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Abstract
Relatively little is known about the experience of problem gambling, but the issue of betting
addiction impacts upon a worrying number of people. More than two million people in the
United Kingdom are classified as being either problem gamblers, or at risk of developing a
betting addiction (Gambling Commission, 2018, p.24). Yet, the British Psychological Society
(2011) and the American Psychological Association (2013) identify a disturbing lack of study
into the phenomenological experience of problem gambling.
Using heuristics (Moustakas, 1990), I conducted a self-study into my experience of problem
gambling. I adopted such a qualitative approach, as I wanted to realise the unique nature,
essence and meanings of my addiction. My data was gathered in a journal, at the time I was
experiencing my betting problem, and in retrospect. The tacit knowledge and understanding
that emerged was collated into three themes.
The first theme determined that my problem gambling was only concerned with in-play
betting, and not online or high-street activity, due to the relative intensity of the encounter.
The causes of my addiction were found to occur in succession; originally escape, then a
confidence in the structured approach of a strategy. My previous experience of a sizeable
win proved a continued and strong influence. The additional themes occurred sequentially.
Initially, where the beneficial aspects of control, escape and reality were discovered to be
illusory, and finally, where I encountered the shock of a spontaneous self-combustion.
My findings sustain that experiences of problem gambling are unique, between people and
modes of betting activity. My study facilitates enhanced understanding, for a counsellor, in
the provision of rehabilitative support for gambling addiction. However, I propose additional
experiential research into the impact of isolation on problem gambling, and the extent to
which my findings are transferable to the study of substance abuse.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
“The Cricket Big Bash. Melbourne Renegades against Sydney Thunder. 16 January 2016.
“Not again. 52 runs needed off 20 balls. Should have been easy. Zero risk. Well, as little risk
to be a certainty. Nobody ever scores that many from that position. Well, usually. £800 on
the outcome, and now it’s gone. Panic and cold sweats that are extreme enough to make me
feel nauseous. Now I’m left with this feeling again, of being so disgusted with myself. I’m
crying on the inside. I feel so ashamed and guilty. Such a waste. I feel helpless. I want to give
it all up but I can’t, at least not until I’ve won the money back. But every time I win, I seem to
lose more. I can’t think about how much I’ve lost overall, it’s too much of a cold and sobering
reality. One that I’d rather not think about at all. It’s just easier to pretend that it’s all OK, so
I don’t need to feel the disgust, shame and guilt. Nobody knows what I’ve done. Nobody else
needs to know. Besides, there’s another chance to win all the money back tomorrow. Then
nobody else will EVER need to know. And then I can stop. I hope.”
The above entry, within my journal (Crisp, 2018), represents a period of my life in which I
experienced a severe gambling problem. Until very recently, I was unaware as to the actual
severity of my addiction. At the lowest point, I was gambling regularly, placing bets at least
six or seven times every day, for sums ranging between £10 and £15000 on each occasion.
The gambling started at a time when I was bored, and with little alternative to break the
mundanity. I came to experience pain, shame and regret through my betting activity, but
was only ever able to suffer in secret. My eyes were opened to the hyper-stimulating world
of gambling when I was twelve years of age. I wandered into an amusement arcade to pass
some time, and my eyes settled on a poker machine. The sums involved then were trivial,
but the encounter was significant. I experienced the euphoria of winning, the shame of
losing, and the regret of having to walk away with nothing.
The American Psychological Association (APA) establishes problem gambling as “an urge to
gamble continuously, despite harmful negative consequences, or a desire to stop” (2013,
p.366). In terms of prevalence, the Gambling Commission (2018, p.24), an executive nondepartmental public body of the central government in the United Kingdom, recognises that
8
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0.8% of people, over the age of sixteen, identify as having a betting problem. However, I
believe the potential scale of betting addiction strongly indicates that problem gambling
may become endemic, and therefore increasingly demanding of counselling resources. The
latest figures highlight that over two million people in the United Kingdom are currently
perceived as being problem gamblers, or classified as being at risk of developing a betting
addiction (GambleAware, 2017, p.11). With a prevailing lack of further research into the
phenomenological experience of problem gambling, I fear the counselling profession may
not be sufficiently equipped to provide the required level of support for such individuals.
In terms of Gross Gambling Yield (GGY), the gambling industry was most recently reported
as being worth £13.9 billion (Gambling Commission, 2018b, p.3). For this study, I classify
gambling into three different modes: online, in-play or live action, and on the high-street.
The Gambling Commission (2018) characterises online betting as any form of gambling that
uses a computer or a mobile device, with an internet connection. Within their latest report,
the Gambling Commission (2018, p.1) reveals that online activity currently represents the
largest gambling sector in the United Kingdom. Between October 2016 and September
2017, online gambling operators were found by the Gambling Commission (2018b, p.2) to
have generated a GGY of £4.9 billion, greater than the GGY of the high-street betting sector
(£3.3 billion), the National Lottery (£3 billion), and traditional casinos (£1 billion).
Further, the activity of in-play or live action betting is defined as gambling on the outcome
while the event is still happening (Gambling Commission, 2011), such as making a wager
on the ‘scorer of the next goal’, during a football match. When outlining their position on
in-play betting, the Gambling Commission (2016) does not recognise a need to distinguish
between live action gambling and online activity. At the beginning of my investigation, I
also shared this belief. However, it emerged that my experiences of in-play and online
betting were sufficiently different, for me to consider them separate modes of gambling.
The most recent industry statistics of the Gambling Commission indicate that 8.532 betting
shops are encompassed within the high-street sector (2018b, p.1). In contrast to the growth
encountered elsewhere, the executive non-departmental public body acknowledges that
9
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gambling on the high-street may be on the wane. The data reveals a decrease of 3.2% in the
number of betting shops, between March 2017 and February 2018 (Gambling Commission,
2018, p.6). Yet, the introduction of fixed odds betting terminals (FOBTs), dubbed “the crack
cocaine of gambling”, is presently sustaining high-street betting, due to the addictive nature
of the activity (Elison, 2016). The terminals are electronic machines that contain a range of
casino games, such as roulette, and provide a percentage return to the player, usually of
97% (Gambling Joe, 2018). Since launch in 2001, the impact of FOBTs has been significant,
with 33,611 terminals currently providing a GGY (£1.8 billion) that already exceeds the yield
of traditional casinos (Gambling Commission, 2018b, p.9).
I therefore believe that my area of study is extremely pertinent to the field of counselling
psychology. In my work, as a counsellor, I facilitate therapeutic relationships with many
clients that experience issues of gambling addiction. I regularly meet with people that have
encountered a similar experience to that of my own. The counselling sessions reveal the
disclosure of emotions relating to pain, shame, guilt and regret. Sometimes my clients share
their perception of a need to suffer in silence. At other times, clients may also divulge how
important relationships have broken down, having chosen to reveal their addiction to family
members and friends. In a piece of personal communication, David, for example, (the real
names of my clients here have been changed, to preserve their anonymity) contends: “I
honestly don’t know where to turn. I’m scared to tell my wife about my addiction. I’m
already afraid that I’m losing her, but she doesn’t know how bad things are yet. I’ve lost all
our savings. I feel terrible” (22 April 2018).
Yet, in the face of increasing demand for support, the feedback from my clients indicates a
lack of appreciation for the unique experience of each problem gambler. Short of being able
to take advantage of the rare opportunities for individual counselling, my clients advise that
any therapeutic assistance tends to only be available in groups, where support is perceived
as being of limited benefit. With meetings being held between Glasgow and Exeter, and
Belfast to Norwich, Gamblers Anonymous UK (https://www.gamblersanonymous.org.uk)
currently run 161 group support meetings for problem gamblers looking to battle their
betting addiction. Andrew (personal communication, 21 June 2018) highlights: “The group
sessions were useful. They helped me realise that other people were also going through the
10
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same. It made me feel supported, stronger, and in a better place”. However, my client also
confided: “Though I found it difficult, to be completely open in a group like that, you know?
I just didn’t feel ready to share everything about my gambling addiction. It’s a very personal
experience. I just didn’t know what the other people might think about me or say after the
meetings to other people”.
However, why undertake a study about my own experience of problem gambling, rather
than a piece of research about the experience of my clients? I was very aware that my
clients were either still going through or had only recently completed the rehabilitative
process. As such, I was sensitive to the requirement, outlined within the ethical framework
of the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP), that: “the rights and
interests of participants have been considered”, together with ensuring the research “will
not adversely affect clients” (2018, p.30). I was concerned that, as prospective participants,
my clients may be fragile, and not yet ready to become involved with such a potentially
gruelling process. Particularly, as I inform all my clients: “Counselling is tough, it drags up
feelings that have been otherwise dormant for a long time”. I expected the research process
for this study to be equally testing. Instead, I elected to participate in the study myself, as I
perceived that I was in a stronger position, as a reformed problem gambler, to withstand
any temptation for a relapse.
As a person-centred counsellor, I wanted to feel reassured that my rehabilitation was
complete, so that I could offer the core conditions for a therapeutic relationship to my
clients. These outline the need for me, as a counsellor, to be “congruent or integrated in the
relationship”, have “unconditional positive regard for the client” and display “empathic
understanding of the client’s internal frame of reference” (Rogers, 1957/9, in McMillan,
2014, pp.53-54). In this context, my concern related to the authenticity of my unconditional
positive regard and empathy for the experience of my client. I perceived that my research
process may initiate a greater level of understanding about the phenomenon of problem
gambling, and subsequently about myself. It was important for me to have a genuine
presence within a therapeutic relationship, so that my empathy and unconditional positive
regard were not compromised by my own encounter. I was enthusiastic to ensure that my
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personal experience did not interfere with my capacity to enter the frame of reference for
my client, or taint my ability to fully accept their experience.
While I aspired to honour my ethical responsibility to “support and provide opportunities
for research, if it is compatible with the services we provide” (BACP, 2018, p.34). I perceived
my study as an opportunity to enhance current levels of knowledge about the issues of
gambling addiction, and subsequently assist in facilitating successful one-to-one counselling
relationships. McLeod (2003, p.4) highlighted the importance of research outcomes being
“communicated to interested others”. It was my objective to produce an account of my
experience of problem gambling, that was accessible to all. This included the identification
and sharing of the emotions associated with my experience, such as those conveyed in the
opening excerpt: “I’m crying on the inside. I feel so ashamed and guilty. Such a waste. I feel
helpless. I want to give it all up but I can’t, at least not until I’ve won the money back”. It
was therefore my intention to provide enlightenment about the experience of problem
gambling, in the hope that I may promote a clearer understanding about the potential value
of counselling during rehabilitation.
In addition, I believe that my study has a wider professional significance. In 2013, the APA
reclassified gambling addiction from an impulse control disorder to addictive behaviour,
alongside subject areas as substance abuse. The motivation for the amendment was to
enable further research, following the recognition that gambling addiction and substance
abuse both initiate the activation of reward mechanisms within the brain (Potenza, 2008).
Such a change was intended to prevent an “artificial wedge” from being driven between
research into gambling addiction and substance abuse, as “many commonalities” were
recognised within the respective experiences and methods of treatment (Responsible
Gambling Council, 2012). I feel the following experience, taken from the excerpt of my
journal, may potentially be applicable to that of substance abuse: “Panic and cold sweats
that are extreme enough to make me feel nauseous. Now I’m left with this feeling again, of
being so disgusted with myself”. It is therefore clear that my research may carry additional
significance, as the experiential data and the key outcomes may be transferable to the study
and treatment of substance abuse.

