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31 March 2021 

The Manager 
Interactive Gambling Team 
Australian Communications and Media Authority 

By email:  igtaskforce@acma.gov.au  

Review of Part 2B of the Interactive Gambling Act 2001 – Credit betting prohibitions – 
Consultation Paper, February 2021 

Relationships Australia welcomes the opportunity to make this submission, which complements 
the 2018 submission of Relationships Australia South Australia to the 2018 Community 
Consultation into online gambling.  That submission, a copy of which is attached for your 
convenient reference, canvassed in detail the characteristics of online gambling, the specific 
harms it creates and exacerbates, and made recommendations in relation to the overall 
regulation of online gambling.   

The 2018 submission recommended action at all levels (by individuals, community groups, 
businesses, corporations and governments), including to: 

 provide funding for research on online gambling and online problem gambling 

 deliver evidence-based online gambling and online problem gambling-related prevention 
programs, harm minimisation strategies, and treatment services  

 develop guidelines for responsible online gambling 

 create awareness campaigns about online gambling and online problem gambling 

 ban gambling advertising and inducements for online gambling 

 modify online gambling environments, and 

 implement legislation for financial institutions to monitor, detect, and respond to indicators 
of online problem gambling. 

The following recommendations, from Table 1 of the 2018 submission, are of particular 
relevance for this consultation, and relate to secondary (selective) prevention: 

 allow pre-commitments to prevent chasing losses, and ensure that processes to make 
pre-commitments are well-publicised, as well as easy and fast to do  

 ban gambling inducements, offers or credit, in line with alcohol and tobacco public health 
initiatives, and 

 ensure that gamblers can track their expenditure in real time. 

The views expressed in this submission are underpinned by the principles that, to provide 
reasonable and proportionate mitigation of the harms of online gambling, Government should: 

 make online credit betting less accessible by increasing ‘barriers to entry’ to online 
gambling, including by strong, robustly-enforced credit betting prohibitions, and 
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 lower ‘barriers to exit’ from online gambling, ensuring that gamblers who wish to extricate 
themselves both from online gambling in general, and online gambling on credit in 
particular, can do so easily and swiftly. 

Client story #1: “The self-barring processes are unmanageable”  

Our client was a young man in his early twenties who was studying at University. He was 
engaged in online sports betting, mainly horse racing. He had decided to stop gambling, and 
his first step was to bar himself from all the betting companies with whom he had registered. 
In his experience, the barring processes were convoluted and complicated to the point of 
being unmanageable. Specifically with regard to a commonly used online betting website, the 
client could not find a withdrawal or barring option. The client’s recovery was significantly 
undermined by these circumstances. 

Client story #2: “They wouldn’t release her money for 24 hours” 

Our client was a woman in her forties who had recently lost her highly paid fly in/fly out mining 
job. When working, she gambled at a high level because she had an income that could 
maintain it. The client told us she gambled on a site that offered mostly casino games. After 
losing her job, she had difficulties in containing her gambling activity. She said that, when she 
did have a win, the site refused to payout for twenty-four hours, by which time she had always 

gambled again. She said that if she had received the money immediately, she might not have. 
The counsellor looked at the web site, discovered that it was run overseas, and inferred that 
the site was not subject to Australian Law.    

The balance of this submission: 

 sets out our responses to the issues for comment identified in the Consultation Paper 

 provides background about Relationships Australia’s work, and our overarching 
philosophies 

 describes why we regard online gambling as a serious threat to social connection and 
relationships, and as contributing to poor physical and mental health and family dysfunction 

 contextualises online gambling as a public health issue 

 makes observations about contemporary online gambling, including credit betting 

 explores how availability of online credit betting removes a critical protection against 
problem gambling, and 

 explains why reducing accessibility (including through prohibiting credit betting) and 
increasing ease of exit is key to harm prevention. 

1 Responses to the issues for comment 

Issue for comment 1 

Relationships Australia supports a broad definition of credit, including interim advances and 
credit extended in reliance on cheque deposits.  An extended definition could perhaps be further 
fortified by statutory presumptions of mutual intention to provide credit, to facilitate proof of the 
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existence of credit agreements.  Such presumptions are justified, in our view, given 
asymmetries of information and power between operators and customers.  We consider that the 
provisions, as currently cast and applied, are fundamentally incompatible with the objects of the 
credit betting prohibitions. 

Issue for comment 2 

We consider that wagering operators should be prevented from allowing customers to reverse a 
withdrawal of funds after it has been lodged with and accepted by the operators. 

