
CLIENT SURVEY G.1

G Survey of Clients of Counselling
Agencies

G.1 Basic design and purpose

This survey was designed for problem gamblers attending a counselling agency. Its
prime intention was to examine the nature of the problems facing people who seek
help for their gambling, including measures of the personal and other costs. The
larger sample of problem gamblers accessible from a survey of agencies may
provide more accurate information about the social/economic impacts of problem
gambling than a population survey by itself (because low prevalence rates of
problem gambling inevitably mean small numbers of problem gamblers in the
sample).

We note, however, that the characteristics of problem gamblers seeking help and the
impact of gambling on their lives, families and communities may be different to that
experienced by non-help seeking problem gamblers. For this reason, the results were
compared with a range of identical questions in the population survey to see if non-
help seeking problem gamblers were different from help seeking problem gamblers,
as well as comparing behaviour and outcomes for problem gamblers compared to
non-problem gamblers.

The Commission sought advice from key experts familiar with problem gambling
when designing the survey, and also obtained advice from the Australian Bureau of
Statistics regarding questions which may have self-incriminated the client (in
relation to previously undisclosed criminal behaviour). The Commission also sought
and obtained ethical clearance from the Ethics Committee of the Department of
Health and Aged Care, since the survey constitutes human subject research.

The survey was implemented as a face-to-face questionnaire with counsellors as
paid interviewers. Counsellors did not select clients for the survey to reduce the risk
of selection bias. Rather, agencies were asked to interview a pre-determined
sequence of clients (depending on the size of their load) — over the period from
March to May 1999 (see section G.4). 404 responses from individual clients were
received.
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Non-response bias can emerge if particular sorts of people systematically fail to
answer the survey questions. The Commission asked counsellors to record a few
aspects of the 72 non-respondents to the survey (such as their gender, approximate
age and a subjective rating of the severity of their gambling problems on a scale of 1
to 5), to see if non-respondents were qualitatively different from respondents. It
appeared that younger males were somewhat less likely to respond, but the impact
on estimates is slight (table G.1).

Table G.1 Characteristics of non-respondents

Severity Males Females Total

Number Number Number

1 Not very serious 2 0 2
2 11 1 12
3 5 8 13
4 18 7 25
5 Very serious 10 10 20
Total 46 26 72
Share % % %
1 Not very serious 4.3 0.0 2.8
2 23.9 3.8 16.7
3 10.9 30.8 18.1
4 39.1 26.9 34.7
5 Very serious 21.7 38.5 27.8
Total 100 100 100
Average age 39.0 41.6 40.0

a Males were less likely to respond to the Survey of Clients of Counselling Agencies, though the overall
impact on the estimated gender balance given by the survey is slight. The raw survey results suggest that
males account for 51.9 per cent of clients. If adjustment is made for the non-respondents this rises to 53.8
per cent. Similarly, the average age of male non-respondents was somewhat younger than that found in the
survey. If adjustment for this is made, the average age for males becomes 43.5 years (compared with 44.6
years unadjusted), the average age for females becomes 40.4 years (compared with 40.3 years unadjusted)
and the average age for all clients becomes 42 years (compared with 42.4 years unadjusted). It appears that
the bulk of the gamblers who did not respond had relatively serious problems, with 62.5 per cent being rated
at least a 4 on the 5 point Likert scale.

Source: PC Non-respondent Survey of Clients of Counselling Agencies.

G.2 Preliminary aspects

Most questions were asked for the period when the person was experiencing
gambling problems. This is because:

• the key interest is in expenditure levels when gamblers have problems, rather
than when they have partially or fully resolved these; and

• there is a higher likelihood of eliciting accurate answers about what may be seen
as stigmatised behaviour if it is ‘in the past’.
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G.3 Question by question

A1 to A3 — These questions are intended to gather information on frequency and
per session expenditure, to provide an overall estimate of expenditure on gambling.
It also provides information on the primary mode of gambling for problem
gamblers. It is also provides a comparison with problem gamblers and non-problem
gamblers in the Commission’s national survey, to see what objective patterns
emerge which distinguish problem gamblers from non- problem gamblers, and help-
seeking problem gamblers from non-help seeking problem gamblers (expenditure
levels, frequency etc).