12

Timothy M Crisp / 15019739
My research purpose was subsequently clear: I wanted to develop a greater understanding
about the phenomenology of problem gambling. In the first instance, I wanted to initiate a
more complete understanding of my personal experience. As a person-centred counsellor, I
aspire to realising as comprehensive a level of understanding about myself as possible, to be
congruent in my practice. Further, I wished to help other people become increasingly aware
about the experience of problem gambling, and the negative consequences associated with
having a betting addiction. I was keen to ascertain the meaning of the experience, and by
continuing to make sense of why I developed a gambling problem, the possible cause.
Additionally, I wished to broaden appreciation that every individual experience of problem
gambling represents a unique reality. In this way, I hoped that my key outcomes may
advance existing understanding about the experience of betting addiction, and therefore
assist in facilitating supportive counselling relationships.
This research study is therefore intended to focus on my encounter with betting addiction,
as reflected within the research question: “What is my experience of problem gambling?”.
In Chapter Two, I undertake my Literature Review; evaluating previous research, blogs, and
articles, to identify competing explanations for my experience of problem gambling. I feel
this will allow me to “place (my) work in a context and demonstrate how it relates to that
which already exists” (Sanders and Wilkins, 2010, p.231).
Subsequently, in Chapter Three, I analyse the Methodology for my study. The methodology
is qualitative, and based on the heuristic approach, established by Moustakas (1990). This
includes a detailed examination of the underlying philosophical assumptions behind the
study, the means of data collection and subsequent data analysis. I also consider the quality
measures and ethical considerations used to validate my approach.
Further, in Chapter Four, I present the Findings of my research, derived from the data that I
recorded within my journal. I organise the outcome of my data analysis into primary and
sub- themes, to facilitate subsequent evaluation. The presentation also includes a creative
synthesis, illustrating the key components within the experience of problem gambling in a
different, and potentially more effective, manner (Moustakas, 1990).
13
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In Chapter Five, I undertake a Discussion about my findings, by appraising them with respect
to the competing explanations that I identified within my literature review. The structure of
the discussion is based on the primary and sub- themes that I realised in my findings, about
my experience of problem gambling. As such, I hope to determine the causes of my betting
addiction, together with how the causes may have varied over time.
Lastly, in Chapter Six, I conclude with my Final Considerations. I highlight the key outcomes
of the study. I examine on my reflexive process, highlighting the limitations of my study and
providing suggestions for future research. Further, I reflect on my personal development,
both in terms of self-healing and on a wider, professional level.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
A foreword
Though my literature review forms the second chapter, my appraisal was undertaken after
analysing my data and collating my findings, in Chapter 3. I feel the order was appropriate as
I perceived that my awareness of any previous studies may have constrained my freedom to
intuitively explore and discover the phenomenological nature, meanings and essence of my
experience (Sela-Smith, 2003). While I feared the value of my research may have also been
compromised, as the gathered data may not have been authentic.
I agreed with Douglass and Moustakas (1985, p.46) that “self-experience is the single most
important guideline in pursuing heuristic research”. The study represented an issue that was
personal to me, and I therefore perceived that a heuristic approach was highly appropriate
in addressing my research question: “What is my experience of problem gambling?”.
The following key words provided the basis for my searches in the Keele University and
British Psychological Society (BPS) research databases, to assess the existing literature and
examine the current level of understanding about the subject:
Gambling; problem gambling; gambling addiction; online gambling; in-play; live action.
My literature review starts by establishing the historical context of problem gambling. I
consider the origins of study into the subject area, that culminated with the creation of a
diagnostic framework. Further, I evaluate the strengths and limitations of the framework,
before recognising the comparative importance and benefits of experiential research. I
subsequently consider the possible causes of problem gambling and, in contrast, examine
whether the possible causes may be illusory, within the experience of addiction. Finally, I
examine the impact of in-play betting opportunities on gambling behaviour, and identify
competing theoretical principles that may potentially be used in explanation, given the
absence of other research. I then conclude by establishing areas for exploration, issues of
dispute, and subjects for discussion, in carrying out my study.
15
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The background to problem gambling
The earliest perceptions of problem gambling were shaped by religious and psychoanalytical
perspectives. During the nineteenth century, religious institutions considered individuals
that gambled beyond their means to be sinners, as the activity contravened the “live to
work, not work to live” mantra of the Protestant work ethic (Weber, 1958). Such problem
gamblers were accused of wanting to avoid work and marginalised. The first academic
research into gambling addiction was undertaken by the psychoanalytical school of thought.
The addiction was perceived as illness, that required treatment. Problem gamblers were
viewed as masochists, losing intentionally to relieve their unconscious feelings of guilt
(Bergler, 1969, in Lesieur and Custer, 1984, p.150).
Dr Robert L. Custer, M.D., pioneered the establishment of professional assistance for
problem gambling, as the Chief of Treatment Services of the Mental Health and Behavioural
Science Service of the United States Veterans Administration. He challenged the
psychoanalytical view, that problem gamblers were masochists. In contrast, Custer (1974)
believed that a problem gambler was motivated by a need to experience a boost to selfesteem, instead of disappointment and self-loathing. While a further driving force behind
the development and reinforcement of addiction was a sizeable win, inside the first three
years. As such, gambling addiction characterised a dependency on a pain-avoidance
mechanism. Having such a successful outcome, Custer argued, was something that a
masochist would not be able to tolerate.
Developing a diagnostic framework
The impetus created by Custer provided the basis for the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
(DSM), that was published by the American Psychological Association (APA). The current
version (DSM-5) provides a diagnostic framework for the recognition and classification of
problem gambling. There is a diagnosis of problem gambling when four of the criteria are
noted as having been satisfied within the preceding twelve months, where the individual
(APA, 2013, p.582):
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“

1.

Needs to gamble with increasing amounts of money in order to achieve
the desired excitement.

2.

Is restless or irritable when attempting to cut down or stop gambling.

3.

Has made repeated unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop
gambling.

4.

Is often preoccupied with gambling (for example, having persistent thoughts
of reliving past gambling experiences, handicapping or planning the next
venture, thinking of ways to get money with which to gamble).

5.

Often gambles when feeling distressed (for example, helpless, guilty,
anxious, depressed).

6.

After losing money gambling, often returns another day to get even
(“chasing” one’s losses).

7.

Lies to conceal the extent of involvement with gambling.

8.

Has jeopardized or lost a significant relationship, job, or educational or
career opportunity because of gambling.

9.

Relies on others to provide money to relieve desperate financial situations
caused by gambling.”

I feel it important to recognise the influence of the DSM on the working practices of mental
health professionals, in terms of both supporting problem gamblers, and carrying out
further research. Reilly and Smith (2013) identified the DSM as “the key reference book” for
mental health professionals, containing “descriptions, symptoms and other criteria for
diagnosing mental disorders”. The APA (in Reilly and Smith, 2013) underlined the strength of
DSM-5, from a positivist view, by asserting that the framework establishes “a common
language among clinicians. In clearly defining the criteria for a mental disorder, the DSM
helps to ensure that a diagnosis is both accurate and consistent”. Having developed a single
reality for the experience, the APA (in Reilly and Smith, 2013) contended that researchers
may “determine the risk factors and causes for specific disorders”, and create a sound basis
for the initiation of treatment programmes. The success of this outlook was demonstrated
by the subsequent revision of working practice by several leading organisations, such as the
United States Food and Drug Administration.
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Yet, the Responsible Gambling Council (2012) questioned the value of DSM-5, by asserting
that gambling addiction was not recognised for individuals fulfilling less than four criteria. In
the case of my own gambling addiction, I realised that I complied with only three criteria;
retuning to chase my losses, repeated and unsuccessful attempts to stop gambling, and
using the activity as a means of escape. Consequently, I would not be classified as having a
betting addiction. Instead, I found myself being categorised as a “moderate gambler”, and
“at-risk” (Gambling Commission, 2018, p.18). In my view, I believe that my experience was
more than worthy of being characterised as a gambling addiction. I therefore contest the
validity of the diagnostic criteria, as the creators of the framework may have formulated the
criteria from their own perspective. While there are further traits of my gambling addiction,
that are not accounted for within the criteria. I therefore perceive that, even by satisfying all
the diagnostic criteria, my experience may still be insufficiently understood.
Recognising the importance of experiential research
The BPS, in criticising DSM-5, asserted that “mental disorders are better explored as part of
a spectrum shared with normality, due to normal individual variation” (2011, p.7). In finding
comparative benefit with experiential research, the BPS (2011, p.3) challenged that
“problems are recognised, understood, validated, explained and have some relief. Clients
often, unfortunately, find that diagnosis offers only a spurious promise of such beliefs”. May
(2001) provided agreement by highlighting that the diagnostic framework falls short of
delivering a satisfactory explanation for the development of gambling addiction, as it
neglects the unique and phenomenological experience of the individual. Rather, May (2001,
p.385) argued, the addiction of the individual might only be recognised “in terms of
objective pathology, rather than through subjective and experiential factors”. Relating to
the criteria of DSM-5 (APA, 2013, p.582), I can acknowledge the relevance of the third
symptom, that I have “made repeated unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop
gambling”. Yet, this recognition does not help me realise the cause of my betting addiction,
or provide me with sufficient information to successfully initiate recovery.
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The APA (2013) highlighted the need for experiential research into internet-based gambling,
comprising online and in-play betting, as it was thought to be causing increasing distress and
dysfunction. At first, the statistics imply that internet-based gambling is of minimal concern;
of the two million people that bet in the United Kingdom, only 4% do so on the internet
(Gambling Commission, 2018). Yet, the report also identified that 35% of at-risk gamblers
are currently active on the internet, realising a need to be aware of the greater potential for
harm. Additionally, the value of the global internet-based betting market was expected to
increase by 10.1%; from €6.1 in 2013, to €6.8 billion in 2018 (Global Betting and Gaming
Consultants, 2011), suggesting that the number of participants may also be growing rapidly.
Identifying the causes of problem gambling
In developing the notion that a cause is responsible for the initiation of problem gambling
(Custer, 1974), research suggests that betting activity is underlined by a sense of control and
certainty for a successful outcome. The American Psychological Association (n.d.) outlined a
cause as “the most immediate and physical means by which something is accomplished”. In
terms of betting activity, this may be represented as making a wager on a market, in which
the individual feels sure to win. The recognition of such causes may be valuable as “they
identify relationships that are sufficiently stable or invariant across situations to be useful in
prediction and intervention” (Lombrozo, 2010, p.327). For a gambler, a win may lead to the
creation of a belief about a cause; that a similar wager in the future will also be successful.
In addition, any tendency to diverge from the belief may be dissuaded by the sentiment of
Thibeau (Gambler’s Help, 2018), of being able to “forget all those losses before”. Such
conviction may lead to the subsequent initiation of a betting strategy, during which the
individual responds to the perception of certainty and adopts a structured approach. As a
result, Lombrozo and Carey (2006) contended, the gambler may repeat the patterns of
betting that were previously successful, in attempting to guarantee a profit.
Further, evidence suggests that isolation is likely to be derived from the anti-social nature
of internet-based gambling, and subsequently encourage the development of addiction. In
their blog, Paracelsus Recovery (2015) highlighted that individuals may foster a gambling
problem while betting on the internet, as “people who feel isolated and excluded from
19

