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Abstract

Problem gambling not only impacts gamblers but also protrudes onto several affected oth-
ers who experience adverse impacts, including financial, health, relationships, and psycho-
logical problems. The aims of this systematic review were twofold; to identify the psycho-
social interventions to minimise the harm caused to affected others of problem gambling
and to assess their efficacy. This study was conducted as outlined in the research proto-
col PROSPERO (CRD42021239138). Database searches were conducted in CENTRAL,
MEDLINE, Social Science Database, CINHAL Complete, Academic Search Ultimate and
PsycINFO. Randomised controlled trials of psychosocial interventions that aimed to mini-
mise the harm caused to affected others of problem gambling written in English were eli-
gible for inclusion. Risk of bias for included studies was assessed using the Cochrane ROB
2.0 tool. The identified interventions focused on two approaches to supporting affected oth-
ers: interventions involving both the problem gambler and affected others, and interven-
tions involving affected others only. As the interventions and outcome measures used were
sufficiently similar, a meta-analysis was conducted. The quantitative synthesis revealed that
generally, treatment groups were unable to show greater benefits over control groups. The
goal for future interventions aimed at affected others of problem gambling should focus
primarily on the wellbeing of affected others. The standardisation of outcome measures
and data collection time points for better comparison of future research is needed.
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Introduction

The world of gambling has been revolutionised by the increase in availability and ease
of access to products from any location and at any time, this has introduced new chal-
lenges and risks of harm (Gainsbury et al., 2015). Although not all gambling activities
are problematic (Meyer et al., 2009), around 2.3% of the world’s population engages in
problem gambling (Williams et al., 2012). Problem gambling is the behaviour that leads to
the reduced control over finances and/or time devoted to gambling, which results in adverse
effects on the gambler, their family and/or the community (Neal et al., 2005). Its treat-
ment is often multidimensional, and has significantly improved in recent years (Rizeanu,
2018). However, problem gambling continues to be linked with low treatment entry (Braun
et al., 2014; Jackson et al., 2014), and substantial rates of treatment drop-out (Melville
et al., 2007; Pfund et al., 2021). Moreover, given reported relapse rates, the effectiveness of
available interventions in keeping treatment seekers from re-engaging in problem gambling
behaviour appears limited (Abbott et al., 2018).

Untreated problem gambling harms protrude onto several affected others (Kourgiantakis
et al., 2013; Langham et al., 2016; Riley et al., 2021). Although the prevalence of affected
others has been given little attention in the literature, available figures range between
2% (Wenzel et al., 2008) and 19.3% (Salonen et al., 2014) depending on the definition
and methodology used by researchers (Salonen et al., 2014; Svensson et al., 2013). This
highlights the need for developing effective interventions aimed at supporting this needy
population (Dowling, 2020; Heineman, 1994; Orford, 1994; Steinberg, 1993; Tepperman,
1985).

An early literature review by Kalischuk et al. (2006) focusing on problem gambling and
its impact on families was the first to include interventions for affected family members
of problem gamblers. Findings emphasised the need for interventions to provide families
with up-to-date knowledge and a space to share their experiences (Orford, 1994), skills for
dealing with financial hardships (Heineman, 1994; Steinberg, 1993) and to focus interven-
tions on the impacts on family members (Heineman, 1994). Kourgiantakis et al. (2013)
conducted a systematic review on problem gambling and families. The authors emphasised
the importance and benefits of family involvement in the treatment of problem gambling,
even if the problem gambler is not in treatment.

Another systematic review aimed to study treatment entry rates for the Community
Reinforcement And Family Training (CRAFT) approach across addictions in North Amer-
ica and Europe (Archer et al., 2020), including three studies about problem gambling treat-
ment. More comprehensive interventions had the highest treatment entry rates. The effi-
cacy of these interventions was influenced by training and supervision of therapists and
integrated addiction therapy for affected others. Merkouris et al. (2020) aimed to identify
available interventions aimed at affected others across addictions and their characteristics,
effectiveness, and durability. Of the forty studies, five dealt with interventions aimed at
problem gambling. The study found evidence that face-to-face therapist-guided interven-
tions across addictions were associated with more improved treatment outcomes. A scop-
ing review aimed to map family-focused interventions used in the treatment of substance
abuse and problem gambling and identify their characteristics and any related gaps (Kour-
giantakis et al., 2021). The review concluded that interventions which adopt a clear theo-
retical framework give the intervention more direction for implementation into practice.
Furthermore, interventions need to be more culturally adapted to better meet the needs of
the target client group and that there needs to be an increase in training relating to addiction
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treatment for social workers and professionals working in the field (Kourgiantakis et al.,
2018).

A systematic review and meta-analysis aimed to identify the occurrence of Behaviour
Change Techniques in psychosocial interventions across the addictions and to determine
whether these related to greater effectiveness (Merkouris et al., 2023). The study concluded
that further research evaluating the effectiveness of interventions aimed at affected others
and using appropriate outcome measures relating to this population is required. Further-
more, future RCTs should include more in-depth information about the delivered interven-
tions. Another study across addictions identified twenty-two studies which did not require
the involvement of the addicted individual. Four of these studies related to problem gam-
bling. The statistical synthesis demonstrated mixed findings on the effectiveness of these
interventions, highlighting the need for further research in the area. Research on alcohol-
ism remains predominant and its over-representation might introduce potential bias in syn-
thesising studies across addictions (Merkouris et al., 2022).

A scoping review by Dowling et al. (2021) focused on coping strategies, assessment
measures and interventions for affected others of problem gambling. Eight studies of inter-
ventions aimed at supporting affected others were identified. The review highlighted that
access to such services remains low. This might be attributed to the lack of awareness and
personal perceptions relating to accessing these services. Furthermore, the questionable
effectiveness of treatment over control groups raised uncertainty of whether these inter-
ventions are meeting the needs of affected others. The latest systematic review on inter-
ventions supporting affected others of problem gambling adopted more lenient inclusion
criteria producing a good overview of all available published and grey literature between
2011 and 2021 (Edgren et al., 2021). This review captured various studies which had not
been previously included in other reviews, such as low threshold online interventions, qual-
itative studies, mixed-method studies, and service evaluation studies (Bastardo Gaelzer,
2019; Buchner et al., 2019; Kourgiantakis, 2017; Lee, 2012; Lee, 2015; Orford et al., 2017;
Rodda et al., 2017; Shi, 2021). The meta-analysis concluded that none of the interventions
showed favourable outcomes over the other except for anxiety and depression. The authors
highlighted the importance of appropriate study designs and outcome measurements in
future research (Edgren et al., 2021). Nevertheless, results must be interpreted with caution
given the amount of data obtained from studies which had not been randomised and unpub-
lished studies increasing the possibility of bias.

The Importance of this Systematic Review

Problem gambling has been acknowledged as a significant public health concern (Korn
et al., 2003; Marshall, 2009). Moreover, a Swedish study by Hofmarcher et al. (2020) noted
that the country’s societal costs of problem gambling included €38.58 million for the treat-
ment of violence and €196.95 million in the treatment of emotional distress experienced
by affected others (Hofmarcher et al., 2020). Despite these financial investments, the effi-
cacy of these interventions has been doubted, which merits further research to inform the
development of effective interventions specifically tailored for the needs affected others of
problem gambling (Dowling, 2020).

To our knowledge, this is the first systematic review to delineate the difference in effi-
cacy between interventions involving both problem gamblers and affected others and
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interventions focusing only on affected others aimed at minimising the harm caused to
affected others of problem gambling.

