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Abstract 

Although problematic gambling is a widespread problem among Chinese populations across 

the globe, there is limited research on how it affects Chinese female spouses of problem 

gamblers. The purpose of this study was to explore how Chinese female spouses of problem 

gamblers (PGs) in Hong Kong were affected and what strategies they adopted to cope with 

the impact of a spouse’s problematic gambling. For the study, I have interviewed with 23 

adult Chinese female spouses of PGs. These study participants were recruited from five 

different gambling counselling centres in Hong Kong. This study employed a grounded 

theory methodology in the collection and analysis of the data. Nine categories of impact 

experienced by participants were identified, and 17 types of paradigmatic coping strategies 

were identified. Based on these findings, a grounded model of multiple selves and multiple 

paradigms (MSMP) was constructed. The model provides a self-based theoretical framework 

to understand how participants perceived and interpreted the impact. The model also 

postulates that coping strategies were guided by three major paradigms operated by 

participants namely the PGs-Centered Paradigm (PGCP), Family Relationship-Centered 

Paradigm (FRCP) and SELF Care-Centered Paradigm (SCCP). Implications for counselling 

and directions for future research are discussed.     
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 
1.1   Background and Rationale 

In recent years there is an increasing amount of research on problem gambling conducted 

in the Hong Kong community (The Caritas Addicted Gamblers Counselling Centre, 2007, 2014; 

The University of Hong Kong, 2005). However, understanding of the harms and hurts 

experienced by concerned significant others (CSOs) of Chinese male problem gamblers (PGs), in 

particular, their female spouses are very limited. On the one hand, it is argued that there is a lack 

of a more holistic picture of the issues related to problem gambling. On the other hand, there is a 

need to formulate culturally effective assessment and treatment for PGs as well as their CSOs in 

Hong Kong. To this end, it is important for both researchers and practitioners to study the impact 

of problem gambling and coping strategies adopted by CSOs living with PGs. This study aims to 

explore the experiences of Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong.  

1.2   Emergence of the Research Question 

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), the original research question may be suggested 

by a professor or colleague, derived from the literature, or derived from the researcher’s 

experience. The research question of this study is derived from the author’s gambling 

counselling experiences with PGs and their CSOs over a long period of time. In about 1995, 

while I was working at the Psychological Services Group of the then Royal Hong Kong Police, I 

was tasked with providing stress management workshops to police officers troubled with 
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unmanageable debts. Inquiry revealed that many in-debt police officers had engaged in problem 

gambling. My initial academic interests in the topic of problem gambling could be traced back to 

my part-time study for the Postgraduate Certificate in Psychology at the University of Hong 

Kong between 1996 and 1997. The research topic I chose for my thesis was on developing a 

Chinese version of the South Oaks Gambling Screen (SOGS) (H.R. Lesieur & Blume, 1987) for 

identification of Chinese PGs in Hong Kong. By undertaking this thesis, I acquired an initial 

understanding of the issues related to the problem or pathological gambling.  

In 1998, I was sponsored by the Hong Kong Police to attend a gambling counselling 

training course at the University of Windsor in Canada. In 1999, I was certified by the Canadian 

Council of Professional Certification (CCPC) as a certified gambling counselor. After being 

certified as a gambling counselor, I have been practicing gambling counselling for members of 

the Hong Kong community at large in my role as a private counselor along with my full-time 

police job. From time to time, I received calls seeking gambling counselling services, and it 

became clear that most of the callers for gambling counselling services were concerned 

significant others (CSOs) of PGs. Over years of gambling counselling practice, I have acquired 

the impression that, among those CSOs affected by PGs, their Chinese female spouses were 

probably the most severely and desperately affected. At that time, I kept asking a question: 

“While the Chinese female spouse cared and sacrificed so much for their male PG spouses, who 

cares and understands the psychological, emotional, couple-relationship and financial harms 

experienced by these spouses?” In addition to this pre-eminent question, the following questions 

related to the Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong also emerged: 

l What kind of emotional turmoil are they experiencing? 
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l How have they struggled with helping and not helping the gambler in managing gambling 

debts after so many rescues or bail-outs? 

l Have they ever considered divorcing the male gambling spouses? 

l What kind of coping strategies do they usually employ to ‘survive’ the turmoil and hardship 

they face over a prolonged period? 

l Have they ever considered suicide as an escape from the problems they were facing? 

l What issues should be given priority when social workers and counselors are treating 

Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong?  

l Could such impactful experiences of living with a PG be transformative and conducive to 

personal growth and under what conditions could this take place? 