Issue for comment 3 

While we acknowledge the availability of constructive notice to support an inference of the 
customer link to Australia, we support further consideration of whether a more expansive 
customer link to Australia would better support the statutory objectives.  This could be done by a 
combination of not requiring that the customer be physically present in Australia and imposing 
on operators the onus of establishing that the customer does not have the prescribed link.  Both 
of these approaches are, in our view, consistent with other Australian regulatory arrangements 
designed to promote public health and public order 

For example, there is a range of Commonwealth legislation with extra-territorial application that 
applies to Australians who commit offences overseas, but who remain subject to Australian laws 
in relation to those offences.  By analogy, Australians who bet online while overseas should be 
able to avail themselves of the protections of statutory prohibitions, such as credit betting 
prohibitions.  Further, providers of goods and services not uncommonly bear the onus of 
ensuring that they do not supply into a market contrary to that market’s laws (for example, 
intellectual property laws and laws relating to the import of pharmaceutical goods or provision of 
financial services in Australia). 

Finally, we suggest that there may be other technical solutions to minimise the risk of 
Australians in Australia being exposed to online credit betting, through geo-blocking that is 
currently used by Governments and corporations (eg Netflix operates geo-blocks on its app). 

Issue for comment 4 

Relationships Australia does not have a view on the annual wagering turnover threshold, but we 
observe that technological advances may render obsolete the distinction between telephone 
and online services on which section 15D of the Act hinges. 

Issues for comment 5, 6 and 7 

Relationships Australia does not have views on these issues, other than to note the ACMA’s 
comments about enforcement difficulties.  Relationships Australia supports the extensively 
validated principles of responsive regulation and urges Government to ensure that regulators 
are sufficiently empowered and resourced to effectively monitor, detect, investigate and 
sanction breaches. 

Relationships Australia would also support a voluntary code of conduct among banks to prevent 
credit betting online, as has been reportedly suggested by Mr Andrew Wallace MP 
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(Jacques, 2021).  We welcome the initiatives taken by some individual financial institutions to 
increase ‘frictions’ to inhibit online credit betting,1 and would support vigorous measures (both 
online and offline) to increase public awareness of these. 

We note that a private member’s bill, introduced by Senator Stirling Griff, is currently subject to 
an inquiry by the Environment and Communications Legislation Committee.  As we understand 
it, this Bill seeks to amend the Interactive Gambling Act 2001 (‘the Act’) by creating new 
offences relating to the provision of credit for online gambling (see clause 4 of Schedule 1 to the 
Bill).  This is consistent with recommendations made by other agencies.  In its 2020 research 
paper on links between gambling and intimate partner violence, ANROWS recommended 
banning the use of credit for any form of gambling, and ‘at a minimum, [blocking] merchant 
codes associated with land-based and online gambling operators…from credit card 
transactions.’ (Hing et al, 2020, 12; see also Rintoul and Deblaquiere, 2019, 54.) 

We are currently considering Senator Griff’s Bill and may make a submission to the 
Committee’s inquiry. 

2 The work of Relationships Australia 

We are an Australian federation of community-based, not-for-profit organisations with no 
religious affiliations. Our services are for all members of the community, regardless of religious 
belief, age, gender, sexual orientation, lifestyle choice, cultural background or economic 
circumstances. 

Relationships Australia provides a range of services, including counselling, dispute resolution, 
children’s services, services for victims and perpetrators of family violence, and relationship and 
professional education. We aim to support all people in Australia to live with positive and 
respectful relationships, and believe that people have the capacity to change how they relate to 
others.  Members of the Relationships Australia Federation have been providing gambling help 
services for many years (for example, Relationships Australia South Australia has provided 
Gambling Help Services (GHS) for over 20 years). 

The core of our work is relationships – through our programs we work with people to enhance 
and improve relationships in the family, whether or not the family is together, with friends and 
colleagues, and within communities. Relationships Australia believes that violence, coercion, 
control and inequality are unacceptable.  We respect the rights of all people, in all their diversity, 
to live life fully within their families and communities with dignity and safety, and to enjoy healthy 
relationships. These rights permeate all of our work. 

Relationships Australia is committed to: 

 Working in rural and remote areas, recognising that there are fewer resources available to 
people in these areas, and that they live with pressures, complexities and uncertainties not 
experienced by those living in cities and regional centres. 

 Collaboration. We work collectively with local and peak body organisations to deliver a 
spectrum of prevention, early and tertiary intervention programs with older people, men, 

                                            
1 Noting that some institutions extended these measures to debit, as well as credit, cards (eg Commonwealth Bank, 
National Australia Bank and Westpac). 
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women, young people and children. We recognise that often a complex suite of supports 
(for example, drug and alcohol services, family support programs, mental health services, 
gambling services, and public housing) is needed by people affected by family violence 
and other complexities in relationships.  

 Enriching family relationships, including providing support to parents, and encouraging 
good and respectful communication. 

 Ensuring that social and financial disadvantage is not a barrier to accessing services. 

 Contributing its practice evidence and skills to research projects, to the development of 
public policy and to the provision of effective supports to families. 