Aims of this Research

The main research question for this systematic review was ‘Are psychosocial interventions
effective in minimising harms caused to affected others of problem gambling?’.
The objectives of the present review were twofold:

1. To identify the psychosocial interventions in use to minimise harms caused to affected
others of problem gambling.

2. To assess the efficacy of these psychosocial interventions in minimising the harm
endured by affected others of problem gambling.

Methodology
Advisory Panel

The advisory panel included an affected other, a representative from an online gaming
company, representatives from the Responsible Gaming Foundation and service provid-
ers. Their real-world expertise helped guide the researchers throughout the course of this
research and helped ensure a reduction in bias (Uttley & Montgomery, 2017).

Research Protocol

A research protocol was written to outline the objectives and methods to be adhered to in
the execution of the systematic review. This guaranteed transparency throughout the con-
duction of the research (Tawfik et al., 2019). Once agreed by the authors and the advisory
panel, the review protocol was registered on PROSPERO [CRD42021239138].

Search Strategy

The search strategy is extremely sensitive and aimed to identify all relevant studies that met
the eligibility criteria by adopting a systemic and comprehensive approach. It was devel-
oped by reading literature on the research topic, noting key words used in existing journals
and by adapting previous search strings used in other reviews dealing with interventions for
problem gambling. The detailed search strategy adopted can be found in online resource 1.
Databases were selected based on their relevance to the research question. Other sources
were searched for ‘grey literature’ including unpublished and ongoing studies. Citation
searching was conducted to identify any studies which might have been missed during the
electronic search. Contact with identified experts and authors in the field was made to iden-
tify unpublished and ongoing studies.
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Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

We only included RCTs written in English testing psychosocial interventions aimed to
minimise harm to affected others of problem gambling. Included participants could be
problem gamblers or affected others irrespective of their relationship to the problem
gambler. Any psychosocial intervention which as a primary aim or as a secondary by
product of the intervention resulted in the minimisation of harms caused to affected
others of problem gambling was included. These interventions might have included or
excluded the direct involvement of affected others. Interventions which focused solely
on the problem gamblers and failed to make any reference to the outcomes of the inter-
vention on affected others of problem gambling were excluded.

Data Extraction and Process

A data extraction sheet was developed based on the recommendations found in the
Cochrane handbook for systematic reviews of interventions (Higgins et al., 2021). The
following data were extracted from records included in analyses, study details, country,
inclusion criteria, exclusion criteria, total sample size, total number and type of partici-
pants, demographics of participants, number, and type of participants in intervention,
number and type of participants for comparison, relationship to gambler, intervention
content, intervention therapists, comparison content, comparison therapists, follow-up,
and study outcomes. The main outcomes assessed for the purpose of this review were
depression, anxiety, mental distress, negative emotional consequences, negative behav-
ioural consequences, relationship happiness, relationship assessment, and couple adjust-
ment. Two review authors independently extracted data to be used in effect size esti-
mates including sample sizes, means and standard deviations.

Risk of Bias

The risk of bias assessment in eligible studies was carried out using the Cochrane risk
of bias tool, ROB 2. The tool was used to evaluate five domains: randomisation process;
deviation from intended interventions; missing outcome data; measurement of the out-
come; and selection of the reported result (Higgins et al., 2021). Table 3 describes the
estimated potential risk of bias for all included studies.

Data Synthesis

Characteristics of each study were assessed according to their Population Intervention
Comparison and Outcomes (PICO). Similar studies were grouped together and compared.
Overall data were combined where effect sizes were available or could be calculated, and
where studies were similar in terms of outcomes measured. Multiple random-effects meta-
analysis of outcomes were performed based on standardised mean differences (hedges’ g).
Meta-analysis of outcomes was conducted on each metric separately.
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Fig.1 PRISMA statement adapted from https://www.prisma-statement.org/PRISMAStatement/PRISM

AStatement

@ Springer

Records identified
through database
searching
(n=2027)

Records identified

(n=64)

through other sources

Records identified
through citation
searching/experts
(n=16)

!

|

!

Records after duplicates removed

(n= 1111)

\ 4

Records screened
(n=1111)

A 4

Records excluded
(n=1074)

Full-text articles
assessed for eligibility
(n=37)

———»

A 4

Studies included in

qualitative synthesis

(n = 6 documents, 5
studies)

Full-text articles
excluded, with reasons
(Total n=15)

One or more of the
PICO not within
inclusion criteria (n=7)

Study not a randomised
control trial (n=8)

!

Studies included in
quantitative synthesis
(n =16 documents, 10

studies)



https://www.prisma-statement.org/PRISMAStatement/PRISMAStatement
https://www.prisma-statement.org/PRISMAStatement/PRISMAStatement

Journal of Gambling Studies

Results
Search Results and the Selection Process

Figure 1 shows the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic review and Meta-analysis
(PRISMA) flowchart, which summarises the search and screening process for this review.
A total of 2107 records were identified from different sources outlined in the research pro-
tocol. After removing duplicate records, title and abstract screening were carried out for
1111 records, out of which 1074 were excluded. The full-text screening was conducted
independently by two review team members on the remaining 37 records; 15 of these
records were excluded. A third review team member was involved in helping resolve any
conflicts that arose about whether a study met the inclusion criteria set in the review proto-
col or not. After the collation of reports from the same studies, 5 studies from 6 documents
were included in the qualitative synthesis and 10 studies from 16 documents were included
in the quantitative synthesis.

Characteristics of the Included Studies

Of the 15 included studies (N =983) both qualitative and quantitative studies), the majority
(n=10) evaluated interventions which included both the problem gamblers and affected
others, whereas the remaining studies (n=5) evaluated interventions which included
affected others only. Geographically, these studies were predominantly conducted in Can-
ada (n=10, N=544), followed by Sweden (n=4, N=416) and the USA (n=1, N=23).
The earliest study dates to 2002, with the most recent studies being published in 2022.
All RCTs and any arising articles which fell within the inclusion criteria were included
in this review, even if they had already been identified and included in previous reviews.
The reason for this was primarily because the aims of this review were different to those
of previous reviews; secondly, RCTs of psychosocial interventions aimed at affected others
of problem gambling are still in their infancy, and thus including all available studies pro-
duced a more holistic picture of all the available evidence to date. The characteristics of the
included studies are presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Description of the Psychosocial Interventions in Included Studies
Interventions Including both the Problem Gambler and Affected Other

Five RCTs (n=512) evaluated the efficacy of interventions in the treatment of problem
gambling, including both the gambler and the affected other; these interventions included
different forms of couple’s therapy (Lee & Awosoga, 2015; Lee et al., 2022; Nilsson
et al., 2018, 2020; Tremblay et al., 2022). Nilsson et al., (2018) pilot tested the efficacy of
internet-delivered behavioural couples therapy (BCT) against a control group of cognitive
behavioural therapy (CBT), both consisting of 10 sessions over 12 weeks. The BCT inter-
vention was inspired by an existing BCT treatment for alcohol and substance use (O’Farrell
& Fals-Stewart, 2006). Adapting treatments from other disorders has been a common
occurrence in this field of research. Consequently, another couple’s therapy intervention
was inspired by the alcohol behaviour couple therapy (ABCT) (McCrady & Epstein, 2009)

@ Springer



Journal of Gambling Studies

uon

-UQAIUI SE QWIES :[0IIU0D)
JuaUI)EaI) PasI[enuel Ay}
Sure)sturwpe ur Sururer
POAIAI SIO[[ASUNOD [9AJ]