The evolution of my role from a practitioner in gambling counselling to the role as a qualitative 

researcher in this study has taken over ten years since 2000 and took place simultaneously with 

the emergence of the research topic.  

1.3   Purpose and Significance of the Study 

While gambling provides a means of enjoyment and entertainment for many people; it 

can be a source of devastating damages and trauma for family members and close friends of the 

gamblers. Extensive studies have been conducted on the impact of gambling on family members 

including the spouses, children, parents, grandparents, siblings and other extended family 

members (Custer & Milt, 1985; Darbbyshire, Oster, & Carrig, 2001a; M. Dickerson et al., 1996; 

Dickson-Swift, James, & Kippen, 2005). For example, Dowling et al. (2014a) studied a group of 

366 concerned significant others (CSOs) accessing an online gambling counselling services in 

Australia. The findings revealed that most of the CSOs were intimate female partners of PGs 
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under 30 years old. The most commonly reported adverse impact experienced by these CSOs 

included emotional distress, impact on the relationship, followed by impact on social life and 

finance. Some family members also reported impact on employment and physical health. Other 

studies have revealed that family violence, including intimate partner violence and child abuse, is 

a serious adverse impact of problem gambling (Dowling, Jackson, et al., 2014; Suomi et al., 

2013).  

To date, however, most impact research has been predominantly conducted in the West. 

There have been very few studies on the impact of problem gambling on the family in the 

indigenous Chinese cultural context (Breakthrough, 2002; Hsu, Lam, & Wong, 2014). There is 

evidence from recent studies in Hong Kong that among different family members of PGs, the 

Chinese female spouses are probably the most affected among the CSOs (Ho, 2012 ; The Caritas 

Addicted Gamblers Counseling Centre, 2011; Chan, 2016 ). However, studies specifically 

focused on impact experiences of Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong are virtually 

non-existent. This study aims to enrich our limited understanding of the impact experienced by 

local Chinese female spouses of PGs and to explore their ways of coping in face of the harms 

and hurts caused by their male gambling spouses. It is believed that new knowledge developed in 

this study would also be useful in improving our current treatment for the recovery of the PGs. 

Moreover, based on the grounded models developed in this study, similar studies can be 

conducted in other Chinese communities in Asia like Macau, Singapore, and Taiwan where 

problem gambling is increasingly prevalent but impact on female spouses are still receiving little 

attention from researchers in the field. 
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1.4  Organization of the Thesis 

This study adopts a qualitative grounded theory approach to explore how Chinese female 

spouses of PGs in Hong Kong interpreted the impact they experienced. It is believed that 

participants’ stories can shed light to our understanding of different dimension of impact they 

lived through - personal financial resources, cognitive and affective responses, spousal 

relationship, relationship with in-laws, social involvement, assumptive as well as existential 

values, etc.  

The thesis has ten chapters. Chapter One outlines the background of the emergence of the 

research question, purpose and significance of this qualitative study. Chapter Two reviews the 

prevalence of problem gambling and characteristics of PGs in the Hong Kong Chinese 

communities. The author reviewed the DSM 5 diagnostic criteria for problem gambling from the 

perspective of victimization of female spouses. Overseas as well as local studies conducted in 

Hong Kong about the impact of problem gambling on family members or concerned significant 

others (CSOs) are also examined in this chapter. This chapter also examines the characteristics or 

profile of female spouses of PGs. Chapter Three gives a broad review on impact of problem 

gambling on various members of the family in the context of Hong Kong. Chapter Four gives an 

overview of the historical-sociological context around the spousal relationship in marriage in 

Hong Kong. This also highlights the influences of traditional Chinese Confucian familial values 

on marriage. Chapter Five presents an overview of different theories relevant for understanding 

impact experiences of participants. Theories reviewed included Attachment theory, Conservation 

of Resources Theory (COR), the Belongingness Hypothesis and Betrayal Trauma Theory. The 

chapter also presents a literature-based theoretical framework for initial study direction. In 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

6 

Chapter Six, the research paradigm, research procedures, analytical processes, strategies for 

enhancing trustworthiness, researcher’s reflexivity and sensitivity, and ethical concerns are 

discussed. The chapter ends with reports on the demographic data of the participants. Chapter 

Seven and Eight report on two major study findings. Chapter Seven reports the diverse 

categories of harms and hurt experienced and interpreted by various integral parts and 

perspectives (called as component selves) of the participant whose whole self (denoted with 

capitals as SELF). Findings of the study suggest that participants while being holistic persons 