Timothy M Crisp / 15019739
society tend to take more risks”. Consequently, an individual that bets alone is more likely
to gamble on markets with longer odds and make riskier financial decisions, with relatively
little regard for the potentially devastating outcome. While the isolation is likely to assist a
problem gambler with preserving secrecy and anonymity within their betting activity. As
such, the individual may experience less of a need to account for their actions. The secrecy
and anonymity may offer detachment from the shame of losing, and the opportunity for
an individual to hide their addiction from people that may otherwise be able to assist
them in rehabilitation.
In addition, there is indication that a gambler may be motivated by a desire to escape the
potential mundanity of daily life. In their quantitative study, Wood and Griffiths (2007,
p.113) revealed that “gambling to escape” represented the core objective of a problem
gambler. The experiential account within the blog entry of Thibeau (Gambler’s Help, 2018)
affirmed a yearning for a feeling of temporary freedom: “I bet because I'm just so bored and
it gives so much adrenalin”. In addition, Wood and Griffiths (2007, p.113) highlighted that a
sense of escape was primarily achieved through “mood modification”. I feel the finding is
adequately supported by the experiential account of Jodie (Basis, 2015):
“I thought if I could just get back to the incredible high, unlike any I had experienced
before, with that moment of possibility, things would be good.”
The extent must therefore be determined to which feelings of control, isolation and escape
from mundanity, together with previous exposure to winning, may be held accountable as
the causes of problem gambling.
Yet, there may be sufficient reason to suggest that recognising a cause may not be a valid
means of providing a satisfactory explanation for gambling. The opening position for the
assertion of a cause highlights the need to “identify relationships that are sufficiently stable
or invariant across situations” (Lombrozo, 2010, p.327). While Lombrozo and Carey (2006)
also contended that experience of a successful outcome is likely to encourage repetition of
the activity in the future. But, I question the validity of attempting to outline a consistent
relationship between the cause and effect of behaviour. I feel it may be unrealistic to expect
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Timothy M Crisp / 15019739
that an outcome will always be the same. Within the gambling arena, odds of 1/4 are used
to indicate that for every five events, four will be expected to finish with a successful
outcome. However, the odds also indicate that an unlikely outcome is expected. As a result,
I fear that it may not be realistic to establish a “sufficiently stable or invariant” relationship
(Lombrozo, 2010, p.327).
It may therefore be more appropriate to propose that a gambler may possess an illusion of
control. Cowley, Briley and Farrell (2015, p.2182) defined the illusion of control as: “A belief
that a skill or ability held by the individual can influence the outcome of a random or
chance-determined event. Specifically, some people believe that they are more skilled at
predicting an outcome when gambling than other people”. Further, Cowley et al. (2015,
p.2181) argued, such an illusion was initiated when reflecting on the “moment of a gambling
episode that does not threaten, and in fact supports, the ability to find patterns in random
events”. In conjunction with Pinnacle, I feel the findings of Cowley et al. (2015) may provide
a valuable insight regarding a descent into addiction. Pinnacle (2012) asserted that a sense
of personal choice was likely to further heighten the illusion of control, as the gambler is
likely to place greater confidence in being able to achieve a successful outcome. While a
gambler is likely to take encouragement from nearly achieving a successful outcome, and
subsequently using this to reinforce an illusion of control.
Additionally, the illusion of control, reality and escape may be enhanced by the spontaneity
of an individual. Poole (2014) empasised: “To be thought of as a spontaneous person is to
own a certain kind of devil-may-care cool, to seem open to new experiences. Rather, to be a
spontaneous person, though, might be a frightful mess”. Further, Poole (2014) contended
that, as a measure to avoid “a frightful mess”, errors in judgement may be removed “in the
sober tranquility of revision”. Yet, in the moment of spontaneity, the realistic expectation of
an individual is likely to be overcome by excitement, and distort the perceived likelihood of
a rare occurrence (Hertwig, Barron and Weber, 2004). While spontaneous behaviour may
be encouraged by the occurrence of a surprise event (Choi and Hui, 2014). In the absence of
“sober tranquility”, and within the context of problem gambling, spontaneity may initiate
sufficient distortion for the individual to mistakenly feel in control of their behaviour. As one
of my clients affirmed: “You forget, a bookie never loses” (David, personal communication,
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28 June 2018). I feel the illusion of control may extend, on the part of a gambler, to lacking a
genuine awareness of reality, and therefore a means of escape that is authentic.
Research indicates that an individual may descend further into a “frightful mess” (Poole,
2014) after being confronted by a surprising event, as there may be insufficient time to
reach a fully-informed judgement, following the violation of their prior expectations. Choi
and Hui (2014) offered support by proposing that a surprising occurrence attracts more
cognitive processing, while the individual attempts to make sense of the incongruence
between their existing schema and the observed event. This intensifies the experience of
the surprising event and attenuates other sources of information, such as the prior beliefs
of the individual, as cognitive processing resources are redistributed to the unexpected
event. A situation is created in which a greater emphasis is placed on the new situation,
when the individual comes to form a new judgement. As a result, and within the context
of betting activity, a gambler may be more likely to make a rash decision. The suggestion
for such a cognitive bias may be relevant to the investigation of causes, in relation to inplay betting, as the gambler will only have a split second to make a judgement.
In addition to the relative lack of time, there is evidence that rational decision-making may
also be harmed when excitement overwhelms a more realistic expectation of the betting
outcome. Hertwig et al. (2004, p.534) argued that making decisions based on description
are influenced by excitement and culminate in “dramatically different choice behaviour”
to decisions made in line with expectation, based on prior experience. In deriving their
decision-making from description, the individual is likely to place more weight on the
probability of rare events happening. While, in contrast, when a choice is made based on
experience, an individual is more likely to place less weight on the possibility of a rare
event from coming to fruition. Consequently, and in terms of betting in-play, the decisionmaking of a problem gambler may be shaped by the excitement of the situation, with the
individual being more willing to risk taking a bet on shorter odds. Yet, the desire of the
problem gambler to take a risk may be otherwise constrained, by the expectation of the
individual, derived from their prior experience of a similar wager. The extent must
therefore be evaluated to which spontaneity, cognitive bias and excitement may each be
responsible for developing illusions of control, reality and escape.
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However, evidence suggests that a gambling addiction is not likely to be solely developed
from gambling online. Gainsbury (2015) argued that participation in online betting activity
may not be seen to independently predict the severity of problem gambling, as very few
addicts bet exclusively on the internet. Instead, Gainsbury (2015, p.192) highlighted that
50% of online gamblers encountering problems attributed these to betting on the high
street. While 72% of the sample reported issues of problem gambling before even starting
to bet online. As a result, Gainsbury (2015) challenged that, when other variables were
controlled, individuals who gamble solely online may encounter relatively lower rates of
betting addiction. While, individuals that bet online as well as in high-street venues, have a
greater gambling involvement, and subsequently encounter the greatest risks of harm. The
importance of betting online, as a cause of gambling addiction, is therefore likely to be
mediated by activity on the high-street. The factors of convenience and easy access to a
gambling website may therefore be considered to have a relatively limited impact on the
development of a gambling addiction for individuals that only bet online.
The lack of authenticity that exists within online gambling may be perceived to support
the contention that addiction is unlikely to be developed from this mode. McCormack and
Griffiths (2015) contended that an individual may derive a reluctance to gamble online
following a lack of realism in the experience, together with the anti-social nature of the
internet. There may be less realism when betting online, as gambling on the high-street
has a greater level of involvement due to the physical action of receiving winnings after a
successful outcome. While Griffiths and Parke (2007) supported that the realism and
enjoyment of gambling was greater at a high-street venue, due to feeling closer to the
event and the improved atmosphere. Griffiths, Parke, Wood and Parke (2006) asserted
that, historically, betting is a fundamentally social activity. The social setting of a highstreet facility may therefore ensure that an individual maintains a view of gambling as
being for recreation, instead of potentially leading to overspending and addiction. It
subsequently needs to be determined whether a lack of prior involvement in the highstreet or a reduced degree of perceived authenticity in the experience may prevent the
initiation of problem gambling online.
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The findings of Burkeman (2013) may be applied to contend that a betting addiction may
naturally subside, through “decision fatigue”. Burkeman (2013, p.48) acknowledged: “The
problem with a devotion to spontaneity is that we are all subject to ‘decision fatigue’, the
existential lethargy that sets in quickly when we are forced to make too many trivial
choices”. By making a series of decisions about whether to place a wager, the activity of
gambling may subsequently become mundane; free of extreme feeling and exempt from
any swings in emotion. It may be suggested that decision fatigue, following a period of
prolonged betting activity, may nullify the excitement threatening to overwhelm the
cognitive processing of the problem gambler, and encourage risky behaviour (Hertwig, et
al., 2004). In addition, the experience of decision fatigue may further slow the response of
the problem gambler to a surprising event (Choi and Hui, 2014). There may subsequently be
a reduced level of interest in the startling occurrence, as there is likely to be less cognitive
bias encountered during the distribution of processing resources.
Yet, contrasting evidence indicates that betting addiction may culminate with a shocking
encounter, instead of naturally subsiding. Boyes (2018) outlined psychological shock as:
“When you experience a surge of strong emotions and a corresponding physical reaction, in
response to a (typically unexpected) stressful event”. Further, Boyes emphasised, the
degree of reaction is dependent on the proximity of the individual to the event or situation.
The symptoms of psychological shock include feeling physically sick, a surge of adrenaline,
and a disconnect from the trigger event or situation. In his blog post, I perceive that Leigh
(Earshot, 2017) may be seen to exhibit psychological shock:
“The fear was slowly killing me, but I couldn’t confess, I couldn’t turn back. I was on a
knife-edge with no solution, no way out. It was a Monday morning when I was finally
caught. I was called into the Chief Executive’s office and they presented me with the
overwhelming evidence. I was caught red-handed, but I still denied it.”
The blog entry reveals that, for Leigh, the climax represented a moment of confrontation, in
which the trauma of the gambling experience was immediate and prompted a detachment
from the situation. I therefore need to determine whether my experience of gambling
addiction subsided gradually, having potentially become bored, or culminated with a shock.
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In-play or live action betting
The report of GamblingData (2011) described the influence of in-play betting on the
gambling industry as “seismic”. The mode of betting primarily takes place online and in
relation to sporting events. Writing for CalvinAyre.com, the global news site of the betting
industry, Steven Stradbrooke (2017) identified that Bet365 generated the most revenue in
2017, of all the online gambling companies. The figure stood at £2.28 billion, an increase
of 38% from 2016. Of the revenue, 72% was represented by in-play betting. This was
assisted by the live streaming of 140,000 sporting events from around the world. The
number of consumers gambling in-play increased by more than a third, to 32 million.
While the report also outlined that, in 2011, Ladbrokes delivered 28,000 in-play events, with
twice as many football matches as in 2009. The significance of in-play gambling is therefore
emphasised by the proportion of revenue, and the growing popularity of the activity.
Yet, there has been a limited amount of experiential research undertaken into live action
betting. James, O’Malley and Tunney (2016, p.458) affirmed that little is known about the
risks of live action gambling, in relation to the development of addiction, as “in-depth
research on in-play betting is sparse”. Other studies also recognise the existence of risks
associated with live action gambling, but also acknowledge that only a small amount is
understood about the cause (Brosowski, Meyer and Hayer, 2012). It is uncertain whether
the risk of addiction may be derived from individuals that are already problem gamblers,
or who only bet online. The characteristics of in-play betting may be particularly
appealing. James et al. (2016) suggested that an ever-increasing number of live events
being streamed on betting websites was likely to provide an ever-growing number of
opportunities for gambling. Further, Choliz (2016) indicated that a relative immediacy,
provided by increased access and involvement, may provoke a sense of urgency to
embrace the potentially addictive qualities of gambling. While the shorter delay between
the stages of making a wager, awaiting the outcome and potential reward may also
encourage the development of an increasingly frenzied and absorbing, experience.
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Prevailing research on fixed odds betting terminals (FOBTs) supports the existence of a
positive relationship between the level of gambling addiction and the intensity of the
experience. The terminals are electronic machines that offer a variety of games, such as
roulette; each machine accumulates bets up to a pre-determined maximum, before paying
out a fixed return, set between 94% and 97% (Douglas, Noyes and Bland, 2017). However,
Stewart Kenny, the co-founder of the Paddy Power Betfair betting company, has labelled
FOBTs as “the crack cocaine of gambling” (Elison, 2016). The Gambling Commission (2018,
p.6) support the assertion by emphasising that 14% of people who use FOBTs are
considered problem gamblers, higher than any other form of betting activity. I perceive
the experiential account of Nathan (Life, 2017) successfully conveys the intensity and the
addictive nature of the activity:
"You can feed those notes in like crazy and you don't realise how much you're
spending until you run out of money. If you get lucky on roulette, you can win up to
£4,000 from your £100 stake so the buzz is definitely there.”
I believe the positive relationship, between intensity and the degree of addiction, may be
applied to identify the relative intensity and addictive nature of other betting activities.
On this basis, it may therefore be evaluated whether encounters with live action gambling
represent a further intensification of the online gambling experience.
In the absence of research into problem gambling, I have utilised alternative sources of
experiential information, such as the blogs of gambling awareness websites, and transferred
the principles from other findings. While this may be seen to satisfactorily bridge the gap in
knowledge to some extent, the data cannot necessarily be guaranteed for quality. In the
case of the blogs (such as Jodie, 2015, writing for the Basis website), it is not clear whether
the data was gathered in a controlled environment. As such, the data may have been
adversely influenced by external factors, such as noise levels, at the time of collection. I
believe the principles that have been applied from the findings of other studies (such as
Burkeman, 2013, about the issue of decision fatigue) may be deemed appropriate and
closely-related to the experience of problem gambling. However, the findings of these
studies are still not directly-related to betting addiction. As such, I feel it credible to at least
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question the validity of transferring these principles. The importance of any points made
during the discussion, in reflection of the blogs and principles applied from elsewhere, may
therefore need to be tempered, though still considered as providing a satisfactory basis for
further research.
Reflections
My literature review highlights the lack of experiential research that has been undertaken,
directly into the issue of problem gambling. Instead, the approach of contemporary
mental health professionals, to both treatment and research, has been primarily shaped
by the framework of DSM-5. Yet, I feel DSM-5 to be deficient in that it fails to sufficiently
account for the unique and phenomenological experience of the problem gambler.
Consequently, I believe that my review has revealed subject areas requiring investigation,
in response to the research question: “What is my experience of problem gambling?”.
I feel there is urgent need to undertake experiential research into problem gambling. In
my view, the diagnostic criteria within DSM-5 neglect to facilitate a relatively wide-ranging
and deep understanding of the encounter. I doubt how far the full range of emotions are
adequately covered, particularly when considered in comparison to the rich experiential
accounts within the blogs. The lack of research into online and live action betting means
that I am keen to examine the potential causes and influences on gambling activity. This
will also be determined with consideration for associated theories of behaviour, in the
absence of a more direct theoretical foundation.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Choosing a method
In my counselling and academic career to date, I have always experienced a reluctance to
make use of labels, such as that of ‘problem gambler’, in empathising with the concerns of
my client. Through my experience, I have come to perceive that such a diagnosis may only
provide me with a somewhat vague and generally inaccurate presumption of what is
affecting their well-being. Enough, I believe, to suggest that my experience of problem
gambling is likely to be different to that of somebody else. I subsequently feel that my
research is deserving of a study based on the ontological consideration of there not being a
single reality or truth for the experience of problem gambling. While I recognise that my
research will derive from the epistemological view that I will find and interpret my own
reality, in realising the phenomenological meanings that I attach to my encounter.
I subsequently considered that a qualitative approach was the most appropriate method for
this study. The notion of discovering how the meanings that I attached to my experience of
problem gambling were constructed appealed to me, particularly as I believed that the area
of research may have already been overloaded with quantitative research. I perceived that
my study represented an exciting journey and identified with the comparison of qualitative
research to “an adventure”, in which “we look upon the adventurer as someone who has
been changed by the experience, someone who will never be quite the same again” (Willig,
2013, p.3). A voyage of exploration, self-discovery and self-healing, providing an account
that adds value by affording a rich depth of authentic detail, to both supplement the
existing literature and establish a foundation for further research.
I acknowledged the merit of quantitative research, in potentially enabling the identification
of universal driving forces behind problem gambling and subsequently allowing for the
standardisation of counselling practice. However, I firmly agree with the contention of
Silverman (2014, p.14), that: “what people say in answer to interview questions does not
have a stable relationship to how they behave in naturally occurring situations”. While
answering a survey, for example, I believe the quality of the data that I provide may be
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compromised. I may not be entirely aware of the motivation for my actions, or the full
extent of how I construct the meanings that are associated with my experience. I believe
that a quantitative approach may not be effective, as the true meanings and motivations
may not be uncovered at the time of the survey. As McLeod (2013, p.106) contended, the
utilisation of a quantitative method may risk “losing sight of aspects of human experience
that may not be amenable to quantification”.
I also considered using mixed methods to collect my data, and combine both the qualitative
and quantitative aspects within my approach. Crewel (2009, p.203) argued that mixed
methods may be seen to add value, by “utilising the strengths of both”. I can appreciate the
benefit of establishing a broad-ranging truth, before exploring the experience for some of
the participants at greater depth, to develop a relatively complete picture. Yet I feel, more
strongly, that I wish to employ a qualitative approach and address the research question
from within the context of my own experience. I believe this will enable me to achieve the
objective of making a valuable contribution to the research field, while simultaneously
experiencing a process of self-healing.
Choosing a methodology
Having decided upon a qualitative method, and with an awareness of the research question
in mind, I began to consider which methodology to choose. I found myself being guided by
the words of Miles and Huberman (1984, in Silverman, 2015, p.42), who acknowledged that
“knowing what you want to find out leads inexorably to the question of how you will get
that information”. There was a very strong sense that I wanted to carry out a self-study,
focusing on my personal experience. Within an area of such limited existing research
findings, I believed that I was likely to be a valuable source of information, and certainly one
that was not to be neglected. I saw a clear benefit to sharing my experience and making a
potentially significant contribution to the research field.
My primary issue was to recognise whether it was more appropriate to adopt a heuristic or
autoethnographic approach. Both methodologies facilitate a detailed exploration into the
personal experience of the researcher, but each enable the autobiographical self-study from
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a different philosophical perspective. I therefore feel the need to justify why I favoured the
heuristic approach to the study, over the autoethnographic style of enquiry.
The autoethnographic mode of investigation maintains a focus on the personal experience
of the researcher, but within the context of the historical, social and political influences in
the surrounding environment (Muncey, 2010). By adopting this line of enquiry, I would be
able to address my research question from a social constructionist philosophical viewpoint. I
would be able to examine how the prevailing cultural attitudes influence the way in which I
create the meanings that relate to my experience. This may include a consideration for the
impact of slogans, such as “the world’s favourite online betting company” (Bet365, 2018), in
potentially creating a perception within me for a sense of universal acceptance.