-SIQISEW ¢ UWONUIAINU]

(oAre))
dnoi3 jonuoo juswiean

PaKe[ap Yoom-(] :[o1uU0)
(1SD) werdoid Sururen
s[Iys Surdo)) Jo suorssas

Yoom -] UONUIAIINUL

J3e

-yoed uorjeuriojur fensn
SB JUAWBAI], :[01)U0))

9Seyoed uoneurIoyur [0N

-u0d + s19[qured wajqoxd

JO SI9Y)0 JuBOYIUIIS

PAUIdOUO)) JOJ [enUBW

LI AIIqISTD

Sunoour JON :BLIILID UOISNIXF
asnqe
Q0UB)SqQNS JAYJO JO JOPIOSIP asN
[OYO9[E JO 9OUIPIAD OU PUE G
uey) ss9[ Jo 2109s juedronted
‘reak T Ise9 Je 10J Joulred
1oy} Yim SUTAT] JO pOLLIEW
A[3uoIInd ‘SYJuUoOwW ¢ ISe[ oy} Ul
1oured ay) J0 Io[quies Joyjre

s1oulIRd tId[quIed JI0J JUSWIIEQI)-J[9S IO [EUOTS jusuEaI)

0} digsuoneay -sojoid ou ‘§HOS UO G < 2100 -1s0d :ejep awodnQ vSn
SIOYIO pajdfje €T ‘SYIUOW ¢ ISE] AU Ul paquIed 1od (9002) Appno
:ad£) pue PqUINN  pey JoulIed BLIIJLID UOISNIU] Juounear) pake[o( usisa(q -I[[IDOJA] PUB YLIBIYOAY

BLIOILID ANTIQISI[O
Sunoout JON :BLIILID UOISNIXF
JUQUI}BAT) 0] JUB)SISAT A[JUSLIND
I9[quEes oY) pue ‘Syjuou ¢ Ise|
QU} UT JUSUIJET} PAATOII QABY
(1=u) I9YI0 PjdIYe 10 I[quues ay)

10UJaN ‘eyep dn-mof[oy opIa
-o1d 0) Sur[[im pue +s1eak g
I9UJO PAJOdJe puE Io[quILS
ylog "Yeam e skep ¢ jo jor)
-U0D WNWITUTW JABY OYM

Surpqrs (4 =u)
PIIYo ‘(4= w)Iuored
‘(p="u) puariyn3
/puatiyfoq (8] =)

asnodg :aepques BpRURD)

(LAV YD) Sururery, At 0} diysuonepPy Surjqures woarqord ym 10U dn-morjoj yyuow-¢ (UONBIASSIP S, 1)
s)sideroy) ON :[0JUO))  -WEB PUB JUSWIIIOFUINY SIYI0 PAIdYPeR [ ¢ -1red areWINUI J0 JOqUUA ‘ouIfaseq :BJBp AWO0IN(Q -SBW — [((7) INYIILNRIA
sisideroy) ON :UOPUIAINU]  ANUNUIIOD) (UONUIAINU]  :3dL) pue J_RqUINN A[Tuuey :BLIILID UoIsnpuy SIOY [efrered ¢ :udiso@  /(Z00T) ‘TB 12 YnydIeNeN
syuedroned
Sururen jsideroyJ, [onuod/uonuaAINuU]  Jo 2dK) pue roquunN BLIDLID JUSUNINIINY ugisop Apmg Anunoo/reak/royIny

SOIpMIS dATRIUEND Papn[ouT JO SISTINNOBIRY) | d|qel

pringer

A s



Journal of Gambling Studies

sysideoy) ON :[opu0))
BAIE 9} UT 90UALIddXD

YIom sIeak § pue $92139p
K)1s1oATU() peISIopUN pRY

‘sJo[[osuno)) Surquen
wo[qoId UBIPEUR)) POy
-11190 ¢ :UONUIAINU]

Qouraoid juedronred
0) SUIPI0DOE SOIINOSAT
jusunean jo adexoed
UOTJBUWLIOU] :[OIU0D)
a3eyord uoneuriojur
[0TUOD + (S[[ed Pa[NPaYds
7) 1oddns suoydayay isid
-eI0Y) + yooqsjiom djoy
-J198 1AV YD (¢ dnoin)
a3eyoed uon
-BULIOJUI [0JJUOD + SIJ[q
-wes worqoid Jo s1ayjo
JUBOYIUSIS PAUIIOUOD)
1oy [enuew (1Y YD) Sut
-ure1], Arue, pue jusw
-90I0JUIY A)uUnuruo))
(1 dnoin) :uonuUIAINU]

(g=u) Ajruey
POpuUAXd ‘(6=1U)
puaLy ‘(11 =1)
juared ‘(11 =u)
PUQLIJLIIS/pUdLLy
-Koq ‘(¢ =u) Suy|
-qis ‘(g =1) Iy

‘(401 =u) 9snods
LR[quies

0} diysuonepPy
SIOYIO PaIdae 98

:3d£) pue JdquINN

er10)110 AN[IqIS[e

Sunodw JON :eLILID UOISN[IXH

juedronred

9y} Jo ploy & 395 1, Up[nod A3y}
J119BIU0D P[NOJ SIAYIILISAI A}
uosiad e Jo s[rejop apraoid pue
‘papI0921 2q 0} S[[ed duoydara)

10} paoISe ‘Syjuow g I0f

quoyda[9) BIA JOBIUOD UTRIUTRW
0] Sur[im sem juedronieq
"USI[Sug ur usPLIM S[ELIJEW
peaI 03 9[qe pue Sur[[Im sem
Is[quien) Juswjear) SULIUI

0] JUB)STSAT Sem I9[qUIBD)

‘SYIUOW ¢ ISB[ ) UT JuSUIjean
pareaI-3urjquies 9a10a1 jued
-1onaed oy pIp Jou 19[quied
A IYIIAN “oom B sAep ¢ Jo
wnwiui e epques woajqoid
Q) YIIM JOBIUOD U] "+ SIRAA Q]

juedronted pue sio[ques

Ay} YIog :BLIALID UoISNU]

dn-mo[oj yuow-9 % -¢
‘aurfesed :ejep dWodINQ
S1OY [o1eed ¢ :udisa(q

epeue))
(#002) 'T¢ 12 suI3poH
/(LO0OT) T8 30 SuISpoH
/(4L00T) "Te 19 SuSpoy

Sururen jsideroyJ,

101UO0S/UOTIUDAIIUT

syuedronred
Jo 2d£) pue roqunN

BLIALID JUUNINIONY

ugisop Apmg

Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

As



Journal of Gambling Studies

payroads

JON — (1V.L [euonIppe [en)

-U2)0d "JUBISISSE YOIBasal
£q S[Ted UI-yo9yd :[o.u0))

SIO[[OSUNOd

paredaid s1g)sew g pue

[ensn
Se juaunean voEoo%
-UOU /SYM 7] JOAO

SUI-Yo9U0 JorIq ¢ :[oNu0)
(LDD) Adexoyy

s1ouIR ] Id[quies
0 drysuoney

(s1o1qued

rom 9[dnoo | ur

szoujred ypoq)

SIOYIO PR ]