(Merriam-Webster), they are composed of multiple and different views and perspectives of 

component selves. A model of nine component self (for simplicity composite self is denoted just 

as ‘self’ in this study) is constructed from the analysis of such diverse narrative of impact 

experiences. Chapter Eight contains the classification of 17 coping strategies adopted by 

participants under three categories – PG-Centered strategies, Family Relationship Centered 

Strategies, and Self Care-Centered Strategies. Based on these three categories of coping strategy 

adpoted by participants, a 3-paradigm model is constructed. Chapter Nine reports and discusses 

participants’ advice for other Chinese female spouses of PGs. Chapter Ten gives a summary of 

the grounded model of multiple selves and multiple paradigms (MSMP) constructed in this 

study. It is also argued that the model is consistent with existing theories and concepts of self 

presented in many other studies. The thesis concludes with a discussion on implications for 

counselling practices and recommendations for future studies for better understanding of impact 

of problem gambling. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 Prevalence, Characteristics of Problem Gambling in Hong Kong 

2.1  Prevalence Rates of Problem and Pathological Gambling in Hong Kong 

For the present study, the first relevant question is – How prevalent are a probable problem 

and pathological gambling among the general population of Hong Kong? Since 2001, the Hong 

Kong Polytechnic University (HKPU) has been commissioned by the Home Affair Bureau 

(HAB) to gauge the rates of prevalence of probable problem and pathological gambling in Hong 

Kong. The prevalence study adopted the DSM-IV (The American Psychiatric Association, 1995) 

as the screening criterion. For this study, ‘probable PGs’ and ‘probable pathological gamblers’ 

refer to those individuals who score 3 or 4 (subclinical level), and 5 or higher (clinical level) out 

of the ten DSM-IV criteria respectively (Stinchfield, 2003). A study by the HKPU revealed that 

the prevalence rate of probable problem and pathological gamblers in the Hong Kong adult 

population were about 4% and 1.85% respectively (Chung et al., 2002b).  

In 2005 and 2008, two more follow up prevalence studies were commissioned by the HAB. 

In 2005, the prevalence rates of probable problem and pathological gamblers for 2005 were 

around 3.1% and 2.2% (The University of Hong Kong, 2005). For 2008, the study revealed that 

about 2.8% and 1.7% of the general population surveyed in Hong Kong were probable problem 

and pathological gamblers respectively (Cheng et al., 2008). In 2011, ten years after the first 

study by HKPU in 2001, the prevalence rates of probable problem and pathological gamblers 

were found to be 1.9% and 1.4% respectively. The rates were lower as compared to those found 

in the first study in 2001, and subsequent studies (Ho, Chung, Hui Lo, & Wong, 2012). Rates of 

prevalence for the probable problem and pathological gamblers among the general population of 
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Hong Kong for the four studies are presented in Table 1 

Table 1 

Rates of Prevalence of Probable Problem and Pathological Gambling in Hong Kong 

Year Problem Gamblers 

(subclinical) 

Pathological Gamblers 

(clinical) 

Combined 

2001 (HKPU) 4.0% 1.85% 5.85% 

2005 (HKU) 3.1 % 2.2% 5.3% 

2008 (HKU) 2.8% 1.7% 4.5% 

2011 (HKU) 1.9% 1.4% 3.3% 

 

From Table 1, we can see that Hong Kong’s prevalence rate of probable pathological 

gamblers in 2011 was about 1.4%. Prevalence rates of probable pathological gamblers in Western 

countries like Canada were similar, ranging from 1.2% to 1.9% for adults (Ladouceur, 1996), and 

the United States with about 1.6% for lifetime pathological gamblers (Shaffer, 1999). The rates 

of probable pathological gamblers in Hong Kong in 2011 were comparable to those estimated in 

these developed Western countries.   

The decreasing trend in both probable problem and pathological gambling in Hong Kong 

could be partly due, among other possible explanations, to the positive effects of preventive 

education and programs launched via different channels such as TV programs and secondary 

school settings as well as other community-based prevention education programs. Before going 
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to the next part of this Chapter, the second question relevant to this study is ‘What is the 

estimated size of ‘PGs in Hong Kong?’ In this study, the term ‘problem gambler’ is used in a 

broad sense covering both the subclinical and clinical gamblers in the local population. From 

Table 2.1, we can see that Hong Kong’s 2011 combined probable problem and pathological 

prevalence rate was 3.3%. Calculating with the estimated general population of Hong Kong as 

7.07 million (Statistics, 2011), we can arrive at an estimated number of ‘PGs’ (both subclinical 

and clinical) in Hong Kong of about 233,000.    