Figure 1. In-play betting commercial (Motion Design and Art Direction, 2018).
While I feel that my betting activity was influenced by the advertising campaigns of betting
companies (Figure 1), luring me in with the prospect of achieving a sense of excitement and
fulfilment, boosting my self-esteem and finding stimulation.
Yet, I believe that a heuristic line of enquiry represents a more appropriate methodology for
my study. Moustakas (1990) contended that a heuristic approach was particularly suitable
during a situation in which a researcher wishes to investigate the phenomenon of a personal
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experience, and subsequently increase self-awareness. The subject of problem gambling is
one that I feel passionate about, as it has affected me directly. It represents “something that
has called to me from within my life experience, something which I have associations and
fleeting awareness, but whose nature is largely unknown” (Moustakas, 1990, p.13). The
heuristic line of enquiry would facilitate the emergence of my tacit knowledge, from beyond
my conscious awareness, by “giving birth to the hunches and vague formless insights that
characterise it” (Douglass and Moustakas, 1985, p.49). As such, this may facilitate a more
complete understanding of the nature, essence and meaning of my experience.
Further, the heuristic line of enquiry appealed to me as a potential way of assisting in my
self-healing, as I attempted to understand and resolve my problem gambling. I found that I
resonated strongly with the assertion of Moustakas (1990, p.15), that “the deepest currents
of meaning and knowledge take place within the individual, through one’s senses, beliefs
and judgements”. My hope was that a heuristic methodology may enable me to realise a
further depth of exploration and subsequent discovery. Hiles (2001, in Kenny, 2012, p.8)
underlined the importance of “indwelling”, during which the researcher deliberately turns
their focus inward, to realise a greater depth of understanding about an aspect of the
experience. I wanted to access the hidden meanings that underlined my experience of
problem gambling, so that I could make connections within and between the knowledge in
my tacit and conscious levels of understanding. As a result, I recognised the importance of
following my intuition, as: “It is intuition that has access to the underlying pattern of the
enquiry, when the researcher is trying to understand relationships between diverse aspects
of the research process” (Kenny, 2012, p.8).
The heuristic process
There are six stages to the approach, however these are not followed in a sequential order.
Instead, as Etherington (2004, p.111) clarified: “Moustakas described six stages – not
implying a linear process, but rather stages to enable the researcher to locate themselves
and guide the research”. This has, indeed, been the case for me. During my self-enquiry, I
often found myself moving backwards and forwards between the defined stages. It was a
more fluid and seemingly never-ending process. A continuous self-dialogue that was
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characterised by spontaneous revelation, the pursuance of intuition, reflection and inner
searching, which in turn evoked further thought, as new understanding emerged from my
tacit awareness.
The first stage of the process is that of “initial engagement”. Moustakas (1990) asserted that
every individual possesses an area of keen enthusiasm. The stage of initial engagement is
intended to help me, as the researcher, identify what I would like to discover about my
interest, and then form a question to frame my subsequent research. It was apparent, to
me, that I wished to study the subject of problem gambling. However, I later became aware
that I needed to focus my subsequent investigation further, as I realised that my issue
related to the more specific area of live action betting. Yet, I retained the initial research
question, as I was keen to compare the encounter of in-play gambling against the
experience of betting online and at a high-street venue. In this way, I would subsequently
develop a greater understanding for the differences between the experiences of problem
gambling within each mode. While I would also initiate a greater awareness for the unique
characteristics of live action betting.
The state of “immersion” represents the second stage of the heuristic process. It serves to
expand the question so that I, as the researcher, may feel entirely absorbed by the defined
area of study. Moustakas (1990, p.28) outlined: “the researcher lives the question in waking,
sleeping and even dream states”. This process of indwelling was a very spiritual and
powerful experience for me. I found myself being stirred, as I related to the lyrics of songs
that I heard, including those of “Temptation” (Gregory, Marsh and Ware, 1983): "Leave no
track, don't look back, all I desire, temptation, keep climbing higher and higher". While it
was during the period of immersion that I clasped eyes on a picture entitled The Scream, by
Edvard Munch (Figure 2). The image resounded with me as I believed that it captured many
aspects of my experience.
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Figure 2. The Scream (Munch, 1893).
Just by looking at the piece of art, I sensed familiar emotions of shock, horror, panic and
desperation. Yet, at the same time, I also recognised the inability to share these feelings and
the compulsion to suffer in silence. As a result, I found it appropriate to give the image a
new title, that was more reflective of my own experience: The Silent Scream. Further, I
recognised the contention of Sela-Smith (2002, p.65), that “something amazing happens
when a researcher has surrendered to the call”. There was a strong identification within me
also for the notion that “it appears to have a power that draws the image of the question
everywhere in the researcher’s life experience” (Sela-Smith, 2002, p.65). I came to recognise
that something was happening within me, which was providing me with a type of nervous
anticipation that I had not experienced before, about what might happen next.
I was not certain how to recognise the appropriate moment to embark upon the third stage,
that of “incubation”. Yet, I was reassured by the affirmation of Sela-Smith (2002, p.67), that
“the stage begins without planning”. Hearing a song entitled “Out of Time” (Albarn, James
and Rowntree, 2003) initiated a feeling of satisfied acceptance within me, particularly in
response to the lyric: “Tell me I’m not dreaming, but are we out of time?”. It seemed that
my period of immersion and indwelling had naturally expired. One night, I dreamed of a
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mist hanging over a range of mountains, and slowly clearing to reveal a stunning landscape.
I saw the metaphor as representing my “inner tacit dimension, (beginning) to wrestle with
the new input gained during immersion, re-organising and re-forming wholes and clusters of
wholes, creating new meaning, new behaviours, and new feelings” (Sela-Smith, 2002, p.67).
Having the period of incubation was both welcome and critical to my process of self-study. I
was finding the heuristic process exhaustive and exhausting. While I acknowledged the
assertion of Moustakas (1990, p.29), that “discovery does not ordinarily occur through
deliberate mental operations and directed calculated efforts”.
The fourth stage is that of “illumination”, during which a greater depth of understanding is
realised about the subject area, and the answers to the research question begin to reveal
themselves. West (2004, p.126) emphasised that “qualities and themes relating to the
question emerge into consciousness”, while Moustakas (1990, p.29) affirmed that “insight
or modification occurs”. However, I was still aware of the nervous anticipation, that I
originally experienced during the phase of immersion, relating to what might happen next. I
knew that I was feeling vulnerable and exposed. Yet, I found myself gaining the courage that
I needed when I heard a song entitled “Just Me, Before We Met” (Fink, 2011), and the lyric:
“Be brave little champion, it’s better to live than to hide”. I was suitably inspired to fully
embrace the process, readily opening myself to my tacit knowledge, the emergence of
qualities into my conscious awareness, and the clustering of qualities into themes.
During the fifth stage, of “explication”, I “fully examine(d) what awakened in consciousness,
to understand its various layers of meaning” (Moustakas, 1990, p.31). I carried out a process
of focusing and indwelling, so that I could create an inward space and scrutinise the
meanings that were attached to my experience of problem gambling. Another song lyric
seemed to become highly appropriate, from ‘All Possibilities” (Gough, 2002): “I’m seeing the
world through the eyes of somebody new”. The process, in which everything had started to
connect and make sense, was continuing. It was during the stage of explication, that I
stumbled upon the cartoon image in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Spontaneous combustion (Bizibit, 2018).
It resonated with me strongly, as I feel the image accurately reflected the meaning that I
attached to the moment of final despair for me, in my experience of gambling addiction. So
much so, that “spontaneous combustion” eventually became one of my themes. In line with
Sela-Smith (2002, p.68), I realised: “The reorganisation that has taken place on the deepconscious level during incubation (was) now occurring in waking consciousness”. The
articulation and revision of meaning enabled ne to gain a more complete understanding of
the core themes within the data. There were revelations, including some that were entirely
unexpected, but were embraced. In the same way that Sela-Smith (2002, p.68) compared
the progression to “a new person coming into one’s living space, (where) everything within
that space will shift as it relates to the change that has taken place”.
The five stages were finally resolved into a “creative synthesis”, that may be represented in
a variety of ways, such as through a poem or a drawing. Moustakas (1990) acknowledged
that a creative synthesis may only be achieved following the realisation of enlightened
awareness, that emerges from a culmination of my tacit and intuitive powers. As Sela-Smith
(2002, p.68) emphasised, a creative synthesis: “embodies an inclusive expression of the
essences of what has been investigated”. I recognised the capability of the heuristic process
to create a revised understanding, within me, of my issues relating to problem gambling, as
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“there is something transpersonal about what emerges that seems to take on a life of its
own. It is an amazing time of synchronicity, harmony, connection and integration” (SelaSmith, 2002, p.68). I was inspired to represent about my experience of betting addiction, in
ways that could effectively illustrate my new-found understanding, together with the key
findings of my research.
Evaluation of my enquiry method
I feel the primary strength of heuristic enquiry concerns the relative depth and the personal
nature of the data that is collected. Moustakas (1990, p.38) claimed that “depictions are at
the heart and depths of a person’s experience”. I therefore perceive that I engaged with the
research question to gain an explorative dialogue with the phenomenon of problem betting.
This was partly undertaken as a way of contributing to my self-healing. But, I also wished to
ensure that I remained congruent, as a counsellor, in providing support for my clients that
were experiencing issues of addiction. As Patton (2002, p.109) asserted, the outcome of the
heuristic process “epitomises the phenomenological emphasis on meanings and knowing
through personal experience”. The outcome of the study would therefore, in developing my
understanding of problem gambling, also facilitate a greater and authentic empathy within
me, for a similar experience of a client.
The main weakness, that I perceived about the heuristic line of enquiry, was the potentially
intense and wearing nature of the self-study. Moustakas (1990) highlighted that heuristics
involves a demanding process, with a significant degree of self-searching and continued selfquestioning, and the firm commitment to authentic self-dialogue, self-honesty and resolute
diligence. I was very wary that such an approach may prove a threat to my well-being,
particularly if the need to recall, live through and record my experience may cause me to
have a relapse. As a rehabilitated problem gambler, the last thing I wanted was to expose
myself and make myself vulnerable. The thought of experiencing those same cravings, and
succumbing to the temptation of betting again, was a daunting and potentially frightening
prospect. It was a circumstance that I would need to safeguard myself against. As a result, I
ensured that I maintained weekly sessions of personal therapy, to provide me with a space
in which I felt able to confidentially share and explore my experience of the research
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process. This enabled me to address the revival of any feelings associated with the
experience of problem gambling, and therefore avoid the potential for me to become reenveloped by addiction.
The usefulness of the heuristic process, as a means of research, has also been challenged as
the validity of the methodology may be undermined by the subjective nature of the data.
McLeod (2015) argued that the quality, and therefore the dependability, of the information
is likely to be compromised as the lack of a scientific approach may cause the data to be
untrustworthy and biased. This questionability may be derived from the opinions and
assumptions held by the researcher, about the topic of study. I agree with this assertion, as I
believe that my data will be highly subjective. The data is, after all, derived from my
personal record of my own experience. I acknowledge that my process of thought, as I
create my personal record, is likely to be influenced by my prevailing attitudes and values.
Initially, I struggled to admit that I was addicted to gambling, and I was subsequently unable
to recognise the full extent and nature of the problem. The meanings that I attached to the
experience, which also evidenced the motivation for my behaviour, may not have therefore
been fully realised.
Participants
I was the sole participant. The heuristic approach enables a researcher to carry out a study
both with, and without, further participants. However, Sela-Smith (2002, p.76) contended
that “when the focus is on another, what is learned is from an observational perspective
rather than from experience”. It is therefore my firm belief that I will be able to gain data
that is richer in detail, if I conduct a self-study and centre on my personal experience, than if
I observe a participant.
Data collection and analysis
The data that I collected was derived from the journals that I compiled during the period in
which I experienced my gambling addiction, and in retrospect. I favoured writing lengthy
sections of prose, as well as recording my emotional responses in single words, such as
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“confident” and “panic”. During the stage of immersion, I found myself being particularly
inspired in my writing by songs that I heard on the radio.
I originally intended to begin the analysis of my data during the stages of illumination and
explication. However, I discovered that my themes began to unintentionally emerge in the
phase of immersion, during and alongside my data collection. Sanders and Wilkins (2010,
p.214) outlined a theme as “a statement or unit of meaning”, and these seemed to enter my
conscious awareness as moments of clarity and enlightenment.
Having completed my designated period of incubation, I realised that it was critical for me
to familiarise myself with the data. The contrasting styles of writing, such as between my
written recollections and song lyrics, made this difficult. However, I began highlighting areas
of text that were appropriate to the research question. Initially, I wrote the relevant themes
on a piece of paper and I started to notice connections between some of the features. I then
created a mind map, so that I could cluster the units of meaning into groups. As I continued
to revise the mind maps, I could see themes developing and becoming increasingly welldefined, in relation to answering my research question.
My commitment to documenting my thoughts and reflections, as well as to gathering a
depth of material, was a strength of the process that underlined my data collection. A high
level of commitment was particularly important, as I believe that a heuristic line of enquiry
requires both courage and stamina, on the part of the researcher. There was an intensity to
the process, that I found very wearing. However, I was motivated to keep on going, as I
appreciated the potential value of the outcome, to both myself and to others experiencing
issues of gambling addiction. I subsequently kept a notebook permanently by my side, to
capture my reflections, as they arose. While I also retained a voice recorder, to detail my
thoughts, during moments in which I received inspiration that I was unable to note. I
therefore ensured that I gathered a depth of material by displaying my trust in the heuristic
process, remaining open to surges of creativity, and exploring the data that emerged.
However, I feel the time constraints, that were imposed by the deadlines of my university,
may have compromised the research study. I believe that, with more time, I would have
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been able to collect more data. Particularly, I perceive that I would have benefitted from
spending additional time within the stages of immersion and illumination. I feel these
phases are of specific value, in both getting to know the subject area, and providing a
sufficient opportunity for my tacit knowledge to emerge. I believe it would have also been
useful to have a longer phase of incubation, as I found the heuristic process to be very
exhausting. While I am certain that, with more time, the moments of transition between
each stage would have been less engineered. This would have been advantageous in
creating less interruption and disturbance to the natural flow of the enquiry.
Ethics
In carrying out the research, I ensured that I adhered to the following ethical guidelines of
the BACP (2018):
Autonomy: having a respect for the right of the participant to be self-governing.
Every aspect of my research was designed with a recognition for my entitlement to
make decisions, with regarding both my research and self-care.
Beneficence: promoting the well-being of the participant. As I found the heuristic
process demanding, I maintained access to “GamCare” (www.gamcare.co.uk), the
leading provider of free advice and counselling services for problem gamblers.
Non-maleficence: a commitment to avoiding harm for the participant. I was aware
that I may need regular sessions with my therapist, to provide me with the necessary
resilience and prevent any possible relapse into problem gambling.
Self-respect: encouraging the self-knowledge, integrity and care of the practitioner. I
believe that I demonstrated self-respect by having the courage to trust myself in
undertaking a self-study, and therefore improving my personal awareness.
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Trustworthiness: My research was personal to me, and not intended to expose the
identity of other people, such as my friends and family. I subsequently anonymised
any references that may have been made about other people, to protect them.
Managing the risks of research: I was mindful of the potential impact that my study
may have on my emotional well-being, and promised myself that I would withdraw
from the enquiry, if I believed that my mental health was being compromised.
Relationships with research participants: While my study did not involve any other
participants, I made certain that my sessions of counselling supervision and personal
therapy were conducted in a professional manner.
Research integrity: During my study, I ensured that I adhered to the BACP ethical
framework. While I also guaranteed the quality of the data, in terms of credibility,
transferability and dependability.
Research governance: Before I began my research, I gained approval from the ethics
committee of Keele University, who needed to be satisfied that I would be working
within the ethical guidelines of the BACP.
Reflexivity
I anticipated that it may not have been possible to have been objective in my approach, due
to the influence of my personal values on the way that I interpret the data (Etherington,
2004). My perception for a cultural stigmatization of problem gambling may have caused
me to feel ashamed. In turn, this may have prevented me from revealing certain aspects of
the experience. This may have validated the use of a bracketing interview, to help remove
the potential for bias during the process of collecting and analysing the data. However, I
agree with the argument of Finlay (2009), that any subjective bias is to be embraced as it
will lead to the creation of an open and relatively accurate reflection of my experience. As a
result, I believe the added transparency makes the process of enquiry more authentic and
may result in the outcome of the study becoming more valuable as a piece of research.
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Quality measures
It is my firm belief that my research successfully fulfilled the requisite measures of quality.
Robson and McCartan (2016) contended that quality may be assessed by a consideration for
the credibility, transferability and dependability of the study. I was therefore keen to
demonstrate the quality of my research, and for the audience to acknowledge the credibility
of my study, as follows:
Credibility: For the study to be credible, the participant in the research and the
audience must feel that the results are believable. As the sole participant, I could
judge and affirm that I had sufficiently described and understood my experience.
Transferability: To facilitate the transferability of the findings, I ensured that I had
detailed the philosophical background to the research, both in terms of the context
and the primary assumptions.
Dependability: In creating a dependable study, I acknowledged that my research was
undertaken in a continually changing environment, together with outlining how the
changes may have influenced my approach to the question.
It was therefore clear to me that my study was adequately rigorous, in ensuring the quality
of the data, as well as being ethical.
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Chapter 4: Findings
A foreword
My findings represent the interpretation of my personal reality, concerning my experience
of problem gambling. I felt challenged and daunted by the prospect of organising the data
that I had gathered in my journal (Crisp, 2018). There was a variety of data, that I collated in
a cohesive manner to realise a series of themes, and evolved a creative synthesis for each.
I distinguished three main themes, each with four sub-themes (Table 1):
Table 1. The main themes and sub-themes of the findings.
Theme