SYIRYS UBO[
)M paA[oAUL ‘Apnis aY) Surnp
jusunean 1yjo Surogiopun
‘@ouoo1a Jouyred oyewnur Jurr
-INdAI ‘YIUOW ISB[ dY) U SWO)
-dwAs onoyoAsd 10 uoryeapr
[ePIOING :BLIAILID UOISNIXF
diysuoneyar
9[dnos panmuwod e ul pue
‘+s1eak g1 ‘sypuowt g Ised oy
Ut PI[qUIES ‘BLIANLID Y I-AL

(S309m (7)

dn-mof[oj 79 “(sy0am 1)

juaunean-jsod ‘aurp
-osed :ejep duwodn)

sI0[[9sunod paredard 91dno) 9ouoniSuo) pue so[ques 9]  -JNSJ 2y} 123w 0) pey sioujred I0Y epeue)

SIO[OYORq 7 {UOTIUIAINU] Joom -7 uonuaAIdu]  :3d£) pue PquUNN  Y1oq IO SUQ :BLIILID uoIsnuy jorid oys-nnyA :uSIdAQ  (S107) BS0somy pue 09
syuedronred

Sururen jsideroyJ, [onuod/uonuaAINU]  Jo adK) pue roquunN BLIOILID JUSUNINIINY ugisop Apmg Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

A s



Journal of Gambling Studies

sIseq Apjoom e
uo paje[dwod jooqyrom
diey-y1os LAVYD :[onuo)

droy 03 3s1deroyy

® AQ SUOISSAS Y-1—7 |
01 § + s1o[ques wojqoxd
JO $19Y)0 JuBOYIUSIS

(1=
asnods pojeredas
‘(¢="u) puoryi3

/pudtijkoq (g =u)

PIIYo ‘(p="u) Juored

‘(¢=u) 1oured me|

uowwod ‘([ =u)

sysideay) ON :[o3uo))

yoeoxdde 1 VYD
oy uo Sururen jo 4 9

SYJUOW g SB[ Y} UT JUSWIE)
pare[aI-3urjquies papuape
IOU)0 PAJodfe JO Io[quies

Q) JOYII BLIALID UOISNOXT
juedronaed ) jo pjoy
© 303 1,Up[nod A3y} JI }oBIU0D
PINOD SIOYOIEIsaI Y} uosiad ©
Jo sqreyap apiaoad ‘ouoyda[al
BIA MITAIO)UT dN-MOT[0] puE
908J-0)-008] [enIul $93o[dwod
pue Surpeal [9A9] 9peIs yig Jo
wnwrurw e je spear juedonred
‘Jurgques worqoid 10§ BLIAILIO
SJO9W JO[qUILL) "JUSW}EAT) 0)
JUB)SISAI ST JO[qUIBD) “Io[quies
oy Jo 1oujaed 10 SATIR[OI
9S0[0 © ST "Yoom & sKep ¢ Jo

PIATOOI oYM (SISISOTOYD PAUIdOUO) JOJ [eNUB osnodg :rd[quies WNWIUTW € JOBIUOD paure) epeue))
-Asd Teorur[o [eINOIARYRq (LAV YD) Sururexy, At 0} diysuonepy -UrewW pue + s1eak g aIe dn-mofoy yyuow-9 29 -¢ (uone}Iassi(y [e10300J
-oAnugo)) sysideray)  -we,J pue JUSWIIOJUTSY SIYI0 PAJOe T ¢ SISYIO PJOYJe pue SIo[quies ‘ouroseq :ejep dWodNnQ -1102) uapad /(9102)
[OAQ[-IQ)SEJA (UONIUIAINU]  ANUNWWO)) :UONUIAINU]  :3dA) pue JquinN Y ylog :BLIdILID UoISn[ou]f SL.OY [o[ered g :usisaq SUISPOY pue IYSOABN
syuedronred
Sururen jsideroyJ, [onuod/uonuaAINU]  Jo adK) pue roquunN BLIOILID JUSUNINIINY ugisop Apmg Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

As



Journal of Gambling Studies

uon

-UdAJd)UI Se QWS [0.)uo)

syoom ¢
K19A9 90U0 uoIsIAIadns
pue SUTUIRI) POATSII
Aoy, -ourdjey Surquien
[eUOlEBN [SIpom§ o)
woIj Jje)s paoudrradxo
pue sjuapnis A3o[oydAsd

JUSWIIBAI) QAT
jou pIp IOYI0 PIJORPY
9sideray) woiy yroddns
[rew-o pue duoydoyey
Appeam + (1.gD) Aderoyy
[eInoTABYaq 2ANIUS0D)
Jo so[npow d[oy-jos
paping-jsideray) paseq

-jouIUI ()] ([0NU0D)
jusuIIRaI)
POAIOIAI IOYJO PAOIPY
9sideray) woiy yroddns
[rew-o pue duoydo[e)
Apream + (1.Dg) Aderoyy
$91dnoo [emoraeyeg
Jo sonpow djoy-jjos
papms-isideray) paseq

SIopIOSIp dLneIydAsd

QI0AQS :BLIIJLID UOISN[IXF]
+s1eak 1
paSe aq pue YsIpam§ )M pue
PUBISIOpUN ‘USPIMS UT SUTAI]
yjog "SYIUOW ¢ JO WNTUTUT

pay1oads B 10J JOUJO [oed Surmouy
JON :JI[quied PUSLIJ B JO JoquIoW AJIwuey
0} diysuonepPy ‘1ouyred e oq pue Jurques

Jo swoydwAs ou 1910
PSPV ISDJ Ul § < FuLi0ds

SIYI0 PAIdYe 8|
pue s1o[ques g1

dn-morjoj yyuow-9

% -¢ Quounean-jsod
‘Quraseq :ejep awodNnQ

SLOY

uopams

[OAJ[-IQ)SEJA (UONIUIAINU]  -JOUIIUI ()] :UOPUIAINIU]  :3d) pue JdquInN S JO[qUEL) :BLIALID UOISNOU] jorid [oqrered g :uSisa(q (8107) ‘T 12 UOSS[IN
syuedronred
Sururen jsideroyJ, [onuod/uonuaAINU]  Jo adK) pue roquunN BLIOILID JUSUNINIINY ugisop Apmg Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

A s



Journal of Gambling Studies

uon
-UQAIIUT SB QWES :[0.1U0))
uorsiazadns
Aproam +1s18ojoyoAsd
[eOTUI[O [9AJ] S JAJSBUI |
pue SUIMIIAIdUI [BUOT)
-BATIOW UO PAJoNnsul
SIO[[2SUNO)) € :UOTUIAINU]

(o1=w

oo ‘(g =u)
1owred {(¢p=u)
juared I[quies

UOTJUAI)UI SB
QuEes — JSI[-JTeA\ S[0IIU0))

Iopiosip rejodiq 1o onoyoAsd
JUSLIND SBY JOYI0 PPy
‘ISDJ ur § < SuLI09S I19y)0
P109JJe :BLIALID UOISNIX
SYJuOW ¢ SB[ Je I0J [qeIS
9q pnoys juawiean oidon
-0yoAsd uo s19yjo pajoeyy

"ISDJ ur § < SurI09S S J9[quIen)