3 Gambling and relationships 

Our experience of providing gambling help services is that gambling, for some individuals, 
becomes a substantial barrier preventing them from initiating and nurturing social connections 
with family, friends and the broader community.  Those individuals can, without noticing, 
become increasingly isolated, losing the protective factors that social connection provides, and 
leaving them vulnerable to a range of harms to physical and mental health that accompany 
social exclusion and loneliness.  

Social connection has been studied extensively, both in Australia and overseas, with authors 
now firmly agreeing about the importance of social connection in shaping wellbeing across the 
life span, particularly in later life.  So important and fundamental is our need to belong, it has 
often been considered as central to human evolution, with group membership increasing the 
survival of the human species by encouraging our ancestors to coordinate activities that 
promoted advantages such as sharing and protecting food, shelter and resources 
(Baumeister & Learly, 1995). 

It is therefore not surprising that deficits in experiences and feelings of belonging have been 
associated with a range of poor mental, physical and socio-economic outcomes for people, their 
families and communities.  In a recent meta-analytical review of literature, it was found that 
people who are socially isolated or lonely are at risk of premature mortality at rates comparable 
with other well-established risk factors, including lack of physical activity, obesity, substance 
abuse, poor mental health, injury and violence (Holt-Lunstad, 2015).  The research literature 
also identifies relationships between loneliness and poor mental health, including depression 
(Rubin & Mills, 1998; Nangle et. al., 2003, Wang et al, 2018, McDonald, 2018), lower levels of 
self-worth (Qualter & Munn, 2002), life satisfaction (Goodwin, Cook, & Yung, 2001) and 
subjective wellbeing (Chipuer, Bramston & Pretty, 2003).   

In studies of young people, social isolation and loneliness have consistently been associated 
with poor health outcomes.  Pressman and colleagues (2005), for example, found small social 
networks were independently associated with poor immune response, while adolescents who 
do not have close friendships and good social networks consistently report lower levels of self-
esteem, more psychological symptoms of maladjustment, and are at higher risk of suicide (Kidd, 
2004).  For older cohorts, loneliness has been found to be a predictor of functional decline and 
premature death (Perissinotto, 2012), with a lack of social connection carrying health risks 
equivalent to other known risky behaviours such as smoking 15 cigarettes a day (Valtorta, 
2016b). 
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Client story #3: “He couldn’t spend time with his kids”  

Our client was an ex-sportsperson of some note and constantly watched games on 
TV.  When watching the AFL, he placed bets on things such as who would kick the first 
goal and who might place the next tackle or how many disposals a particular player may 
get. Upon losing, he became angry and aggressive. He sought help and stopped 
watching sports on television in order to avoid gambling triggers. This meant that, in 
support of the gambler and his recovery, his partner and children were no longer able to 
watch sports at home, either. The problem was so overwhelming for the client that going 
to his children’s sports events prompted urges to gamble that ultimately led him to 
abstain from attending. Online gambling essentially posed restrictions on family choices 
and activities, and ultimately limited the degree to which the client was able to share his 
children’s lives. 

Client story #4: It consumed him, and he felt like he had no future 

Our client noticed that his attention to work and other domains of his life had decreased, 
while his time thinking or accessing online gambling had become a preoccupation - 
bordering on obsession – that was literally at his fingertips. While initially his interest lay 
with specific games or teams, he soon found himself betting online at any opportunity: 
while on a work break, in between driving to appointments, and at the end of the day to 
seek relief if it had been particularly slow or there had been tensions. The impact of his 
increased gambling activity manifested in his finances where he, despite working hard, 
was left with no savings at all. On further reflection, the client realised that online 
gambling had become all-consuming, and prevented him from spending time with friends 
whose company he once enjoyed and valued. It also meant less opportunity to invest his 
money in activities and future planning. He found this most upsetting, and started to think 
and feel that he ‘had no future’.  

Gambling and intimate partner violence 

Recent Australian research has found, inter alia, that: 

 gambling does not directly cause intimate partner violence, but can intersect with it in a 
range of different ways, including by exacerbating existing violence  

 the community lacks awareness about the impact of problem gambling and its links to 
intimate partner violence, and 

 gambling-related harm (including economic abuse) is enabled by current protocols of 
gambling operators and financial institutions (Hing et al, 2020). 

4 Online gambling as a public health issue 

Definition  

Online gambling is largely synonymous with internet, remote, and interactive gambling. It refers 
to the range of gambling activities offered through interactive technology, including computers, 
mobile and smart phones, tablets, and digital televisions. While this mode of technologically 
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supported gambling shares most hallmarks of other gambling activities, differences arise from 
gambling in person at land-based retail outlets and venues and placing wagers over the 
telephone, mainly in terms of unbridled accessibility (Gainsbury, 2015b) and the shield of 
anonymity, with its disinhibiting effects.  