This study aims to explore the impact experiences of Chinese female spouses of PGs in 

Hong Kong. The 23 study participants were all Chinese female spouses married with males who 

had developed problem gambling. It is argued that this study has considerable significance since 

there were a significant number of affected Chinese female spouses of PGs in the Hong Kong 

community. The third question relevant to this study is ‘What is the gender distribution among 

the 233,000 PGs in Hong Kong?’  

2.2   Dominance of Married Male PGs in Hong Kong situation 

Gambling has traditionally been seen as a male activity with males being more likely to 

be PGs compared to females (Wardle, Sproston, Orford, & Erens, 2007). A large population-

based cross-sectional survey involving 10,081 individuals aged 16-74 years conducted in 

Norway has shown that gambling problems were much more prevalent among men than women. 

Findings of the study has shown that the proportion of female to male with moderate gambling 

problems was 25.9% to 74.1% for severe problem gamblers was 28.1% to 79.1% respectively 

(Brunborg, Hanss, Mentzoni, Molde, & Pallesen, 2016). A prevalence study of Mahjong 

gambling in the Chinese-Australian community in Sydney found a higher prevalence (2.9%) for 
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the Chinese sample than the general population (1.2%), with rates higher for Chinese males 

(4.3%) compared to females (1.6%) (Wu Yi, Walker, & Blaszczynski, 2010).  

 Chung and his team from the Hong Kong Polytechnic University conducted study in Hong 

Kong people’s participation in gambling and found that among the gambling population, the PGs 

(DSM-IV scoring 3 or 4) or pathological gamblers (DSM-IV scoring 5 or above) were more 

likely to be male. They were the less educated (Form 3 or below), having a personal monthly 

income ($10,000 or above). Insofar as the form of gambling is concerned, the probable problem 

and pathological gamblers were more likely to be involved in horse racing gambling, soccer 

match betting and casino gambling (Chung et al., 2002a). 

A follow-up study conducted in 2011 revealed that for the case of Hong Kong, most 

possible problem or pathological gambler were married males. The study revealed characteristics 

of the possible problem or pathological gamblers of Hong Kong as follows: 

When compared to respondents who had not taken part in gambling activities in the past 

year, or even if they did there was no problem or pathological behavioural characteristics 

surfacing, the “possible problem or pathological gambler” involved distinctively, in 

statistics, males aged between 40 and 59 years old, married with an employment 

(employee), attained Sixth form or below education and with family and personal income falling 

between $10,000 and $24,999 (Ho et al., 2012). 

From the breakdown of the 2011 Study, a majority of 71.2 % of the possible problem 

or pathological gambler were male; and among them, 54.7% were ‘Married/cohabiting.’ 

The Hong Kong Caritas Addicted Gamblers Counselling Centre (明愛展晴中心), one of the 

government-funded counselling centers, conducted a survey on four popular gambling activities 
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(horse-racing, casino gambling, soccer betting and Mahjong playing) and found that 63.2% of 

the participants engaged in horse-racing while casino gambling came second with 54.4%. 

Among the participants in all four types of gambling, male and female gamblers were 

86.2% and 13.8% respectively (The Caritas Addicted Gamblers Counseling Centre, 2011). 

Apparently, in the context of Hong Kong, gambling participation in these gambling activities is 

predominantly participated in by men. Nevertheless, some research suggested that a divide 

remains between the play patterns of men and women. For example, research suggests 

that men gravitate towards casino table games and track betting and women are attracted 

to electronic gaming machines such as bingo and casino slots (LaPlante, Nelson, LaBrie, & 

Shaffer, 2006). It should be noted that men and women’s participation in electronic games were 

more even compared to other types of gambling activities. 

The same study also revealed that more than 50% of the survey participants were 

married (The Caritas Addicted Gamblers Counseling Centre, 2011). The above figures 

suggested that about half of the primary and immediate victims of problem gambling were most 

likely the female spouses of PGs. Similar data were collected in another survey conducted by ten 

individual gambling counselling centers in Hong Kong. From the profiles of about 6000 service 

seekers who received treatment services from the ten centers, the figures revealed that 88% of 

them are male; 59% of them are married (Leung & Tsang, 2011; C. Leung & Tsang, 2011). 

