
Problem gambling refers to 

gambling that significantly 

interferes with a person’s 

life, especially with their 

finances, their job, and their 

relationships with partner, 

family, and friends.  

Pathological gambling is the 

most severe form and is 

classified as a mental 

disorder similar to drug 

abuse. It includes features of 

tolerance, withdrawal, 

diminished control, and 

relinquishing of important 

activities.  

At-risk gambling refers to a 

level of gambling that is not 

currently causing significant 

financial or emotional harm 

to the gambler, but is likely 

to become problem 

gambling if it continues. 

Affected others are people 

who are harmed by 

someone else’s gambling—

usually partners, family, 

whanau, and friends. This 

can take many forms, such 

as financial repercussions for 

the whole family, unhappy 

home life, alienation from 

family and friends, and 

crimes committed against 

employers or other people. 

1. Sometimes I’ve felt depressed or anxious after a 
session of gambling.  

2. Sometimes I’ve felt guilty about the way I gamble.  

3. When I think about it, gambling has sometimes caused 
me problems.  

4. Sometimes I’ve found it better not to tell others, 
especially my family, about the amount of time or 
money I spend gambling.  

5. I often find that when I stop gambling I’ve run out of 
money. 

6. Often I get the urge to return to gambling to win back 
losses from a past session.  

7. I have received criticism about my gambling in the 
past. 

8. I have tried to win money to pay debts. 

If you answered YES to 4 or more questions, gambling 
may be causing you problems in your life. 

(Source: Sullivan, Sean. Eight Gambling Screen: Early Intervention 
Gambling Health Test.) 

People with problem 

gambling come from all 

walks of life, but certain 

groups are most at risk:1 

People who are depressed, 

lonely, or have compulsive 

disorders. 

People who use several 

different gambling products, 

particularly pokies, casino 

games, and racing/sports 

betting. 

Maori and Pacific men are 

nearly four times more likely 

than the average person to 

have gambling problems.  

People who gamble $500 or 

more at a time 

People who bet on overseas 

gambling websites 

Substance abusers have a 

two-to-ten-times increased 

risk for problem gambling.  

People who live in areas of 

socioeconomic deprivation 

are exposed to more pokie 

machines, which are the 

most harmful form of 

gambling in New Zealand.2 



Gambling products use psychological 
tricks which take advantage of how 

human beings think  

I haven’t won all night… so I must 
be due for a big payout if I keep 

going! 

This is wishful thinking, plain and simple. 
You have no greater chance of a payout 
than you did when you first sat down. 
Gambling exploits our misunderstanding 
of statistical probability and our ingrained 
belief in luck, even though statistics 
always prove us wrong. 

How long was I playing? 

Casinos, pokie machines and online 
gambling sites make you forget the 
outside world through clever design. 
They use dark backgrounds and deep 
but bright colours to attract and 
stimulate your brain. They use sound 
and light at random times to 
disorient you and trigger the near-
miss effect. Most casinos have few 
clocks or windows so you lose track 
of time. In some countries pokies are 
required by law to tell the person at 
regular intervals how long they have 
been playing—this helps to break the 
gambling trance.  

It was so exciting, I lost track of how much I 
was spending! 

The anticipation of gambling causes raised heart rate, 
shallow breathing and other nervous system responses. 
Winning and losing cause even greater responses, which 
are tied directly into our brain’s reward centres. Machine 
design amplifies these even more. The reward areas of 
your brain take all the bell-ringing and light-flashing as 
good news and reward your neurons with large hits of 
dopamine. And this happens even when you are losing! 

It was so close that time, I nearly had a 
big win! 

A near-miss will trigger the same areas in your 
brain as if you had really won. These are also 
the same areas which are involved in drug 
addiction. All forms of gambling exploit this 
effect, but pokie machines in particular are 
programmed to show as many near-misses as 
they can get away with. Most countries legislate 
how many times they can do this.  