Problem gambling is defined as ‘difficulties in limiting money and/or time spent on gambling 
which leads to adverse consequences for the gambler, others, or for the community’ (Neal, 
Delfabbro, & O’Neil, 2005). In this sense, problem gambling is a significant public health issue in 
Australia that not only affects people with a gambling problem, but also their families, the 
community and governments. A number of studies have found greater levels of problem 
gambling severity among online, compared to offline, gamblers (Gainsbury, Russell, Wood, 
Hing, & Blaszczynski, 2014; Griffiths et al., 2009; Wood & Williams, 2011). In 2011, the problem 
gambling rate among online gamblers was three times higher than for offline gamblers 
(Gainsbury, Russell, Hing et al., 2014).  

Notably, it is difficult to determine when online gambling becomes problematic. Existing studies 
fail to define characteristics (e.g. personal or behavioural) of online and offline problem 
gamblers (Gainsbury, 2015b). While there is some evidence that online and offline problem 
gamblers do represent somewhat different cohorts, the heterogeneity in each group makes it 
difficult to distinguish. This represents an under-researched area suggesting that longitudinal 
studies to clarify variables/mechanisms of action would be of benefit. 

Prevalence  

Online gambling is growing rapidly in terms of popularity, market share and products offered, 
and was predicted to account for 9% of the total global gambling market between 2015 and 
2017 (Global Betting and Gaming Consultants [GBGC], 2014). Globally, wagering is the most 
popular online gambling product, accounting for 53% of the market, followed by casino games 
(25%), poker (14%), and bingo (7%) (H2 Capital, 2013). Australia is estimated to account for 
5% of the global online gambling market (Gainsbury, 2012). The rate of Australians gambling 
online has increased from under 1% in 1998-99 to 8% in 2011 (Gainsbury, Russell, Hing, Wood, 
Lubman et al., 2013). 

5 Contemporary online gambling 

Online gambling has become ubiquitous, and so too have the means in which it is aggressively 
marketed. Young people and other vulnerable populations are at particular risk, as they are 
increasingly exposed to messages from a broad range of media that endorse, promote, and 
normalise online gambling.  

We know that there are many impacts common to online and offline gambling but, in our 
experience, online gambling appears to increase the scope and intensity of problems for 
gamblers, and their families. What is most evident is the pervasive and relentless nature of 
online gambling opportunities, which can virtually imprison them, making it more difficult than in 
other forms of gambling to overcome. 

The capacity to use credit to bet online exponentially increases both ease of access to online 
gambling, and difficulties in extrication from it.  Relationships Australia is concerned that the 



 
 

  8 
 

availability of online gambling on credit is inconsistent with the public health goal of reducing 
harm from gambling.  

The Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) undertook research about how Australians 
gambled during 2020, amid the constraints imposed in the public health responses to 
COVID-19, surveying more than 2,000 people who gambled during June-July 2020.  AIFS noted 
that ‘one in three participants signed up for new betting accounts’ and that online betting 
accounted for 78% of participants’ betting, up from 62% before COVID-19.  (AIFS, media 
release, 2020).  Research undertaken by AIFS before the pandemic had identified that  

People who gambled and significant others in both sites reported spiralling debts from 
the use of credit cards and short-terms loans to fund gambling: ‘Credit cards [are] so 
easy to get hold of these days … He ended up getting three credit cards and maxing 
them out and then, of course, that he was going to win to pay them all off and I’d never 
know. And he’d never do it again. He got himself into that catch ... I think it was about 
$42,000 in the end. And, then, lost his job over it. And then it all came out. It was pretty 
horrific at the time.’ (2SOF, Rintoul and Deblaquiere, 2019, 29) 

Snapshot - a profile of clients who gamble online – Relationships Australia South Australia 
(taken from RASA’s 2018 submission) 

At Relationships Australia South Australia, individuals who primarily gamble online currently 
represent a small, but growing cohort among those seeking our help (see Figure 1). Analysis of 
their demographics reveals that many of these clients are male (see Figure 2) and the majority 
(55%) aged 30-45 years (see Figure 3). The majority of those from Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse backgrounds (16% in total) identify as Indian (14%).  

 

Figure 1. Percentage of RASA's GHS clients for the past 7 years who identified as primarily gambling online. 
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Figure 2. Gender distribution among RASA's GHS clients for the past 7 years who identified as primarily gambling 
online. 

 

Figure 3. Age distribution among RASA's GHS clients for the past 7 years who identified as primarily gambling online. 
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6 Recalibrating accessibility of time, place and means – the critical significance of 
credit betting 

Research suggests that prevalence of behaviours is strongly correlated with increased access 
to the activity (Griffiths, 2003).  A central element of the appeal of online gambling from its 
beginnings has been its accessibility of place and time.  Operators promote unencumbered, 
frictionless access as a desirable ‘feature’ of online gambling. 