‘sy0om ()] 2y} Surmp Apjoom
IO[[SUNOD B YIIM J0BIUOD
quoydore) aaey 03 Jur[[Im pue
USIPOMS U JoMSUR PUE peal
Ued IOYJ0 PIOJYY JUSUIIRAT)
Surquies 19)ua 0) JUB)SISAI ST
IS[qUED) "SYIUOU ¢ ISe[ Ay}
ur Juswear) pajefal Surquied
AUB PaATaIAI 19710 PIJdJe Iou
Io[quies oY) JoyIIoN ‘sypuoul ¢
JO wInwIIuI ® 10j I9[quies ay)
MU IO PAIJJE AL, SI2[q
-wes oy jo Joujred 10 ‘puaLly
‘Surpqrs ‘priyo yuared e are
SIYIO PIOJe ¢ + SIBAA QT QI
SIYI0 P)IJJe pue SIA[quILs
Ay} 10g :BLIALID UOISNU]

dn-mof[oj yuow-g |

‘9 ‘¢ ‘yuounean-jsod
‘ourfased :ejep dwodNnQ
1Y IST-ITep usisaqq

uopoms
(6107) 'Te 10 uossnu3e

Sururen jsideroyJ,

LgD paadsur 0} diysuoney

LAVYD Sul[UQ JO so[n SIS0 pjdage 001
-poul ¢ :uoNUIAINUY  :3dA) pue dqUINN
syuedronred
[OTUOd/UONUSAINU]  Jo 2dA) pue Toquunn

BLIALID JUUNINIONY

ugisop Apmg Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

As



Journal of Gambling Studies

uorn
-UQAIQ)UI SB SWES :[0IIU0))
Syoom 7 AIoAQ 20U0
uorsiazodns paAredar A9y ],
"SIO[[osuNo? § ‘Sururen
Jo 18K [eul J19y)} UI SISIS
-ojoyoAsd ¢ 9s13ojoyoAsd
PISURDI[ | :UONUIAINU

JUSWIIBAI) QAIIOAT
10U PIP I9YI0 PPV
“Jsideroy) woiy yroddns
[rew-o pue duoydoye)
Apream + (1.gD) Aderoyy
[eInoIAByaq 2ANIUS0D)
Jo sonpowt djoy-jjos
poping-isideray) paseq

-jouIUI ()] ([0NU0D)
JusuIIRAI)
POAIOIAI IOYJ0 PAOIPY
9sideray) woiy yroddns
[rew-o pue duoydo[e)
Apeam + (1.Dg) Aderoyy
so1dnoo [emoraeyeg
Jo sonpow djoy-jjos
poping jsiderayy paseq

-JOUISIUI () $UOTIUIAINU]

81=1)
19Y)0 10 (6 =1u)
ared (69 ="1)
ouled JI[ques

0} diysuoneay
SIOYI0
Paloayje 9¢ ] pue
s1o[ques 9¢1:9dA)

pue JdqUINN

SIOpIOSIP dLneIydAsd
QI0A9S :BLIILID UOISN[IXT]
+ 183K ] pue ysipoms
9JLIM PUE PURJSIOPUN ‘UOPIMS
ur SuIAl] yjog ‘syjuow ¢ jo
WNWIUTW © J0J IaYJ0 Yoed
Surmouy| pusLij JO JoquIdW
Aqrurey ‘roujred e 9q pue Jurq
-wes jo swoydwAs ou s19yjo
PSPV ISDJ Ul § < FuLI0ds
S J9[qUEL) :BLIALID UOISNOU]

dn-mof[oj yruow-g |

‘9 ‘¢ ‘yuounean-jsod
‘aurfased :ejep dwodNn)
SL.OY [o[ered g :usisaq

uopams
(uoneyrassiq
[e10300(T :610T) UOSS[IN
/(0TOT) 'T& 19 UOSS[IN

Sururen jsideroyJ,

101UO0S/UOTIUDAIIUT

syuedronred
Jo 2d£) pue roqunN

BLIALID JUUNINIONY

ugisop Apmg

Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

A s



Journal of Gambling Studies

9[qe[IeAR JON] :[01U0))
Q0UQIAYpE AINSUD
0) SJUSWILIOD PUB SMITAI
10J saj0U Ised Fur03uo
PaNIWqQnNS pue UoNe)[NSUod
9SBD I0J S90UQIaJu0d duoyd
dnoi3 Apjeam papuane siof
-[esuno)) ‘A3ojoyoAsd Sury
-[esunod pue Sur[[esunod
UoTOIPpE “YIOoM [IO0S UT
S J9)sew pue s Jo[ayoeq
PeY OYMm SIO[asUNod G Aq
PAIRAT[P DD Sururen
renuariadxa uosrod-ur

Kde1ays s,91dnoos jo wiog
Aue papn[ox? Jnq JudW
-JeaI} JO SULIOJ SNOLIBA

papn[our yorym [ensn
SE JUSWEI], :[01U0))
suorssas Aderoyy sopdnoo

Q0UANITUOD ITWISAS ¢

s91dnod

djewnu] :I[quiesd
0} drysuoney

asn [0Yod[y pue

19pIosip Surques

10q 10 IOPIOSIP

Surquies 10y QAT

-sod sxouyred ay) jo
Quo M sa[dnod £,

SIBYS UBO[ YIIM JUOUISAJOAUT
“aougjora Jouyred ayewnyur Jurs
-Inda1 ‘yuow Ised Iy Ul SWo}
-dwiAs onoyoAsd pasusrradxa
‘reak 3sed oy 10A0 sydwope
/s1ySnoy) [eproms pasudrradxo

Kred 10y RIIAILID UOISNIXF
diysuoneyar
119U} 0) PORIOD AIOM
s1oulred yjog oSe Jo s1eok 8|
I9A0 1oMm yjog “1eak ised ay)
ur J9pIosI(] Surquies) Jo asn
[04OJ[V 10 BLIILID C-INSA
9y Jow 9[dnoo oy ur s1ouyred

syjuow-g je
dn-mor[oj pue (syjuowt g)
juounean-jsod ‘oury
-oseq :ejep awodInQ
LOY 1orrered

epeue)
(T202) AT 29 19 10JO

Kep-{ :UOUIAINU]  JO 9TRIOAY UONUIAINU]  :3dA) pue JdqUIMN  YJ0q JO SUQ :BLIIILID UOISN[IU] papurq-uoy :uSsaq 007 /(TT0T) T8 10 99
syuedronred
Sururen jsideroyJ, [onuod/uonuaAINU]  Jo adK) pue roquunN BLIOILID JUSUNINIINY ugisop Apmg Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

As



Journal of Gambling Studies

J[qe[IeAR JON :[01IU0))
Suturen Hd-101
JO U L] PIAIIAI OUM SID
-JUQd UONJIPpE Ul SuryIom
sisideroy) 6¢ :UONUIAINUY

[oead U ()G 3umse[ sUoIs

-sas dnoi3 10 [enpraiput

(Judwean) [enprAIpur)
NVL0g=¢I :10nuo)

yoed U G/,

Sunse| D-L1DI JO SuoIs
-$3S 7 [—8:UonuIAIU

s91dnoo Suney
-1qey09 :R[ques
0} diysuonepPy
s91dnoo (g8
:3d£) pue JdqUINN

SIOqUIdW Y}
JO QUO UT JUSUNIUWIIOD JIPRAD
o] ‘sydwaye [epIoIns/uoneapt
[epromns jo 9ouasaid ‘sroquiotx
91} JO QUO UI SONSLIIBILYD
[e100STIUR J[QRIOPISUOD ‘UONLZ
-1rendsoy oLneryoAsd/1opIosip
onoyoAsd e Jo aouasaxd oy
‘9ouQjo1a [eo1sAyd jo K103ty
‘IopIosIp Surjquied yirm pasou
-e1p s1oquiow yjoq ‘sInip 10
[oyoore uo douspuadap 9[qe

