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Kicking the gambling habit: what can banks and other financial services do to help? 

With around one million people in the UK suffering the negative consequences of gambling, some 

banks have introduced spending controls or ‘gambling blocks’ to help their customers. But do these 

measures work and what more can be done?  

A research partnership between the University of Bristol’s Personal Finance Research Centre (PFRC) 

and GambleAware will examine how financial services organisations can best help people who 

experience, or are at risk of, gambling-related harm. 

Researchers will engage with people affected by problem gambling, those working in the gambling 

and financial industries - including high-street banks, lenders and debt collection agencies - as well 

as treatment and support organisations, to explore a range of ways to mitigate the financial losses 

and other harms inflicted by risky gambling behaviour. 

The three-year programme will address growing concerns around the severe financial and social 

consequences of gambling. 

It comes as several UK banks – most notably Barclays, Monzo and Starling – have introduced 

‘gambling blocks’. Once turned on by customers, these essentially prevent spending on a bank card 

at gambling outlets, both online and in-person. 

The first six-months of the programme will investigate the effectiveness of gambling blocks and how 

their potential could be maximised. As the programme evolves, other topics might include practical 

guidance for financial services firms about how best to support customers affected by gambling; 

identifying effective financial self-help for gamblers, such as apps, budget planners or money 

guidance; and the feasibility of a ‘single gateway’ for credit self-exclusion. 

Professor Sharon Collard, from the PFRC at the University of Bristol, is leading the programme and 

said: “We know that people in recovery from problem gambling already use informal workarounds 

to prevent themselves from spending money on gambling, such as forfeiting their card to a third 

party or scratching off the card security number.  

“The new solutions from banks, however, allow customers to do this more formally – and, possibly, 

more successfully. But at present there is limited evidence about the effectiveness of such spending 

controls, nor about the characteristics of those who use them.  

“We also don’t know much about the unintended consequences of these spending blockers. For 

example, whether it leads to customers withdrawing more money as cash and gambling with that.  

“We’re looking forward to working with a wide range of stakeholders – especially those with lived 

experience of problem gambling - to come up with some real tangible solutions to benefit 

everyone.” 

Dr Jane Rigbye is the Director of Education at GambleAware and said: “We want to prevent people 

from getting into problems with their gambling and we welcome the proactive steps that some 

banks have taken to protect their customers. People must be able to gamble in a safe environment, 
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so we are pleased to be commissioning this project to determine how financial organisations can 

best protect people from gambling harm.”    

Around seven in ten people seeking help for gambling problems report that they are in debt, with a 

third of these owing £10,000 or more.  

Between 2007 and 2014 there were an average of 500 bankruptcies per year known to be linked to 

gambling – although the true figure could be much higher because people may not disclose that 

their bankruptcy is related to gambling. 

Owen Baily, Peer Support Worker at London's National Problem Gambling Clinic, has overcome a 

serious gambling problem and said: “I’m really glad that this new programme will explore and 

identify ways financial services organisations can help to reduce gambling-related harms.  

“I know from my personal first-hand experience through having overcome a serious gambling 

problem, and knowing many others that have, that dealing with gambling debt and creditors proves 

very challenging.  

“Financial services organisations - when it comes to this very specific customer vulnerability - can 

collaboratively play a big role in preventing the escalation of a problem and also aid in the recovery 

process, improving overall wellbeing, minimising chances of relapse and aiding the recovery process 

sooner.” 

Christopher Woolard, executive director of strategy and competition at the Financial Conduct 

Authority, said: “We welcome this new research, which aims to support initiatives to protect 

vulnerable consumers from harm. We look forward to the outcomes with interest.” 

Also welcoming the new partnership, Dr Henrietta Bowden-Jones OBE, Consultant Psychiatrist in 

Addictions and Director of the National Problem Gambling Clinic in London, said: “The financial 

services sector can play an important role in helping create a safer environment for people with 

gambling problems, for example by making it easier for individuals to limit their gambling spend.” 

Get involved in the research 

In order to build the evidence-base, researchers will be working closely throughout the programme 

with financial services firms – but, more importantly, the research will place people with lived 

experience of problem gambling at its centre, as well as those with expertise in the treatment and 

support of recovering gamblers.  

If you’re interested in being part of the research programme, or if you simply want to be kept 

updated, you can join our money and gambling network by filling out this short form. 

-ENDS- 

  

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=MH_ksn3NTkql2rGM8aQVG5dtR6ZwXY9Fq6RFKrDiUElURE1TU0gxMDZWUlUwMlJQSzJQVTlVQ1FUUi4u


   

3 
 

Notes to the editor: 

For further information, please see: https://magpie.blogs.bristol.ac.uk/ 

GambleAware is an independent charity that champions a public health approach to preventing 

gambling harms. The charity is a commissioner of integrated prevention, education and treatment 

services on a national scale, with over £40 million of grant funding under active management. In 

partnership with gambling treatment providers, GambleAware has spent several years methodically 

building structures for commissioning a coherent system of brief intervention and treatment 

services, with clearly defined care pathways and established referral routes to and from the NHS – a 

National Gambling Treatment Service. 

GambleAware also runs the website BeGambleAware.org which helps 4.2 million visitors a year and 

signposts to a wide range of support services.  

Find more information at: about.gambleaware.org/ or follow GambleAware on Twitter: 

@GambleAware 

The Personal Finance Research Centre is an independent research centre based at the School of 
Geographical Sciences at the University of Bristol. Its interdisciplinary team specialises in social 
research across all areas of personal finance, mainly from the consumer's perspective. Find more 
information at: http://www.bris.ac.uk/geography/research/pfrc/ or follow PFRC on Twitter: 
@PFRC_UK 

Contact 

Philippa Walker, Media Manager at the University of Bristol, on 0117 3940153 and 
philippa.walker@bristol.ac.uk  
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