Clients report that the ability to gamble in the physical comfort of their home, providing greater 
privacy and anonymity, is an attraction of online gambling. At home, they are able to gamble 
without the fear of stigma or judgement, as occurs in face-to-face interactions. Furthermore, 
gambling in solitude removes all need for the social etiquette required when engaging in 
skill-based gambling activities such as poker.   

Sometimes, though, home will be inhospitable to gamblers; perhaps partners, parents and 
children disapprove, or become unwelcome distractions.  That no longer presents an obstacle.  
A gambler with a smartphone and access to Wi-Fi can gamble anywhere – at home, work, 
school, places of worship, out at the shops, in a park, at the gym between sets, attending 
medical appointments or while watching the kids play footy - and at any time of day, all day and 
all night, in succession without pause, if that is their inclination.  And that is an inclination that is 
carefully nurtured by gambling designers and operators. 

Meanwhile, anchoring limitations, such as occupational, cultural, emotional and social 
commitments from gambling, are dismantled and it is more than just possible and convenient, 
but even inviting, to accommodate gambling activities within every aspect of their lives.  
Together, these factors support unbridled gambling behaviours, including at antisocial hours 
and resulting in excessive expenditure. 

The option of online betting using credit exponentially increases the accessibility of online 
gambling by adding a further dimension of accessibility.  Not only can you bet anywhere, 
anytime, but you can even bet without money. 

Many of our clients report that they do not feel like they are playing with actual money. They say 
that it’s ‘just a figure’, and amounts become ‘unreal’, and they easily lose track of what they 
have spent. Credit cards and internet transfers are not as tangible as real cash, causing less 
reflection on amounts spent.  

The problem is aggravated by extensive lines of credit made available to many of our clients, 
who have used them to fund further gambling activity, often trying to then recover losses with 
escalating amounts of credit. Due to online banking, transferring money into gambling accounts 
is easy as mobile phones are frequently used for both banking and gambling activities, and 
furthers the atmosphere of ‘unreality’ that our clients report.  Rintoul and Deblaquiere note that: 

Many participants described using credit cards to support gambling, and the harms this 
caused. The high interest rates attached to credit card debt causes overall indebtedness 
to escalate even more quickly than it might otherwise. Credit cards are often available to 
people with limited alternative forms of credit at their disposal. (Rintoul and Deblaquiere, 
2019, 36) 
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Thus, three ‘barriers to entry’ against gambling – place, time, funds – have been progressively 
eroded at the same time that enticing new pathways are created.  In following sections, we offer 
a glimpse into how this happens and how it affects people who are particularly vulnerable. 

Customer tracking and unsolicited offers 

Websites collect diverse data about individual gamblers. We know that gambling companies 
use very sophisticated software to collect a vast reserve of sensitive information. They have 
information relating to patterns and finances, and they have many personal details of 
customers. They can tailor their offerings to the customer’s known interests, and many entice 
them with unsolicited offers (Zangeneh, Griffiths, & Parke, 2008). Operators also manage social 
media accounts, and use these to post memes, designed to encourage people to tag their 
friends.  This means that, even when using a smartphone for non-gambling purposes, operators 
can reach out to you, a friend can tag you in a gambling-related post.  Gambling companies are 
sophisticated users of social media to normalise gambling and promote its integration in diverse 
daily activities. We believe that there is a very fine line between providing what the customer 
wants and exploitation, and customer tracking raises serious questions about the gradual 
erosion of privacy.  We are also of the view that such questions have been answered effectively 
in other public health policy areas; for example, tobacco companies would not be permitted to 
engage in such conduct. 

Many of our clients report that once they are on one gambling website they are continuously 
inundated with marketing material and offers from other gambling websites, and do not know 
how these sites got their details. Many have found that a few weeks after having closed an 
account, they receive offers of ‘free’ money (in one instance, $2,000) or offers to match the 
amount the client spends to renew gambling activity. This is experienced as oppressive and 
overwhelming and can make adherence to recovery goals very difficult. Additionally, for some 
clients, their foray into online gambling was through their mobile phone’s app centre, wherein 
they came across several gambling apps with various offers - despite not having searched for 
them specifically – simply because they were ‘trending’. 