-IOPISUOJ :BLIALL)) UOISNIX
syjuow g Jsef Ay}
ur JuWiear) JopIosip Jurjques
ur pajedronred oaey 3, up[noys
Io[ques 9y} ‘SYIuoW ¢ ISe[ oY)
ur pojques 9AeY Isnuw Jo[quies
Y ‘IopIosip Surjquies yim
PpasouSerp Ioquieul uo ‘p[o
SIBAK 8] JI9A0 [)Oq ‘Syjuow 9
JO wnwiruIu e 1oy 19432303 ur

-AT[ $9[dN0Y :BLIALId uoIsnUY

uoIssIupe

-3sod sypuow ()] ‘uors

-stwpe-jsod syjuour 4
‘ourfesed :ejep dwodn)
109 1°[1ered :usisaq

epeue)
(2T00) "B 10 Aejquuary,

Sururen jsideroyJ,

101UO0S/UOTIUDAIIUT

syuedronred
Jo 2d£) pue roqunN

BLIALID JUUNINIONY

ugisop Apmg Anunoos/redk/zoyiny

(ponunuoo) | sjqey

pringer

A s



Journal of Gambling Studies

to develop an intervention for couples impacted by problem gambling (Tremblay et al.,
2022).

Nilsson et al., (2020) evaluated the same intervention in a full-scale randomised con-
trolled trial. In both studies, affected others did not receive any form of treatment in the
control group. In the pilot study (Nilsson et al., 2018), 18 couples were randomised into
either a BCT treatment group or a control group. Post-treatment outcomes for affected oth-
ers in the BCT intervention group improved from moderate depression and anxiety to no
depression and anxiety. At post-treatment, their counterparts in the control group showed
no significant improvement. Moreover, they deteriorated in both depression and anxiety at
3-months. At the 6-month follow-up, affected others in the control group returned to earlier
levels in both anxiety and depression. In Nilsson et al. (2020), 136 problem gamblers and
their affected others, including partners, parents and other individuals, were randomised in
the same manner as the pilot study. The only favourable outcomes from the BCT interven-
tion group were a decrease in negative consequences of gambling (ICS) when compared to
the control CBT.

Lee and Awosoga (2015) randomised 15 couples into either a Congruence Couples
Therapy (CCT) treatment group which consisted of 12-weekly sessions, or the control
group, in which couples were advised about self-care plans and contacted by a research
assistant once every three weeks. In addition, couples randomised to the control group
were allowed to seek counselling while acting as controls if they desired to do so. The
post-treatment results showed significant improvements in mental distress (BSI) and sys-
tem functioning (STIC) in both affected others in the CCT treatment group and the control
group. This might indicate that other counselling methods which control couples attended
may have been equally successful in improving these outcomes. However, neither group
noted a significant improvement in couples’ relationship (DAS) post-treatment or at follow-
up. More recently, Lee et al. (2022) conducted a non-blinded RCT using CCT in the treat-
ment of alcohol use and gambling disorders which randomised 46 couples to either CCT
or treatment as usual. Only seven couples from the total randomised sample included a
partner experiencing either problem gambling only or both problem gambling and alcohol
use disorder. A total of four couples were randomised to the treatment group and three cou-
ples to the control group, which were included in the final analysis of the study. The avail-
able manuscripts for this RCT include collated data of all 46 couples, including couples
not experiencing any gambling problems. Thus, no generalisations could be based on this
due to the potential differences in impacts experienced between affected others of alcohol
users and those of problem gambling. Nevertheless, outcome data for the seven couples
impacted by at least problem gambling were obtained through personal communication
with the primary author and were included in the quantitative synthesis.

Interventions Including the Affected Other only

The second group of five RCTs (n=371) evaluated interventions including the affected
others only. These interventions primarily attempted to equip affected others with a set of
coping skills to alleviate the harm experienced because of someone else’s problem gam-
bling (Hodgins et al., 2007a; Magnusson et al., 2019; Makarchuk et al., 2002; Nayoski
& Hodgins, 2016; Rychtarik & McGillicuddy, 2006). The studies were similar in teach-
ing affected others coping skills through different formats (self-help manual, telephone
support, therapist-guided), and problem gamblers were not included in the intervention.
Furthermore, neither the problem gambler nor the affected other was in treatment or had

@ Springer
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received any gambling-related treatment in the three months prior to the study (Hodgins
et al., 2007a; Makarchuk et al., 2002; Nayoski & Hodgins, 2016; Rychtarik & McGilli-
cuddy, 2006).

All interventions, except for Rychtarik and McGillicuddy (2006), were available to vari-
ous affected others as long as they maintained a close relationship with the problem gam-
bler and had minimum contact of three days a week. Three studies used an intervention
manual based on a modified version of the CRAFT intervention which was initially devel-
oped for affected others of individuals who abused alcohol (Hodgins et al., 2007a; Makar-
chuk et al., 2002; Nayoski & Hodgins, 2016). Another study delivered 9-online CBT mod-
ules for affected others, which were also inspired by the CRAFT approach (Magnusson
et al., 2019). The fifth study used a manual based on the stress and coping model. However,
limited information about this intervention was available in the published study (Rychtarik
& McGillicuddy, 2006).

Two studies had constant guidance by master-level therapists who delivered coping
skills training (Peden, 2011; Nayoski & Hodgins, 2016; Rychtarik & McGillicuddy, 2006).
Another study scheduled two telephone calls over the 10-week duration of the intervention
to help guide affected others (Hodgins et al., 2007a). One study had counsellors who were
trained in motivational interviewing, and another study did not have any involvement of
any professionals since the intervention was of a self-help format (Makarchuk et al., 2002).

Risk of Bias

As displayed in Table 3, most studies were classified as having some concerns in their
overall risk for bias (80%; n=28), with the remaining studies being considered as having a
high risk of bias (20%; n=2).

Quantitative Synthesis - Efficacy of Psychosocial Interventions in Minimising Harm
Caused to Affected Others of Problem Gambling

Of the ten included quantitative studies (n==883), 9 provided sufficient data for inclu-
sion in the meta-analysis. The study excluded from the quantitative synthesis was the first
RCT conducted in the field (Makarchuk et al., 2002). Furthermore, the study by Hodgins
et al. (2007a) was a 3-arm RCT. For data synthesis, the data from the workbook group
was removed because the other two arms were more similar to those used in Nayoski and
Hodgins (2016), which was the primary study with which outcome data was synthesised.
Quantitative synthesis was conducted using RevMan version 5.4. A description of the full
synthesis can be found in online resource 2.

Efficacy of Interventions Including both the Problem Gamblers and Affected Others

The quantitative synthesis for efficacy of interventions including the problem gamblers and
affected others in minimising affected others’ harms was conducted in four outcome domains:
depression, anxiety, couple adjustment and mental distress. Outcome measures for depres-
sion favoured the intervention group post-intervention (— 0.09) and at the 6-month follow-
up (= 0.22), however heterogeneity between the studies was substantial (I>=65-87%). At the
3-month follow-up results favoured the control group (0.33) with no heterogeneity between
studies (I=0%). Outcome measures for anxiety favoured control groups. Data synthesis
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for couple adjustment favoured the control group at post-intervention (0.29, >=75%) but
favoured the intervention group at the 3-month follow-up (— 0.40, I’=26%). None of these
results were not statistically significant (p=0.06-0.95). For mental distress data synthesis
showed a moderate effect size favouring the intervention group at post-intervention (— 0.73)
which was statistically significant (p =0.001) with no heterogeneity between studies (I>=0%).