“It’s all about the in-play”.

Sub-themes

Relative frenzy.
Greater immediacy.
Incredible high.
Feeling complete.

Theme

Illusions.

Sub-themes

Illusion of control.
Illusion of reality.
Illusion of escape.
Over-confidence.

Theme

Spontaneous combustion.

Sub-themes

Tedium.
Shocked by outcome.
Difficult to admit.
Ground Zero.
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Theme: “It’s all about the in-play”.
I represented my experience of live action betting within Figure 4, combining the style of
the in-play gambling advertisement (Figure 1) with a word cloud. The means of expression
highlights specific emotions; the prevalence of the feeling that I perceive in my experience,
is directly related to the size of the word in the image (Boost Labs, 2014).

Figure 4. “It’s all about the in-play”.
The data presented within Figure 4 suggests that my experience of problem gambling was
dominated by excitement, temptation and relief, while I was aware of the frantic nature of
live action betting activity. Further, and to a lesser extent, my encounter was represented
by feelings that included elation, shock, panic, shame, horror, desperation, satisfaction and
calculation. While, in addition, my experience was least characterised by the emotions of
frustration, guilt, regret, self-loathing and dread.
During the stage of illumination, I recognised that my problem gambling only related to inplay betting. I subsequently detailed in my journal:
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“Such a flash of clarity. I’ve never realised. I don’t have a problem with gambling, at
betting shops or even online. Gambling only becomes a problem when I bet in-play”.
This was a defining moment and changed the course of my research. Before this moment of
clarity, I was confused as to why I did not experience the same craving to enter a high-street
venue, as I did to bet in-play:
“The two modes are just so different. The inside of a betting shop just looks so quiet,
so much less intense. In-play couldn’t be more opposite”.
There were aspects of live action gambling that drove my addiction, compared to gambling
online or in a high-street venue. I acknowledged the relatively frenzied nature of live action
betting, while documenting the following song lyrics:
“Step by step and day by day, every second counts, I can’t break away.”
My experience of live action gambling was so much more pleasurably intense than betting
online and on the high-street, and involved greater swings of emotion. This was conveyed
by the following note, in my journal:
“Everything is so much more extreme with in-play betting. It’s just so fast-paced and
involved. In one instant I feel so exhilarated, delirious, ecstatic. But in the next
instant, seconds later, I can feel gut-wrenching despair and frustration.”
My observations for “more in-play markets” and “relative ease of access” support that live
action betting may serve to create the possibility for a more immediate experience. In my
journal, I remark:
“I love to just watch the various events as they unfold. If there doesn’t happen to be
a football or a cricket match on then fine, I’ll have a look at tennis, or maybe darts. It
doesn’t really matter whether I know anything about what’s going on.”
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As I reflect, a tacit understanding emerges that feelings of elation and euphoria provide me
with a satisfying escape from the mundanity of daily life. My perception is for gambling as a
refuge, somewhere that I can feel complete, by living “on the edge” again:
“I bet because I’m bored and it gives so much adrenaline. Win or lose, what a buzz.”
It is therefore my belief that live action betting is a totally engaging process, representing a
relative frenzy of intense emotions. The fast-paced nature of in-play gambling causes the
frenzy to self-perpetuate and become even more intense.
Theme: Illusions.
I symbolised my subsequent theme, of “illusions”, within Figure 5. My inspiration for the
image was derived from my tendency to bet on cricket matches, above any other type of
sporting event. I believe the form of representation is appropriate as it demonstrates the
range of illusions that characterise my experience of problem gambling.