A4 — This indicates the amount of time spent gambling, which is both a check on
expenditure questions above (in the sense that long hours and low expenditures
would typically indicate an error), and a measure of the opportunity cost of
gambling for that person. The amount of time spent gambling by a problem gambler
is time denied other things, which should in part figure in the social costs of
problem gambling (eg time denied family members). As above, it provides a
comparison with the national survey for distinguishing features of problem
gamblers.

A5 — This measures the overall financial losses of a problem gambler, to assess the
overall financial impact of gambling on their lives so far.

A6 and A7 — These measure gambling indebtedness. This is important because it
indicates the magnitude of the stock of obligations that can be left as a result of
gambling problems. Thus even if a person has resolved their past gambling
problems, their financial difficulties may persist if they have a substantial debt to
service.

A8 — This examines the social context in which gambling takes place for problem
gamblers. While problem gamblers are said to possess a high degree of social
impulsivity and thus to enjoy the social aspects of gambling, there is some evidence
that problem players paradoxically play alone. The New Zealand national survey
being collected in 1999 also includes a question of this type.

A9 — This is the self-perception by the gambler of the gambling mode which poses
the biggest problem for them. It overcomes the deficiency of asking questions about
the ‘favourite’ mode of gambling, and can be compared with frequency and
expenditure data to see if the problem gambling mode is always the one where the
expenditure is the greatest.

Part B — is only for those who nominate gaming machines as the major source of
their problems. Other evidence suggests that electronic gaming machines are the
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dominant gambling mode for 70 to 80 per cent of problem gamblers — hence its
special treatment here. This part looks at machine-player interaction and choices
(such as line, credit, bill acceptor choices). It is useful for seeing whether players
with problems play in certain characteristic ways (compared to recreational players
answering the same set of questions in the national survey). This may be useful in
designing ‘safer’ machines or in providing information to people, if, for example,
their behaviour is sharply distinguished from other non-problem players. The Dutch
have put in place a range of gaming machine design measures (which have been
seen as naive and inappropriate by some commentators) to alleviate problem
gambling. The data collected here enables the evaluation of possible design changes
with a greater base of evidence.

C1 and C2 — These questions are aimed at looking at the duration and development
of gambling problems (eg do problem gamblers start young, how long do their
problems typically last up until counselling was first sought as noted in E1).

C3 to C5 — With corresponding data from the population survey, these questions
look at the extent to which the propensity for problem gambling may be influenced
by a problem in family members. This is important because if there is any
‘inheritability’ then current gambling problems not only generate current and future
social costs associated with that problem gambler, but also have expected social
costs through a subsequent increased prevalence of problem gambling.

Part D — questions 1 to 21 comprise the South Oaks Gambling Screen (developed
by Lesieur and Blume 1987). While subject to a range of criticisms, in particular its
possible high false positive rate in general populations (eg Dickerson 1997) it is still
the most widely used instrument for diagnosing problem gambling. Given that the
survey is to be administered to people with gambling problems (and not for
significant others seeking counselling), it will be possible to see which questions
from the SOGS most reliably pick up problem gambling and something about the
false negative rate, at least in this setting (the false negative rate outside a clinical
setting is suspected to be much higher). The results were also used to test whether
similarly scoring people in the national survey have similar socio-demographic
characteristics and experiences of problems as those gamblers in counselling.

D22 — examines another aspect of the false negative rate — the possible
disinclination of a gambler who has not yet confronted their problems to divulge
them. It has been conjectured that many problem gamblers who are not currently
seeking help will conceal the magnitude of their problems when the SOGS is
administered. This attempts to provide one perspective on this issue.
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D23 — is concerned with the mechanisms which lead a problem gambler to stop a
particular session of play. This is policy relevant since it might suggest control
mechanisms that could help gamblers to reduce expenditure or harmful play.