Client story #5: “He was continuously bombarded with offers” 

Our client was a female in her mid-thirties who was seeking assistance with her 
husband’s gambling. She had just discovered that he had lost $200,000 of the savings 
they had accumulated for their ‘dream home’. Her husband received numerous emails 
from an online casino gambling site with offers of $300 of ‘free’ money to gamble with. 
He eventually accepted the offer and played the games to the point where his ‘winnings’ 
had accumulated to $1200. At that point, he decided to stop and take the money, 
believing he had just made $1200 from nothing. The site would not make the payout 
telling him he could not withdraw until his winnings were $3,000. He decided to add 
$1800 of his own money to build the balance to $3,000 and then ask for the payout. The 
site told him he could not withdraw because he had not won the money. He decided to 
continue playing until he had won his $1800 back. After 18 months he was still trying, 
and in the process lost their savings. 
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Client story #6: He was glad they took his computer. He was nearly homeless 

Our client was a man in his thirties who had just bought his own home and was casually 
employed. He had recently experienced the loss of his mother after a long illness. During 
her last years, he reported feeling furious with her for being unwell, and at the same time 
utterly confused and angry with himself for feeling this way. He gambled to escape the 
pain of her nearing death. He attended his first session in distress, claiming the retailer 
was about to “repossess his life” as his mother’s entire household (furniture, computer, 
appliances etc.) were on rental plans and he was behind on payments to the point of 
repossession. The client said the one good thing was that, when they took his computer, 
he could not gamble anymore. The stresses in his life and the ease of gambling on line, 
coupled with the inducements from the operators all contributed to his difficulties in 
stopping. The client was financially overextended to the point of being at risk of 
homelessness. 

Escapism 

For some of our clients, online gambling is an escapist activity. We know that the pursuit of 
mood modifying experiences is characteristic of addictions and our clients suggests that online 
gambling may well provide an emotional or mental escape. Our clients also tell us that having 
immediate access is particularly problematic when they are feeling emotionally vulnerable (e.g. 
stressed, depressed, anxious), as they find it especially difficult to regulate and make 
constructive decisions at such times, with the stress of losses posing an even greater challenge.  

The medium of the internet seems to provide feelings of dissociation and immersion, which can 
be welcome diversions. Clients describe experiences of losing track of time, feeling like they are 
someone else and even blacking out. They often cannot recall how they got somewhere or what 
they did, or describe being in a trance. Research reveals that such experiences are wilfully 
induced by the structural characteristics designed into online games (Griffiths & Nuyens, 2017; 
Griffiths & Wood, 2000). As online gambling utilises the same technology, its scope to facilitate 
dissociative experiences may actually be far greater than it has been for offline forms of 
gambling. 

The availability of credit, removing the need to actual have money to gamble with, more deeply 
entrenches and reinforces the ‘unreality’ and escapist dimension of online gambling.  We have 
noted above clients’ reports that they do not feel like they are playing with actual money.  

Children and young people 

In our experience, children and young people are particularly vulnerable to online gambling. 
Games that simulate a gambling activity are easily accessible to these digital natives through 
sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, as well as via free apps.  Even children are 
increasingly exposed to and interact with gambling themes, brands, and games because of the 
difficulties in age-gating social networking sites.  Social, non-monetary casino games have 
proven among the most popular with young people. Although these games are largely free to 
play, money can be used to further their play, and the accurate simulation of gambling activities 
grooms young people for future engagement with the money driven counterparts.  One example 
is provided by the use of gaming loot boxes, a feature of videogames available to all ages.  A 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14459795.2015.1058409
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14459795.2015.1058409
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160252715001351
https://doi.org/10.1002/poi3.135
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child purchases a loot box which may have digital prizes that are, in the context of the game 
they are playing, valuable.  This requires children to use their parents’ credit card, normalising 
both gambling and gambling on credit for those children. 

We believe that online gambling is further normalised for young people through the plethora of 
advertisements. Many of our younger clients tell us that they have seen advertising or branding 
for gambling operators on social networking sites, including content shared by other users. 
Social casino games incorporate components such as leaderboards and competitions, linking to 
social media accounts. Users are encouraged to share updates and invite their online 
connections to play, increasing the promotion of gambling-themed games on social media. In 
our experience, gambling-themed games increase our clients’ confidence in winning at 
gambling and alter perceptions of skill and risk-taking. Many of our younger clients report game 
operators encourage them to try real-money gambling, and many have gone on to gamble as a 
result of using social casino games. 

To young people who have been painstakingly groomed to engage with online gambling, the 
ready accessibility of credit to bet eases the transition to monetised gambling without 
signposting the very real difference in kind and consequence from their childhood games. 

Easy availability of credit reinforces online gambling as a convenient, accessible way to 
(temporarily) ‘self-soothe’.  This presents a heightened risk for young people.  We know that 
teenage years are a confusing time of intense emotions, and young people are vulnerable to 
anything that numbs feelings they might experience as overwhelming. As with adults, online 
gambling is addictive for young people because it provides distraction from stress, depression, 
and anxiety. This is particularly concerning, considering more young people than ever are 
reporting and/or seeking help for mental health problems. Self-soothing with online gambling 
can lead to a disengagement from school and peers and cause conflict in relationships with 
parents, with the difficulties themselves supporting a self-perpetuating cycle of problematic 
stress management. 