Figure 5. The cricket stumps of illusion.
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The data visualised within Figure 5 indicates that my gambling problem was exemplified by
an illusory sense of control, reality and escape. The trinity of cricket stumps may be seen to
adequately reflect the triumvirate of illusions. While I believe the red ball, representing the
experience of betting addiction, symbolises how problem gambling may shatter the cricket
bails of life and mental well-being.
It emerged, during the relatively early stage of immersion, that I became more confident in
my risk-taking, following the reassurance gained from securing a sizeable initial win:
“I was in control of my gambling, I think, until I won that first big amount. Looking
back, I realise that it gave me a taste of success, and I wanted more”.
The success of my strategy to placing bets was subsequently reinforced by the achievement
of further successful outcomes, to the point of becoming over-confident:
“This is all so easy. I only need to establish a few guidelines and I can make a serious
amount of money. I’m not even sure that I’ll still need my part-time job”.
I calculated the likelihood of winning, and only placed a wager if I believed there was little or
no chance of losing. As such, my problem gambling saw me succumb to the illusion of being
in control of the outcome:
“My strategy involves a calculated and measured approach. I free myself of emotion,
as much as possible, when I feel there’s something that I can potentially bet on”
However, I mistakenly assumed that my strategy would guarantee a successful outcome. On
reflection, I should have recognised that my losses demonstrated an illusion of reality, as my
calculations were flawed. Yet, as I continued to realise further successful outcomes to bets, I
became more risk-averse:
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“The anticipation for realising euphoria and reassurance, for example, can
occasionally seduce me into gambling.”
I gradually started to bet on markets with longer odds. First 1/20, for example, before
progressing to place bets on markets that were shorter, such as 1/2 or 4/1. But, I was
genuinely surprised when the outcome of a bet diverted from what I expected to happen:
“I’m shocked. It’s happened again. It should have been a certain win. I don’t get it.”
But, I never learned from the experience of losing. I never thought to revise my strategy, or
to give up gambling entirely. A sense of defiance and excitement perhaps fuelled a “desire
to chase my losses”, and I recorded the following song lyrics in my journal:
“My time is coming, don’t worry about me, no, I’m in no hurry, I know where to go.”
I feel that my over-confidence in a fallible strategy, together with my stubborn loyalty to the
tactical approach may have caused me to become blind to the risk of losing. Instead, my
naïve conviction that I would be inevitably rewarded with a successful outcome, only helped
me develop an illusion of escape and become blind to the risk of descending into addiction.
Theme: Spontaneous combustion.
I presented my theme, of “spontaneous combustion”, within Figure 6. My inspiration came
from Figures 2 and 3, in blending the artistic image of The Scream and the cartoon portrayal
of spontaneous combustion. I found that both images struck a chord with me, and helped to
promote a depth of understanding about my experience of problem gambling.
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Figure 6. My spontaneous combustion.
The representation within Figure 6 reflects the experience of suffering with a Silent Scream,
and the subsequent culmination of my gambling problem, characterised by intense despair.
Particularly, I believe the image effectively combines the emotions of horror and panic, with
a climax of these feelings in a final and shocking moment.
It became clear to me, during the stages of illumination and explication that my initial sense
of excitement shifted towards boredom. Within my journal, I recognise the dawning of my
realisation:
“I was betting so often that, quite honestly, it became tedious. I became numb to the
success, or otherwise, of the outcome. Both winning and losing became mundane.”
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Further, I also found myself feeling shocked by the series of unsuccessful outcomes for my
bets, typically reflected within the emotions of anxiety, panic and horror. In my journal, I
make the note that:
“Another day, another heavy loss. As the losses increase, so does my despair at not
being able to give up gambling. The bigger the loss, the greater the desperation. But
still I continue”.
I was now haunted by the awareness that I was only going to continue losing money, if I
persevered with my betting activity. As a result, I was desperate to find shelter from my
addiction and protect myself from further hurt:
“Every now and again, I encounter this cold and sobering reality, during which I feel
intense panic. Like, how could I be so stupid to let myself do this?”
There was a growing realisation within me, that I was experiencing a gambling addiction.
Yet, simultaneously, I attempted to convince myself that I did not have a betting problem at
all. I document:
“Yes, I should probably try and stop gambling. I know that I have lost money, overall,
but I still feel in control. I am sure that I will be able to take a break, or give up,
whenever I choose.”
However, I continued to gamble, and I continued to lose. Every so often, I experienced a
moment of clarity, in which I perceived the sobering reality of the situation. I was desperate
to avoid confronting my addiction:
“There are times, when I realise how much I have lost, how stupid I have been, and
how much worse it may still get. It feels like I am having a panic attack.”
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Gradually, I became overwhelmed by the feelings of embarrassment and shame. Further, a
deep regret and self-hate was hanging over me, reinforced by a series of failed outcomes. I
now found myself down by £5,500. In my journal, I remark:
“I’m so fed up of losing. I’m so desperate to walk away. Especially as I usually end up
losing anything I seem to win, and more besides”.
Eventually, I reached the hour of reckoning. I placed a significant bet, of £1,500, in attempt
to win back my losses. Except, I lost. I experienced a panic attack, every time I remembered
what had happened, over the next week:
“Every time, I say ‘no more’, but I keep going. ‘What is the point?’, I ask myself. ‘Why
don’t you ever learn, instead of kidding yourself that you can win it all back?’”
There was a choice to be made. I was at Ground Zero, and I was scared. If I made the wrong
choice, then I knew that I was very likely to lose even more, probably everything. It felt like I
was walking along the edge of a cliff, too close to the edge. A wrong choice, one false step,
and I was gone. I needed to finally accept that I had a gambling problem and save myself.
Reflections
In this chapter, I have outlined the main themes that I found, while looking back through my
journal. I feel that my themes represent a sequence in my experience of having a gambling
addiction. The sequence begins with me succumbing to the addictive nature of live action
gambling, before realising the illusionary nature of the encounter, and then resolving with
the demise of my mental well-being. I hope that I have been able to convey the horror of
the experience; I now proceed to considering the competing theoretical explanations.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
A foreword
My research question is: “What is my experience of problem gambling?”.
The emergence of my tacit knowledge provided me with a fresh and explicit understanding
about my experience of problem gambling. Further to my research, I developed a greater
awareness of my “hunches and vague formless insights” (Douglass and Moustakas, 1985,
p.49). My encounter with addiction was life-changing, and I feel the experience of problem
gambling has provided me with an irremovable scar on my well-being. Yet, through this
study, I wanted to better understand the causes for my descent into betting addiction, and
realise how I could prevent the same from happening again.
In the previous chapter, I defined three main themes:
“It’s all about the in-play”.
Illusions.
Spontaneous combustion.
I will now appraise my findings with consideration for the competing explanations in my
literature review.
Theme: “It’s all about the in-play”.
I appreciate that my problem gambling developed in response to my need to experience a
sense of being complete. Something was missing from my life and, initially, the experience
of gambling filled that space quite satisfactorily. However, I realise that I became dependent
on the experience which, as it turned out, did not make me feel complete at all. In fact, I
perceive the activity should have been accompanied by a stern health warning, such as may
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be found on the side of cigarette packets: “Gambling is dangerous for your mental health”,
and “Gambling addiction kills”.
However, I believe the DSM-5 framework (APA, 2013) is of limited use in helping to initiate
understanding about the experience of betting addiction. During the heuristic process, I
recognised that I only struggled to regulate my live action betting activity. This was entirely
revelatory for me. Before the study, I aligned myself with the assumption of the APA (2013),
that a problem gambler was addicted to all online, in-play and high-street betting activity.
Yet, I subsequently noted:
“Such a flash of clarity. I’ve never realised. I don’t have a problem with gambling, at
betting shops or even online. Gambling only becomes a problem when I bet in-play”.
The finding challenged the assumption, of both myself and the APA (2013), for the existence
of a universal experience. I acknowledge that I satisfied the requisite of making “repeated
unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back or stop gambling” (APA, 2013, p.582). However, this
was only experienced for live action betting. I did not find myself fulfilling the symptoms of
the DSM-5 framework for online or high-street gambling.
I subsequently adhere to the contrasting assertion of the BPS, that experiential research is
valuable as “problems are recognised, understood, validated, explained and have some
relief. Clients often, unfortunately, find that diagnosis offers only a spurious promise of such
beliefs” (2011, p.3). It was essential for me to explore my encounter with problem gambling
at greater depth, to adequately comprehend my addiction. Further, I agree with the need to
question the value of the DSM-5 framework, as it may fail to recognise issues of gambling
addiction for individuals that fulfill less than four diagnostic criteria (Responsible Gambling
Council, 2012). Following my perception that I only satisfied three of the criteria, and was
therefore not categorised as a problem gambler, I perceive that my experience was
insufficiently valued and understood. A disconnect was created between my awareness of
having a betting addiction and the hopeful belief that a counselling professional may
understand my experience, in providing me with support.
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Yet, I believe the specific cause of my betting addiction varied between the desire to escape
boredom, my perception of certainty and the previous exposure to a sizeable win. The initial
cause of my problem gambling was the aspiration to escape the mundanity of daily life. I
believe that my longing for escape mirrored the yearning of Jodie (Basis, 2015), to “just get
back to the incredible high, unlike any I had experienced before”. Within my findings (Figure
4), I emphasise the excitement of gambling and, to a lesser extent, satisfaction, elation and
euphoria. Instead of feeling tedium, my daily life was characterised by a sense of being reinvigorated. I felt like I was my old self again: living on the edge, being spontaneous and just
having fun. It was a respite for me, being away from the boredom and tension that had now
come to characterise my life. I therefore originally started to gamble as I became dependent
on the activity as a means of potentially realising the “incredible high”, that I desperately
needed to forget about my perceived inadequacies.
However, the yearning to escape the mundanity of daily life subsided, for my perception of
control and certainty about the result to emerge as a main cause of my problem gambling.
By achieving a successful outcome, I found myself being filled with a confidence that I was
likely to predict a correct result in the future (Lombrozo and Carey, 2006). I convinced
myself that I had a supernatural ability to predict the unpredictable. Within my findings, I
emphasise the sense of being calculated and satisfied during my gambling activity (Figure 4).
It was a dangerous combination. Every time I won, I experienced a feeling of satisfaction, as
I perceived that my calculations had been proved accurate. I felt like I had discovered “The
Holy Grail” of gambling; a secret that was going to lead me to untold riches. The feeling of
invincibility was reinforced by a remarkable winning run over the course of three months,
during which I accumulated total winnings of £3,000. Yet, for as long as I believed myself
unbeatable, I forgot that “a bookie never loses”. The certainty helped to initiate a sense that
I was in control of the outcome and, subsequently, of my problem gambling.
I believe the previous experience of winning a sizeable amount was a persistent and strong
influence, throughout my live action betting activity (Custer, 1974). Within my findings, I
recognised the impact of gaining a considerable sum on subsequent activity: “Looking back,
I realise that it gave me a taste of winning, and I wanted more”. My initial success was for
the reasonable sum of £60, and provided me with a “hook” that I relate to the experience of
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Jodie (Basis, 2015): “I obsessed over the machine I had been playing and won on. I thought if
I could just get back to the incredible high I felt. A high unlike any I experienced before, get
back to that moment of possibility, things would be good”. Further, I realised that further
gains, of higher amounts, only served to build the associated elation and heighten the sense
of being “hooked”. My record wins reached £100, then £200, and £1,000. The dominant
sense of being “relieved” (Figure 4), after achieving a successful outcome, only reinforced
my obsession with winning more and more.
In contrast, of the potential causes cited within my literature review, I do not perceive that
isolation contributed, at any point, to the development of my addiction. I feel my assertion
contradicts the claim that individuals who feel isolated are more likely to acquire a gambling
problem, as a sense of detachment may encourage anonymity and risk-taking behaviour
(Paracelsus Recovery, 2015). It may be contended that I became increasingly likely to make
riskier bets, by placing wagers on markets with longer odds. But, I believe this was more due
to my blind faith in the structured approach of my betting strategy. In fact, I attached very
little value to the opportunity for secrecy and anonymity. I feel that secrecy and anonymity
were almost forced upon me, as I wanted to tell somebody about my addiction. The real
issue was not knowing who I could tell, and what to say. I remember sitting in the lounge
with my mother and father, the people that I trust and care for above all others. Yet, I felt