E1 and E2 — provide an estimate of the resources used to help the typical problem
gambler in terms of number of sessions, and the age at which they sought help.

E3 — is about the reason for seeking help. It is likely that problem gamblers who
seek help and those who do not are different in a number of ways. Looking at the
trigger point for seeking help provides information about the factors which
discriminate help-seeking problem gamblers from non-help-seeking problem
gamblers. It also provides information about the nature of the harms posed by
problem gambling.

E4 — is about the modes through which problem gamblers became aware of
services to help them, which may be used to show which modalities are
underexploited.

E5 — is about the more general help-seeking behaviour of problem gamblers, much
of which may lie outside the locus of specialised counselling services — and may
therefore suggest better access to informal /community resources for how to deal
with gambling problems.

E6 — aims to find out what the gambler’s intentions are when they have completed
counselling.

Part F concerns the impact of gambling on the expenditure decisions of households.

F1 to F2 — relate to the question of whether their households face an immediate
budget crisis because of gambling.

F3 to F6 — are about how much and often gamblers seek funds from charities and
whether they disclose the reason for needing help (this is important because data
from charities on funds provided to gamblers may understate the real magnitude of
help).

F7 — is about other actions a gambler takes if they run out of money. This is
important, since one of the most obvious social implications of gambling is its
impacts on household and others’ (eg, friends) budgets, as well as issues of potential
illegality and impropriety (eg stealing, lying for money).

F8 — is about the perceptions that problem gamblers have about what they have had
to deny themselves to gamble — with implications for the life of their households.
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G1 — is about perceptions of impacts on relationships — a major area of potential
adverse impact for problem gamblers.

G2 to G4 — look at some of the qualitative and quantitative costs to employers from
problem gamblers, including an attempt to estimate the overall impact on work
performance (G4).

G5 — is concerned with some of the potentially positive aspects of gambling, which
form an important counterbalance to some of the problems. They can also provide
insight into some of the psychological aspects of gambling, which have been noted
in the literature (particularly in the United States), such as gambling as a way of
relieving loneliness, boring jobs, or worrying parts of people’s lives.

G6 — is a list, building in severity so as to lower non-response, of possible adverse
social impacts of problem gambling. It has been adapted so that the gambler cannot
self-incriminate.

G7 — is a self-perception question about depression. We considered a longer set of
questions concerning depression, such as the Goldberg or Beck measures, but we
gauged that the increase in questionnaire length did not warrant the gain in
precision, and there is evidence that this one-shot self-assessment question is a
reasonable measure.

G8 and G9 — are about thoughts of, and possible attempted, suicide attempts. Both
are indicators of large personal costs of gambling. People of course may be reluctant
to divulge such problems, especially attempts, although the setting in which the
questions are being posed may increase the prospects for honest disclosure, while
also providing for immediate counselling if this is being revealed for the first time.

Part H asks problem gamblers to consider a number of government policies that
might be considered as part of a preventative and harm minimisation strategy.
Problem gamblers have obvious advantages in assessing whether they think these
strategies would really be effective. On the other hand, we note that many
considerations, other than the views of problem gamblers themselves, are relevant
for appraising the likely efficacy of these measures.

Part I allows the respondent to put in their own words their views about the impact
of gambling on their life and on others.

Part J is a standard set of respondent characteristics (shared with the population
survey). These will be important in both seeing whether help-seeking problem
gamblers are different to non-help-seeking ones, but also to examine other aspects
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of problem gambling (eg how many children live in households affected by problem
gambling?).

G.4 Interviewer instructions and questionnaire

Interviewers were provided with instructions to ensure accuracy of the survey
results. The set of instructions and the questionnaire are attached.
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