7 Credit betting prohibitions – a key element of harm prevention 

In the context of public health, prevention is defined as action to reduce or eliminate onset, 
causes, complications or recurrence of disease (NPHP, 2006). In the case of online gambling, 
prevention refers to actions that prevent or delay the onset of online gambling harm and 
minimise the risks and harms associated with online problem gambling. 

Primary prevention 

Primary prevention strategies aim to prevent harm before it occurs. The focus is on preventing 
movement to the ‘at risk’ group. Primary prevention action targets the community as a whole; 
that is, all gamblers and non-gamblers, through the utilisation of universal approaches. It is also 
directed at specific sub-population groups that possess characteristics known to place them at 
increased risk of gambling-related harm, such as young people. Key settings include the local 
community, sporting clubs, schools, workplaces. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14459795.2014.890634
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11469-012-9422-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.05.021
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Secondary prevention 

Secondary prevention aims to reduce online gambling-related harm in the early stages, through 
early identification of at-risk online gamblers. The focus is on preventing progression to online 
problem gambling and escalation to severe online gambling-related harm. Secondary 
prevention targets groups where risk of harm is high, such as people who play regularly on 
online gambling. Key settings include online gambling websites. 

Tertiary prevention 

Tertiary prevention strategies aim to minimise the impact of online gambling-related harm 
through increasing access and availability of treatment, services and support. The focus here is 
on addressing online gambling-related harm and preventing relapse. Tertiary prevention targets 
people experiencing harm from online gambling; that is, people experiencing multiple serious 
online gambling-related problems as a result of their own online gambling or the online 
gambling of another.  Measures canvassed in this submission, such as well-publicised, 
transparent pathways to empower problem gamblers to exit online gambling (especially using 
credit), are vital to mitigate risks of isolation and hardship that can arise from problem gambling. 

8 Concluding remarks 

The expansion in exposure to, and availability of, online gambling has been rapid and 
sustained. The place of online gambling in our society is a contentious, emotive issue. The 
regulation of online gambling can be considered on a continuum from maximum consumer 
choice to prohibition, largely with a moral dimension to arguments.  In preventing and 
minimising online gambling-related harm, we recognise that no single strategy (including credit 
betting prohibitions) could ever be totally comprehensive. However much is achieved, there is 
always more that can be attempted.   

Our recommendations rest on the principle that responsibility for population health is a shared 
responsibility, conferring both freedoms and obligations on individuals, community groups, 
businesses, corporations and governments at all levels.  In general, we adopt a harm 
minimisation approach, accommodating what we believe to be personal and socially 
responsible online gambling practice and policy that balances the rights of individuals to safely 
access legal online gambling opportunities against the need to prevent, minimise and mitigate 
harms associated with online gambling.  

The evidence base to underpin comprehensive policy development is currently clearly lacking. 
At present, there is no agreed level of participation at which online gambling is considered 
harmful or problematic. The level at which one person might experience online gambling as a 
fun leisure activity may for another person result in significant harm. Relatedly, there is a lack of 
evidence base around which interventions are effective in preventing and minimising online 
gambling-related harm. This highlights the necessity of undertaking more research in this area.  
Importantly, the absence of evidence does not negate the need for action.  Rather, it 
necessitates reasonable inference and adaptive learning, for instance, from public health 
strategies in relation to other unhealthy commodities such as tobacco and alcohol, and the 
corresponding actions that have achieved change.  
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Thank you again for the opportunity to participate in this consultation. Should you require any 
clarification of any aspect of this submission, or information on the services that Relationships 
Australia provides, please contact me or Dr Susan Cochrane, National Policy Manager, 
Relationships Australia, on 02 6162 9300 (or at ntebbey@relationships.org.au / 
scochrane@relationships.org.au ).  We look forward to future opportunities to engage with you 
in this policy area. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Nick Tebbey 
National Executive Officer 

  

mailto:ntebbey@relationships.org.au
mailto:scochrane@relationships.org.au


 
 

  16 
 

REFERENCES 

Australian Institute of Family Studies, ‘Raising the stakes:  how Australians are gambling during 
COVID-19’, media release, 13 October 2020 

Baumeister, R., & Leary, M. (1995). The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal Attachment 
as a Fundamental Human Motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497–529. 
doi:10.1037//0033-2909.117.3.497. 

Chipuer, H,. Bramston, P., & Pretty, G. (2003). Determinants of subjective quality of life among 
rural adolescents: A developmental perspective. Social Indicators Research, 61(1), 79-95 

Gainsbury, S. (2012). Internet gambling: Current research findings and implications. New York: 
Springer. 

Gainsbury, S. (2015b). Online gambling addiction: the relationship between internet gambling 
and disordered gambling. Current Addiction Reports, 2(2):185-193. 