unable to say: “Mum and Dad, I’ve just lost £500. But here is the thing, I have been doing
this every day, for the last three years”. I was afraid of being a disappointment in their eyes,
even though I know they would have been completely supportive.
However, I believe the existence of common features, within the experience of live action
and high-street betting, make it possible to question the validity of differentiating between
the two modes of betting activity. I feel in-play gambling may realise a level of authenticity
that is sufficient to make the experience appear as genuine as the encounter of betting at a
high-street venue. As Nathan (Life, 2007) contests: “The buzz is definitely there”. My earliest
memories of betting shops revolve around the never-ending rows of television screens and
pages from “The Racing Post” papering the wall, from floor to ceiling. With the advent of
betting websites, and so many live-streamed events, I believe the experience of gambling on
the high-street is being accurately replicated, during in-play activity. There is no longer a
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need to perceive that a cosy feeling of acceptance, and the accompanying sense of refuge
from the outside world, may only be accessible in a betting shop. Instead, the intimacy of
live action betting provides an equally comforting solace. I therefore disagree with the claim
that a problem gambler may be less likely to bet in-play than in a high-street venue, due to a
lack of comparative realism (McCormack and Griffiths, 2015).
Further, I perceive the validity of differentiating between online and in-play gambling may
be threatened, as betting companies facilitate an ease of access to both modes of activity,
through their websites. The gambling websites provide access for over two million people in
the United Kingdom, that are classified as problem or at-risk gamblers (GambleAware, 2017,
p.11). My preferred chalice of gambling poison was the smartphone, with access provided
to a vast array of sporting events and markets through a simple application. I could access a
betting opportunity at any hour of the day or night, whether I wished to gamble online or
in-play. Sometimes I would find myself gambling on the most bizarre events, such as a youth
game of football in Bolivia, just because the opportunity was there. Within my findings, I
remark:
“If there doesn’t happen to be a football or a cricket match then fine, I’ll have a look
at tennis, or maybe darts. It doesn’t really matter whether I know what’s going on”.
On other occasions, I would set my alarm, for any time of the night, to wake up and make a
bet on a sporting event. I knew that if I failed to wake up and place a wager, I would regret
the lost opportunity on the following day.
However, I feel there are specific characteristics that make live action gambling a relatively
addictive experience, in comparison to online and high-street betting. I believe the driving
forces behind the development of gambling activity, such as the desire for escape and a
perception of control, intensify to create an experience for in-play betting that is even more
addictive. In the absence of studies relating directly to the intensity of live action gambling, I
perceive that my encounter associates most closely with the frenzied experience of utilising
FOBTs. As Nathan (Life, 2017), reveals:
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“You can feed those notes in like crazy and you don't realise how much you're
spending until you run out of money. If you get lucky on roulette, you can win up to
£4,000 from your £100 stake”.
Subsequently, I perceive the description of gambling on FOBTs, as the “crack cocaine of
gambling” (Elison, 2016), is transferable to the frenzy of live action activity. Within my
findings, I evidence that “everything is so much more extreme with in-play betting”. As a
result, while other modes of gambling may also provide an outlet for escape and create
excitement, I feel it is the relatively “fast-paced” and intense nature of live action betting
that provides in-play betting activity with a greater level of addictiveness.
While I agree with the counter-assertion of Choliz (2016), that live action betting may be
differentiated, as in-play activity intensifies the degree of immediacy normally associated
with gambling. The live-streaming of 140,000 events on the websites of betting companies,
such as Bet365 (Stradbrooke, 2017), indicates the extent to which gambling activity may be
influenced by immediacy. For me, the live-streaming of events creates an experience that
potentially overwhelms the senses, characterised by the dominant feelings of temptation
and excitement (Figure 4). My senses were heightened, almost to a frenzied state, by the
simultaneous coverage of the event. I placed bets that I would have previously had no
intention of considering, just because I felt so involved with the game. In addition, I believe
that I was caught within a vicious circle of excitement and temptation. The immediacy of
the experience prompted a feeling of excitement, which initiated a sense of temptation. In
turn, the temptation further intensified my excitement, in a continuing sequence to the
point that I was helpless to resist.
Additionally, I feel the relative immediacy of in-play gambling is further intensified as the
process of making a bet, awaiting the outcome and completing the wager takes less time
(James et al., 2016). In my findings, I document that “everything is so much more extreme
with in-play betting. It’s just so fast-paced”. While, accompanying the feelings of excitement
and temptation (Figure 4), I also emphasise the frantic nature of a live action gambling
experience. The activity of in-play betting was such an intense experience for me, that I was
sometimes presented with less than a second to determine whether I wanted to place a
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wager. My eyes would dart across the computer screen, monitoring the fluctuating odds,
simultaneously trying to observe the live stream of the event and react as quickly as
possible, in attempt to exploit a favourable twist. I feel this contrasts with other modes,
such as online gambling, where a gambler may have the opportunity to consider making a
specific bet for days, or weeks, before the event. I subsequently believe that a relative lack
of available time, in placing a bet, may result in a rash and impulsive decision being made,
having been confronted by a surprising event (Choi and Hui, 2014).
However, my findings suggest that insufficient recognition has been given to the experience
gained during the lifespan of an in-play wager, and the subsequent impact on the intensity
of the encounter. In contrast to the assertion of Ellison (2016), I perceive that intensity may
also be derived from the excitement faced during the lifespan of a live action bet. As such, I
acknowledge that a process of decision-making, when encountering a state of excitement,
may result in “dramatically different choice behaviour” (Hertwig et al., 2004, p.534). In the
process of gambling in-play, I lived the experience of multiple wagers, during the lifespan of
a single bet. At one stage, I would feel certain that a successful outcome was tantalisingly
imminent. On another occasion, the unproven fear that I may have been about to lose,
made me feel relieved, and gave me a false confidence that next time would be different.
The wager seemed to have been lost, but I realised that my expectation of a failure was
unfounded, therefore proceeding to reinforce the feeling of invincibility and a false certainty
in my strategy.
Theme: Illusions.
I believe that I must challenge the extent to which gambling provides genuine opportunities
for control, reality and escape, or whether they are eventually to be recognised as illusory
(Figure 5). As such, I question whether I may predict with certainty, the outcome of a
random event (Lombrozo and Carey, 2006). Instead, I agree with the contrasting assertion
of Cowley et al. (2015), that I may become over-confident in my capabilities and devise a
presumed, but mistaken, blueprint for success. The illusion of control prevented me from
realising that it was impossible to guarantee a positive return. I came to realise that miracles
do happen, even with the markets that contain the shortest odds, in which 1/1,000 conveys
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the idea of a certain winner. I recall betting, and losing, £3,000 on a darts match, where the
reigning world champion was only one game away from victory. The odds were 1/100. It
aligned with my strategy to only bet on events with a participant or team in a seemingly
unbeatable position. But, the reigning world champion subsequently proceeded to lose the
match. And I lost my bet. However, my over-confidence ensured that I retained my illusion
of control, persevered with my flawed approach, and continued to lose money.
In addition, I recognise that my illusion of control was likely to be reinforced by a perception
for a freedom of choice (Pinnacle, 2012). I therefore question whether Jodie (Basis, 2015)
was genuinely in control of her behaviour, when she indicated that she was motivated by a
desire to “just get back to the incredible high, unlike any I had experienced before”. Rather,
I believe that my previous success encouraged me to mistakenly place a greater confidence
in my ability to make further gains. Within my findings, I recognised that a first sizeable win
“gave me a taste of success, and I wanted more”. Yet, I also documented that “I was in
control of my gambling, I think, until I won that first big amount”. I perceive the success
associated with achieving further gains, involving progressively greater amounts, only
served to reinforce my false belief that I was in control. My personal choice was to
subsequently chase even more gains. As my winnings increased, I became ever more
desperate to visit, and exceed, the previous “incredible high”. My insatiable desire
overwhelmed my ability to maintain control of my betting activity, and was an important
factor in the development of my gambling addiction.
Further, I challenge the assertion of Jodie (Basis, 2015), that addiction represents a genuine
diversion from the mundanity of daily life. Instead, I favour the assertion that gambling only
provides an illusion of escape (Cowley et al., 2015, p.2181), as such a perception may not
consistently lead to the initiation of a positive experience. Jodie (Basis, 2015) added the
belief: “With that moment of possibility, things would be good”. However, I feel the variety
of negative emotions that I encountered, during my gambling experience, indicates that
“things” would not “be good”, in the “moment of possibility”. My findings highlight negative
feelings of nervousness, shame and frustration (Figure 4) throughout the lifespan of the bet,
with extreme swings between positive and negative forms of emotion. I therefore feel that
my gambling experience created an illusion of escape as I found myself willing to face the
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negative aspects of the encounter. While the negative emotions may also be seen to break
the mundanity of daily life, I do not believe that such feelings of panic and shock may
represent a positive form of escapism.
Yet, I perceive that my illusion of control, reality and escape may have fuelled my betting
addiction, particularly when a positive experience outweighed the hangover from a negative
outcome. I believe that a positive encounter initiates excitement which, in turn, creates
spontaneity and contributes to the illusionary sense of control, reality and escape (Barron
and Webber, 2004). By recognising the influence of spontaneity, I refute that any adverse
impact of excitement, together with any subsequent failures of judgement, may be entirely
restrained and corrected “in the sober tranquility of revision” (Poole, 2014). I feel that my
excitement for the potential occurrence of a rare event, such as the successful outcome of a
wager, regularly overwhelmed my reasonable expectation. My unwitting tendency to make
decisions, that exposed me to greater risk, was conveyed within my findings by the remark:
“The anticipation for realising euphoria and reassurance, for example, can occasionally
seduce me into gambling”. The desire to attain a sense of excitement, through a betting
experience, increased to become even more fervent. As a result, my illusion of control,
reality and escape was heightened and further disrupted my decision-making process.
While, I agree with the assertion of Hertwig et al. (2004), that decision-making is impacted
more by excitement, than expectation formed by prior experience. I believe the notion may
be particularly relevant when considering that my gambling activity was also characterised
by a desire to “chase my losses”. The contention therefore rivals the claim made by Thibeau
(Gambler’s Help, 2018), of being able to “forget all those losses before”. I found that my
desperation combined with an unfounded certainty in my strategy, to create a situation in
which I was likely to waste more money, instead of successfully recouping my losses. As
such, I developed an increasingly severe illusion of control and reality, in which I convinced
myself that any previous loss was an exception to the rule. Except, despite the continued
failure to regain the money that had been expended, I neglected to recognise the futility of
my approach. Instead, I would place a wager of £100, in attempt to chase a loss of £50, then
£200 to regain the loss incurred from the failure of the initial bet, continuing in an upward
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spiral. Consequently, the illusion of control and reality encouraged the progressive increase
of my losses, while I continued in my attempts to recover the expended money.
Theme: Spontaneous combustion.
A key outcome has been to realise that my desire to bet subsided, and the experience of
problem gambling became without meaning. I agree, to a limited extent, with the assertion
of Burkeman (2012), that decision fatigue may be initiated when an individual makes too
many spontaneous choices. Within my findings, I noted that: “I was numb to the success, or
otherwise, of the outcome for a wager. Both winning and losing became mundane”. I feel
that my initial shelter from boredom eventually became tedious. In attempt to preserve my
refuge, I began gambling with increasing amounts of money to maintain the previous levels
of excitement. The amounts of £5 or £10, when I started gambling, steadily progressed to
sums reaching £15,000. While the escalation in my gains provided the ever-increasing sense
of achievement that I demanded. Instead of being satisfied with returns of a few pence, I
now yearned for returns worth hundreds of pounds. It was becoming more difficult, and
tiresome, for me to attain the same levels of excitement, euphoria and elation, that
characterised my initial experience of gambling (Figure 4).
However, I dispute the extent to which the decline of my betting addiction may be entirely
accounted for by decision fatigue, incurred by making too many spontaneous choices. I feel
the eventual cessation of my gambling activity was more impacted by psychological shock
(Boyes, 2018), than decision fatigue. Boyes (2018) outlined the impact of psychological
shock as: “A surge of strong emotions and a corresponding physical reaction, in response to
a (typically unexpected) stressful event”. Within my findings, I characterise my gambling
encounter with feelings of anxiety, panic and horror, together with the experience of a cold