Efficacy of Interventions Including the Affected Other Alone

The quantitative synthesis for efficacy of interventions including affected others only in mini-
mising affected others’ harms was conducted in seven outcome domains: depression, anxiety,
negative emotional consequences, negative behavioural consequences, mental distress, rela-
tionship happiness and relationship assessment. Outcome data favoured intervention groups
in two domains, namely depression and anxiety. For depression, a small effect size (— 0.49)
favouring the intervention was noted post-intervention. The heterogeneity between the stud-
ies was moderate (I>=33%). Overall effect showed no statistical significance (p=0.09). Both
studies were wait-list RCTs; thus, no further synthesis could be made to study this finding as
no outcome data for the control group was available beyond this time point. For anxiety, data
synthesis revealed a medium effect size (— 0.59) post-intervention favouring the intervention
group. However, this was not statistically significant (p=0.23). Furthermore, heterogeneity
between the studies was substantial (I?=72%).

Comparison of Efficacy Between Interventions Including both the Problem Gambler
and Affected Others, and Interventions Including Affected Others Alone

Due to the inconsistency in outcome measures used and data-collection time points, a com-
parison between the efficacy of interventions including both problem gamblers and affected
others as well as interventions including affected others alone in minimising affected others’
harms could only be made for two outcome domains, namely anxiety and depression. Moreo-
ver, this inconsistency made a comparison of these outcome domains only possible post-inter-
vention. For anxiety, interventions including affected others only, showed better results at post-
intervention (— 0.59) compared to interventions including both problem gamblers and affected
others which showed no significant difference between intervention and control groups. For
depression, interventions including affected others only showed better results at post-interven-
tion (— 0.49), favouring the intervention group when compared to interventions including both
problem gamblers and affected others (— 0.09).

Qualitative Synthesis

Included Studies and Analytical Themes

The results section of five studies (Bastardo Gaelzer, 2019; Lee & Merali, 2022; Nilsson et al.,
2021; Shi, 2021; Tremblay et al., 2018) which met the inclusion criteria were analysed for
qualitative data pertaining to the treatment process of affected others of problem gambling. All

five studies dealt with interventions involving both the problem gamblers and affected others
namely through CCT, ICT-PG and BCT. Subsequently, five analytical themes were derived:
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treatment needs, treatment benefits, treatment facilitators, treatment barriers and implications
for future treatment.

Treatment Needs

The importance of treatment in meeting the needs of affected others was expressed in sev-
eral instances. The need for better understanding of the problem gambler’s experiences and
vice versa was common, particularly concerning the recovery process. It was also crucial for
affected others to understand the psychology behind the gambler’s addiction, this increased
the possibility of mutual support (Bastardo Gaelzer, 2019; Tremblay et al., 2018). The need
for practical communication skills was also noted. Participants expressed that due to ineffec-
tive communication, they could not speak openly about the difficulties arising from problem
gambling (Bastardo Gaelzer, 2019; Tremblay et al., 2018). Affected others also needed a space
to talk and share their experiences and issues (Tremblay et al., 2018).

Treatment Benefits

Understanding the gamblers’ triggers and urges to gamble led affected others to be less judge-
mental about the gamblers’ addiction which improved their relationship, and allowed them to
better assist in dealing with, and preventing relapse (Bastardo Gaelzer, 2019; Tremblay et al.,
2018). Interventions provided a space for the couple to speak about their feelings and emo-
tions, which improved the understanding of each other’s experiences. Moreover, the presence
of a neutral person during couples therapy aided open and constructive communication. Dis-
cussions started during therapy sessions often continued after the sessions improving com-
munication between the affected other and the problem gambler outside of the therapeutic
environment (Bastardo Gaelzer, 2019; Tremblay et al., 2018). Through couples therapy, par-
ticipants became more aware of the need to dedicate more time to their families and to achieve
better work-life balance (Lee & Merali, 2022). Rekindling simple couple activities helped
enhance their relationship with the problem gambler (Bastardo Gaelzer, 2019; Tremblay et al.,
2018). Another benefit associated with couples therapy was that it enhanced the problem gam-
blers’ commitment to attending regular treatment and made it possible for affected others to
receive the support they needed (Tremblay et al., 2018).

Treatment Facilitators

Building a therapeutic alliance with clients ensured that the therapist gained their trust and
understood their expectations which allowed the therapist to better plan future sessions.
Exploring the client’s needs and wishes also created a positive-therapeutic environment, as
opposed to focusing on the negative notions that are typically associated with needing to
attend therapy (Bastardo Gaelzer, 2019).

Treatment Barriers

Interventions were primarily generic and not tailored to the specific needs of the individ-
ual. Consequently, upon achieving their treatment goals, participants felt they no longer
needed to continue participating in the intervention (Nilsson et al., 2021). Another barrier
of couples therapy is that it limits self-expression. As the focus is often to enhance the
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relationship between the affected other and the problem gambler, there is no space for tar-
geting individual issues. Furthermore, because the couples had to attend therapy sessions
jointly, this caused practical issues such as conflicting schedules which increased the pos-
sibility of treatment dropout (Shi, 2021).

Implications for Future Treatment

Although most couples were satisfied with the intervention they received, some partici-
pants expressed that a combination of both individual interventions and couples therapy
would be more beneficial. Participants suggested that initially they should receive sepa-
rate treatment, moving onto couples therapy later as this would allow them to speak more
openly about their experiences without negatively impacting the problem gambler. Fur-
thermore, individual interventions might better equip them to understand the psychology
of problem gambling, with couples therapy focusing more on the problems in their rela-
tionship. Other participants expressed that attending treatment independently would allow
them to progress at their own pace (Tremblay et al., 2018).

Discussion

The research question this systematic review sought to answer was “Are psychosocial inter-
ventions effective in minimising harms caused to affected others of problem gambling?”.
This was primarily achieved by identifying the psychosocial interventions to minimise the
harm caused to affected others of problem gambling and then assessing and comparing
their outcomes.

The Psychosocial Interventions Supporting Affected Others of Problem Gambling

Despite the various impacts incurred by affected others of problem gambling (Langham
et al., 2016) and the knowledge that their prevalence is much higher than that of problem
gamblers (Salonen et al., 2014; Wenzel et al., 2008), available psychosocial interventions
aimed at supporting affected others of problem gambling are limited. Consequently, a mere
fifteen studies from ten RCTs met the inclusion criteria of this review which involved 883
participants (Archer et al., 2020; Dowling et al., 2021; Edgren et al., 2021; Kalischuk et al.,
2006; Kourgiantakis et al., 2021; Kourgiantakis et al., 2013; Merkouris, Downling et al.,
2020; Merkouris et al., 2022; Merkouris et al., 2023).

The identified psychosocial interventions took two main approaches: those involv-
ing the problem gamblers and affected others (Lee & Awosoga, 2015; Lee et al., 2022;
Nilsson et al., 2018, 2020; Tremblay et al., 2022) and those involving affected others
alone (Hodgins et al., 2007a; Magnusson et al., 2019; Makarchuk et al., 2002; Nayoski
& Hodgins, 2016; Rychtarik & McGillicuddy, 2006). These interventions were deliv-
ered through different modalities, including self-help, therapist-guided, face-to-face, and
remotely. Offering diverse treatment delivery options might increase treatment-seeking
behaviour since it has been noticed that affected others have different preferences of treat-
ment delivery when seeking support (Buchner et al., 2019; Dowling et al., 2014).
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The qualitative analysis suggested that affected others have mixed opinions about both
treatment options and suggested future interventions to offer combined interventions
(Tremblay et al., 2018). However, individual interventions should be offered first as this
allows affected others and problem gamblers to systematically work on their own issues
before tackling other issues together. Although other formal (Orford et al., 2017) and low-
intensity interventions (Buchner et al., 2019) are available, their efficacy has not been eval-
uated in RCTs. Low-intensity interventions might attract affected individuals who do not
wish to seek more formal and intensive interventions (Buchner et al., 2019; Dowling et al.,
2014). Thus, the efficacy of these interventions is also crucial for developing future treat-
ment options.