Gainsbury, S., Russell, A., Wood, R., Hing, N., & Blaszczynski, A. (2014). How risky is Internet 
gambling? A comparison of subgroups of Internet gamblers based on problem gambling 
status. New Media & Society. Online publication. doi:10.1177/1461444813518185. 

Global Betting and Gaming Consultants. (2014). Change is on the cards: Technology, tourism 
and taxes drive global gambling. Castletown, Isle of Man: GBGC. 

Goodwin, R., Cook, O., & Yung, Y. (2001). Loneliness and life satisfaction among three cultural 
groups. Personal Relationships, 8(2), 225–230. doi:10.1111/j.1475-6811.2001.tb00037.x. 

Griffiths, M.D. (2003). Internet gambling: issues, concerns, and recommendations. 
CyberPsychology & Behavior, 6(6): 557-568. 

Griffiths, M. D., & Nuyens, F. (2017). An Overview of Structural Characteristics in Problematic 
Video Game Playing. Current Addiction Reports, 4(3), 272–283.  

Griffiths, M. D., & Wood, R.T.A. (2000). Risk factors in adolescence: The case of gambling, 
video-game playing and the Internet. Journal of Gambling Studies, 16:199-225. 

H2 Capital. (2013). There's nothing virtual about the opportunity in real-money gambling. 
Gibraltar: H2 Capital & Odobo. 

Hing, N., O’Mullan, C., Nuske, E., Breen, H., Mainey, L., Taylor, A., Rawat, V. (2020). The 
relationship between gambling and intimate partner violence against women (Research 
report, 21/2020). Sydney: ANROWS. 

Holt-Lundstad, J., Smith, T., Baker, M., Harris, T., & Stephenson, D. (2015). Loneliness and 
Social Isolation as Risk Factors for Mortality. Perspectives On Psychological Science, 
10(2), 227-237. doi;10.1177/1745691614568352 



 
 

  17 
 

Jacques, O. Online gambling lobby says “no problem” with punting on credit as MP calls for 
crackdown. (21 February 2021, ABC Sunshine Coast) 

McDonald, K. (2018) Social support and mental health in LGBTQ adolescents:  A review of the 
literature.  Issues in Mental Health Nursing 39(1) 16-29 
doi:10.1080/01612840.2017.1398283. 

Nangle, D., Erdley, C., Newman, J., Mason, C., & Carpenter, E. (2003). Popularity, Friendship 
Quantity, and Friendship Quality: Interactive Influences on Children's Loneliness and 
Depression. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 32(4), 546-555. 
doi:10.1207/s15374424jccp3204_7. 

National Public Health Partnership (NPHP). (2006). The Language of Prevention. Melbourne: 
NPHP. 

Neal, P, Delfabbro, P, & O'Neil, M, (2005). Problem gambling and harm: towards a national 
definition. Report prepared for the National Gambling Research Program Working Party: 
Melbourne. 

Perissinotto, C., Stijacic Cenzer, I., & Covinsky, K. (2012). Loneliness in Older Persons: a 
predictor of functional decline and death. Archives of Internal Medicine, 172(14). 
doi:10.1001/archinternmed.2012.1993 

Pressman, S., Cohen, S., Miller, G., Barkin, A., Rabin, B., & Treanor, J. (2005). Loneliness, 
Social Network Size, and Immune Response to Influenza Vaccination in College 
Freshmen. Health Psychology, 24(3), 297-306. doi: 10.1037/0278-6133.24.3.297 

Qualter, P., & Munn, P. (2002). The separateness of social and emotional loneliness in 
childhood. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 43(2), 233-244. 
doi:10.1111/1469-7610.00016 

Rintoul, A. and Deblaquiere, J. (2019) Gambling in Suburban Australia - Study Report (2019), 
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne. 

Rubin, K. H., & Mills, R. S. (1988). The many faces of social isolation in childhood. Journal of 
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 56, 916−924.  

Valtorta, N., Kanaan, M., Gilbody, S., Ronzi, S., & Hanratty, B. (2016b). Loneliness and social 
isolation as risk factors for coronary heart disease and stroke: systematic review and 
meta-analysis of longitudinal observational studies. Heart, 102(13), 1009-1016. 
doi:10.1136/heartjnl-2015-308790. 

Wang, J., Mann. F., Lloyd-Evans, B., Ma., R & Johnson, S., (2018) Associations between 
loneliness and perceived social support and outcomes of mental health problems:  A 
systematic review.  BMC Psychiatry. 18. 

Wood, R., & Williams, R. (2011). A comparative profile of the Internet gambler: Demographic 
characteristics, game play patterns, and problem gambling status. New Media & Society, 
13, 1123-1141. 



 
 

  18 
 

Zangeneh, M., Griffiths, M.D., & Parke, J. (2008). The Marketing of Gambling. In M. 
Zangeneh, A. Blaszczynski, & N. Turner (Eds.), In the Pursuit of Winning. Springer. 