sweat (Figure 4). I perceive the emotions, suffered following a loss, may impact so much
stress upon me, that my mental well-being experiences a sense of spontaneous combustion
(Figure 6). Despairing after another heavy loss, I would think: “Do you know what? I am
done, I am never going to bet again”. My losses steadily increased; £3,000, £4,000, £5,000,
and more besides. I was aware of how much money I had lost in total, and it frightened me;
all I could think about was how much money I was likely to lose in the future, if I continued.
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But I came back for more. While I acknowledge the influence of psychological shock (Boyes,
2018), I also recognise that my spontaneous self-combustion and subsequent withdrawal
from problem gambling was a prolonged affair. I therefore agree with the assertion of Leigh
(Earshot, 2017), that “I was constantly worried about being caught. The fear was slowly
killing me, but I couldn’t confess, I couldn’t turn back. I was on a knife-edge with no solution,
no way out”. Within my experience of problem gambling, I deliberately enveloped myself
within the illusion of control, reality and escape, recognising in hindsight that “my biggest
issue was hiding the extent of my problem from myself”. I recognise that by preventing
myself from becoming aware of “the fear”, experienced by Leigh (Earshot, 2017), I may have
been attempting to protect my mental well-being from being shocked and damaged. As a
result, I felt that I was unwittingly given permission by myself to enjoy my addiction, while
also believing that I was justified in attempting to recover my losses.
Then I reached Ground Zero. The moment of final reckoning, in which the structure of my
approach, and my mental well-being, collapsed. In terms of betting activity, I perceive the
intensity of psychological shock may be directly related to how far a gambler has become
absorbed by addiction, following an unsuccessful outcome (Boyes,2018). Given the extent
to which my daily thinking was dominated by the urge to gamble, the collapse of my mental
well-being represented nothing less than an emotional annihilation. I was, literally, scraping
along a rocky bottom. Yet, I feel that it was a necessary first step in my recovery. It was not
until I experienced Ground Zero that I could begin my genuine rehabilitation. I recognised
that I needed to accept that I was solely accountable, regardless of whether my addiction
developed on purpose or by accident. There were numerous moments of clarity, where I
realised that I had a gambling problem, but they were accompanied by insufficient degrees
of shock to make me want to confront the problem. As a result, I continued to bet, until the
shock was severe enough for me to realise that I had reached Ground Zero. The culmination
of my problem gambling was therefore less about realising decision fatigue, and more about
encountering a completely debilitating psychological shock.
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Reflections
I found the heuristic process to be incredibly powerful and transformative. It facilitated the
emergence of a realisation within me of the causes for the development, persistence and
eventual subsidence of my gambling addiction. Without experiencing the heuristic process, I
am sure that I would not have been able to develop such a clear understanding of the
complex issues surrounding my betting problem. As Moustakas himself affirmed, following
the heuristic process has enabled me to realise the “qualitative depictions that are at the
heart and depths of a person’s experience” (1990, p.38).
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Chapter 6: Final considerations
The key outcomes
One of the key outcomes has been to recognise that my study represents a unique reality,
rather than a universal truth, about the experience of problem gambling. My experience has
proved to be distinct, in comparison to the accounts of other betting addicts, such as Jodie
(Basis, 2015). Further, my encounter indicates that experience of in-play gambling may also
be considered unique, in comparison to the online and high-street modes of activity.
I therefore acknowledge that my experience of live action gambling may be differentiated
by a unique set of characteristics. My findings suggest that in-play betting activity helped me
achieve a sense of being complete. It provided me with a fix, when I was looking for a way of
resolving the disturbance to my mental well-being. Yet, the comparative intensity of in-play
gambling created an exceptionally addictive experience. I found the relative frenzy of live
action activity intensified the causes that were otherwise associated with high-street and
online betting; the desire for escape, a sense of control, and the awareness of a previous
sizeable win. However, the extent to which I was impacted by each of these causes varied.
Initially, the opportunity for escape provided me with feelings of elation and euphoria. This
was replaced by a perception for control, and emotions relating to over-confidence. While
the sense of temptation, fuelled by the experience of a previous win, was always strong.
However, it subsequently became apparent that my assumptions for control, escape and
reality, as the causes of gambling, were illusory. My over-confidence in a flawed strategy
contributed to a mistaken perception that I could predict, and therefore control, the
outcome of a random event. The fantasy of control was accompanied by misconceptions of
reality and escape. My willingness to acknowledge the failing of my structured approach
was overwhelmed by a determination to regain the “incredible high”, that characterised my
initial experience of betting. Yet, the negative feelings involved within the experience of
problem gambling, together with the extreme swings of emotion, only provided an illusory
escape from the mundanity of daily life. In turn, I perceive that my delusions of control,
reality and escape may have stimulated my betting addiction, for as long as any negative
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feelings associated with losing were outweighed by the positive experience of winning. My
tendency to gamble was also likely to have been impacted by the excitement of the activity,
over the expectation of the result, and the ability to review and revise my judgement.
In time, my desire to bet waned. I realised that my gradual subsidence was derived less from
decision fatigue, and more from a reluctant acceptance that I was a problem gambler. I feel
the importance of decision fatigue should be recognised, as I became aware that I needed
to bet ever-increasing amounts of money to realise the same levels of excitement. However,
a greater fear about the potential impact of psychological shock saw me try to hide the
realisation of my betting addiction from myself. The perception of a desire to protect my
mental well-being saw me deliberately attempt to envelop myself within the illusions of
control, reality and escape. I was frightened of confronting my addiction, until I reached the
depths of despair, at Ground Zero. This was the moment of final reckoning for me, where I
was forced to face the harsh realities of my betting activity. Yet, it was not until I reached
Ground Zero, and was finally prepared to be fully accountable for the development of my
gambling addition, that I was able to begin my rehabilitation.
Limitations of the study
In addressing the potential weaknesses of my study, I believe it appropriate to ask whether
the worthiness of an individual to research the experience of problem gambling may be
measured by the amount of money lost. My total losses amounted to £7,500. However, it
seems common to associate the label “problem gambler” with losses running to hundreds
of thousands (Sutcliffe, 2014). Some may query whether, by incurring a relatively small loss,
I may sufficiently access the depths of despair associated with the most extreme cases of
gambling addiction. Particularly, there have been cases of problem gamblers committing
suicide, due to the monetary scale of the addiction (Paterson, 2017). However, I do not
believe that such a suggestion may threaten the validity of my research, as my study may
still be seen to reveal a rich set of data about the experience of problem gambling.
A limitation of the study concerned the restraints that were initiated by the implementation
of temporal boundaries. I feel that my heuristic process was hindered, to a certain extent,
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by the various deadlines for completion. Particularly, I perceive there was little time for me
to reflect on my findings and allow my tacit understanding to emerge, during the stages of
illumination and explication. Instead, I acknowledge the need to facilitate a process that
may flow without fear of interruption, or pressure to hasten the course of enquiry. As
Moustakas (1990, p.41) contended, “the heuristic research process is not one that can be
hurried, or timed by the clock or calendar”. While it may not be realistic to have unlimited
time, and therefore not encounter any such temporal restraints, I was concerned to make a
valuable contribution to the study of gambling addiction.
Opportunities for further research
I feel that my study represents a valuable piece of research, as it reveals that my experience
of live action activity denotes a unique encounter, in comparison to other problem gamblers
and alternative modes of betting. My findings highlight the need for a counsellor to remain
aware of the individual nature of each respective gambling experience, while facilitating a
therapeutic relationship. Particularly, my study has demonstrated that a counsellor should
acknowledge any importance that a client places on the aspiration to find escape, and the
potential impact made by the perception of being in control. In addition, my findings realise
that experience of a previous and sizeable win may also influence the betting activity of a
client. Yet, the findings of my study failed to recognise the potential impact of isolation, on
the instigation of problem gambling. I therefore recognise the value of carrying out further
research, on a qualitative basis, into the potential relationship between a feeling of isolation
and the susceptibility of an individual to developing a betting addiction. It is hoped that such
a study will discover other potential causes of problem gambling and complement the
findings of my own study, in developing a more extensive understanding about the lived
experience of betting addiction.
Further, I believe it will be of merit to explore how far the findings may be transferred to the
investigation of substance abuse, given the “many commonalities” between the two areas
of study (Responsible Gambling Council, 2012). It has not been within the scope of my
research to either identify the common areas, or explore the extent to which my findings
may be applied to the exploration of substance abuse. The objective of a future study may
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therefore be to determine how far the aspects of intensity, escape, perception of control,
and the search for the “incredible high” are prevalent within current understanding about
drug addiction. My research may therefore provide a foundation of future studies into
gambling addiction and substance abuse, to facilitate the transfer of theoretical principles
between the two areas of study. In addition, the research findings may be used to realise
how counselling professionals may become involved in the creation of appropriate support
networks, for individuals wishing to rehabilitate from issues of drug or gambling addiction.
Personal development
The motivation for my study was derived from a desire to experience self-healing, following
my encounter with problem gambling. I found the heuristic process to be powerful, in
facilitating several moments of clarity during the advancement of my understanding. The
primary realisation, I believe, related to my recognition that my gambling addiction related
solely to in-play betting. I subsequently agree with the contention that, when carrying out a
piece of heuristic research: “One does not simply complete another research project, but
goes through a transforming experience” (Brown, 2016). The life-changing enlightenment
has, I feel, helped me to finally resolve my betting problem in the present, and drastically
reduce the likelihood of me becoming susceptible to gambling addiction in the future. The
prospect of carrying out the study was daunting, as I feared the “transforming experience”
may, in fact, have cast me back into the dark days of my problem gambling. I was aware of
making myself vulnerable, and the exposure nearly brought the study to an end on a couple
of occasions, as I was afraid of bringing harm to my sense of mental well-being. Yet, with the
assistance of my support network, such as my sessions of personal therapy, I ensured that I
did not encounter a relapse into my problems of the past.
On a professional level, I believe that my experiential research is likely to benefit myself and
other person-centred psychotherapists, in helping to facilitate counselling relationships. By
developing a greater understanding about the nature, essence and meaning of my gambling
addiction, I perceive that I may now find it easier to be empathic and understand the frame
of reference for my client. Further, I am now more able to display my unconditional positive
regard for the experience of a client that presents themselves as a problem gambler, having
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also visited the associated depths of despair and helplessness. While I also feel that my issue
of gambling addiction may have potentially threatened my congruence, during my previous
therapeutic encounters with clients. I perceive that I am now able to facilitate and enter a
counselling relationship with a renewed sense of congruence, in offering my unconditional
positive regard and empathy for the experience of my client.
A final word
The necessary shock, that forced me to finally confront my gambling addiction, was derived
from seeing one of my bank statements. It revealed that my cumulative withdrawals were a
staggering £250,000, during the month in question. Further, I realised the sum was probably
typical, every month, for at least the previous year, as I was not in the habit of checking my
bank statements. In my journal, I noted my “horror” at the amount. However, I recognised
that, fortunately, the comparative total of my winnings, and subsequent deposits back into
my bank account every month, was usually only lower by £800. But, my horror remained. It
dawned on me that an extended run of negative outcomes, at any point, would have caused
me to lose around £250,000 every month. If the first stage of rehabilitation is to admit that I
have a betting addiction, then I am ready to confess that I lost £7,500 through problem
gambling. But, I say this with regret and relief. Regret, as I wasted a lot of money, which
could have been so much better served, in so many ways. Relief, as the consequences of my
betting activity may have been so much worse, before I was shocked into action. However,
and even more so, I feel an immense pride in myself, for having the courage to recognise
and confront my gambling addiction. This includes having the strength to undertake the
research and be honest with myself, to experience a subsequent process of self-healing and
move forwards with my life.
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