The Efficacy of Psychosocial Interventions in Minimising Harm Caused to Affected
Others

This systematic review was the first to differentiate between the efficacy of psychoso-
cial interventions involving the problem gamblers and affected others and those involv-
ing affected others only. This review concluded that generally, intervention groups were
incapable of proving more significant benefits than control groups. Nevertheless, a signifi-
cant result favouring the intervention group at post-intervention for mental distress was
noted from the synthesised quantitative data of two studies involving both the problem
gamblers and affected others (Lee & Awosoga, 2015; Tremblay et al., 2022). Quantitative
data for mental distress at post-intervention was not available for synthesises for interven-
tions involving affected others alone. In addition to allowing for the comparison of results
between these two interventions, better streamlining in reporting outcome measures assess-
ing the efficacy of these interventions would have permitted the inclusion of results from
other RCTs which fell within the inclusion criteria. This would have given a better indica-
tion of the significance of this result, and its change over time.

A previous review which collated data from studies involving both types of interven-
tions together concluded that they only showed minimal superiority over control groups
in outcome domains relating to anxiety and depression (Edgren et al., 2021). The pre-
sent review was able to deduce that interventions including affected others alone showed
slightly better results for anxiety and depression over interventions including both affected
others and problem gamblers. A reason for this might be that couples therapy might limit
self-expression, and there is no space for affected others to deal with their own issues (Bas-
tardo Gaelzer, 2019). Nevertheless, none of these results were statistically significant, mer-
iting further research to determine the validity of these results.

There may be various other contributory factors to the lack of efficacy of psychoso-
cial interventions in meeting the needs of affected others. Primarily, affected others have
multiple treatment needs (Langham et al., 2016), which might be challenging to address
concurrently. This is aggravated by the knowledge that affected others often seek profes-
sional support when the gambler’s addiction has become severe (Jarvinen-Tassopoulos,
2020). Thus, the gravity of the repercussions transferred to affected others might be par-
allel to this. More severe consequences might require more time and multiple interven-
tions to be adequately minimised. One of the most common motivators for support-seeking
by affected others is worsened financial impacts (Jarvinen-Tassopoulos, 2020) which also
results in negative relationship impacts (Langham et al., 2016). Consequently, participants
would have liked more financial guidance to be offered from these interventions (Klevan
et al., 2019). In view of this, involving financial advisors throughout the development
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and assessment of future psychosocial interventions aimed at minimising harm caused
to affected others of problem gambling might be beneficial in better meeting these needs.
Furthermore, the content of the available interventions is often manualised, and thus, it is
not tailored to the specific needs of individual clients. Generic interventions might cause
treatment-seeking individuals to drop out of treatment once their needs are met (Nilsson
et al., 2021). Thus, a client-centred approach should be adopted to meet the specific needs
of each individual and make better use of available resources.

The limited number of RCTs evaluating interventions aimed at minimising the harm
caused to affected others of problem gambling, subsequently limits the development of
evidence-based interventions in the field. Moreover, some of these studies are limited by
small sample sizes. Additionally, despite the advancements in the development of outcome
measures created explicitly for measuring harm experienced by affected others of prob-
lem gambling, such as PG-SOIS (Dowling et al., 2014) and PG-FIM (Dowling & Jackson,
2016), none of the included RCTs used these outcome measure tools. Furthermore, despite
the knowledge of prevalence and severity of financial harm experienced by affected others
(Li et al., 2016), measurement of this impact is unclear in these studies. This might indi-
cate that previous RCTs did not adequately capture treatment outcomes relating to affected
others of problem gambling by using generic psychological outcome measures. Stud-
ies showed significant inconsistency in the types of outcome measures used and the time
points at which outcome data were collected. Consequently, this limited the meta-analyses
in cumulatively assessing the efficacy of these interventions.

Finally, despite the emphasis on the importance of sufficient training delivered to pro-
fessionals about intervention content and the multifaceted needs of affected others of prob-
lem gambling (Campos-Melady et al., 2017; Merkouris et al., 2020), few studies offered
training prior to the conduction of the study. Furthermore, studies offering preliminary
training did not mention specific content relating to problem gambling.

Strengths and Limitations of this Review

The major strength of this review lies in the fact that it is the first systematic review and
meta-analysis to synthesise all RCTs written in English pertaining to psychosocial inter-
ventions aimed at minimising the harm caused to affected others of problem gambling to
date. The inclusion of qualitative data from RCTs added value to the review as it better
represented what affected others look for when seeking support to deal with repercussions
experienced due to someone else’s gambling addiction. Furthermore, the randomisation of
participants in the included studies, limited bias, even though the review included unpub-
lished studies and student dissertations. Using Cochrane’s latest risk of bias tool ROB 2.0
ensured transparency of any potential bias arising from studies included in the quantitative
synthesis. This review was also the first to compare the efficacy of psychosocial interven-
tions involving both the problem gamblers and affected others and those including affected
others only.

Nevertheless, due to the lack of measurement of affected other outcomes across RCTSs,
this comparison was limited to depression and anxiety outcomes only. Another potential
limitation of this review is that due to limiting searches to studies written in English, RCTs
published in other languages which might have otherwise met the inclusion criteria were
omitted. This might have compounded the already limited number of available studies that
met the inclusion criteria.
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Directions for Future Research

A list of core outcomes that should be measured by studies evaluating psychosocial inter-
ventions aimed at minimising the harm caused to affected others by problem gambling
would help the field. This will ensure that findings from future research will assess the
efficacy of these interventions in minimising the diverse impacts experienced by affected
others of problem gambling more rigorously and allow for better generalisation of results
arising from future meta-analyses. Additionally, standardisation of data-collection time-
points for outcome measures across studies will further enhance the results of future
meta-analyses. Future RCTs should also consider engaging a Delphi panel throughout the
research process so that research aims, and interventions are better aligned with the needs
of affected individuals. Professionals providing these interventions should be offered thor-
ough training prior to delivering the treatment to ensure that service users reap the utmost
benefits from receiving the intervention. Future interventions should be tailored to each
service user so that the needs of each individual are better met. Lastly, current, and cor-
rect information about problem gambling and the available interventions for affected others
should be disseminated to the broader body of professionals who might encounter these
individuals so that timely referrals are made.

Conclusion

This systematic review and meta-analysis identified the psychosocial interventions that
aimed to minimise the harm caused to affected others by problem gambling and their effi-
cacy as evaluated in several RCTs. The two main types of identified interventions included
the problem gambler and the affected other, and those included affected others on their
own. Generally, from the findings of this review, it is evident that none of these two groups
of interventions effectively minimised the multi-faceted impacts that this population expe-
riences because of someone else’s problem gambling more than the control groups. How-
ever, results favouring intervention groups over control groups for anxiety and depression
post-intervention were observed in interventions involving affected others only. Standardi-
sation of core outcome measures and data-collection time-points is needed to give a better
indication of the efficacy of these interventions.
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