering. It is important to remember that even if an excessive gambler refuses
help and refuses to address the problem, it is still possible for others affected to
heal and move past this heartbreaking experience.

Comments on this article can be addressed to Siri Odegaard.
References

Abbott, D. A., Cramer, S. L., & Sherrets, S. D. (1995). Pathological gambling and
the family: Practice implications. The Journal of Contemporary Human Services,
76(4), 213-219.

Heineman, M. (1987). A comparison: The treatment of wives of alcoholics with the
treatment of wives as pathological gamblers. Journal of Gambling Studies, 3(1),



27-40.

Heineman, M. (1994). Compulsive gambling: Structured family intervention.
Journal of Gambling Studies, 10(1), 6776.

Steinberg, M. A. (1993). Couples treatment issues for recovering male compulsive
gamblers and their partners. Journal of Gambling Studies, 9(2), 153-167.