These findings suggested that in the context of Hong Kong, a significant portion of the 

concerned significant others (CSOs) around the male PGs are their female spouses who were 

subject to the impact of problem gambling.    
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2.3 Gambling, Gambling Disorder and Concerned Significant Others (CSOs) of PGs 

What is gambling? According to the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health of the 

Problem Gambling Institute of Ontario, gambling occurs whenever a person takes the chance of 

losing money or belongings, and when winning or losing is decided mostly by chance (CAMH, 

2016). Moreover, involvement in gambling could be conceptualized as a continuum ranging 

from non-gambling to social and recreational gambling and problem gambling and the most 

devastating form of pathological gambling (Council, 1999). The term ‘pathological gambling’ in 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the Mental Disorders 4th edition (APA, 2000) refers to 

people classified with the most severe form of problem gambling. In the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5th edition (DSM-5), gambling disorder is defined as 

“persistent and recurrent maladaptive gambling behavior that disrupts personal, family or 

vocational pursuits” (p.585). There is no doubt that most PGs are always facing severe financial 

and psychological burden. It is not surprising that some of the ill effects they faced are also 

passed on to family or other close social ties. Results of a recent study in Australia revealed that 

for the typical problem gambler six others were affected (Goodwin, Browne, Rockloff, & Rose, 

2017).   

Concerned significant others (CSOs) of PGs typically include people who are close to the 

problem gambler, such as parents, spouses, common-law partners, parents-in-law, children, and 

siblings. Problem gambling can have a severe impact on all aspects of CSOs’ lives, including 

financial and legal problems, personal distress and relationship difficulties (Abbott, Cramer, & 

Sherrets, 1995; McComb, Lee, & Sprenkle, 2009; Petry, 2005; Shaw, Forbush, Schlinder, 

Rosenman, & Black, 2007). 
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This study focuses on a specific type of CSO, the female spouse of PGs. For this study, 

the term ‘PGs’ does not refer to the specific clinical classification of gamblers by assessment 

tools such as DSM or SOGS. Instead, in this study ‘PGs’ broadly refer to male gamblers who 

have caused various problems or negative consequences to their female spouses on various 

aspects of life including financial, emotional, physical and relational difficulties. 

2.4   Development of Gambling Counselling Centres for PGs in Hong Kong 

Gambling activities have existed in Hong Kong for a very long time. Since 1884 the year 

the then Royal Hong Kong Jockey Club was founded, horse racing has been the dominant 

gambling activity in Hong Kong. For casino gambling, Macau, famous as Las Vagus in the East, 

is less than an hour jet-foil voyage away. In 2002, the government legalized soccer betting in 

Hong Kong. In September 2003, to address the concerns and worries of the possible upsurge of 

the problem and pathological gamblers as a result of legalized soccer betting, the Hong Kong 

government established the Ping Wo Fund to finance preventive and remedial measures for the 

community. By 2017, Hong Kong had four dedicated counselling and treatment centers for the 

problem and pathological gamblers run under the support of the Ping Wo Fund. The four centers 

are the Caritas Addicted Gambling Counselling Centre (CAGCC), the Tung Wah Group of 

Hospitals Even Centre (EC), the Zion Social Services Yuk Lai Hin Counselling Centre (YLHCC) 

and the Hong Kong Lutheran Social Service Sunshine Lutheran Centre (SSLC). The four centers 

also provide a gambling counselling hotline service for a public inquiry (The Home Affairs 

Bureau of Hong Kong, 2016). In addition to these four government-funded counselling centers, 

there are a dozen other voluntary or private agencies running services to local PGs and their 

CSOs. The next chapter provides a detailed discussion on impact of problem gambling. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Impacts of Problem Gambling 

This qualitative study aims to explore the impact experiences of the Chinese female 

spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. People around PGs (PGs) could be affected differently regarding 

magnitude, severity, and chronicity. Depending on their relationship with the problem gambler, 

concerned significant others (CSOs) such as spouses, intimate partners, parents, children, in-

laws, relatives, and friends could have different interpretations of the impact of the problematic 

gambling. When conducting qualitative research, the researcher needs to be able to interpret the 

collected data to develop categories, concepts and find relationships through constant 

comparisons among them. To do this, the researcher must be sensitive to the underlying meaning 

of the data. This capacity refers to as “theoretical sensitivity” for researchers using grounded 

theory methods. The focus is on the researcher being sensitive to thinking about the data in 

theoretical terms. The researcher could acquire and develop theoretical sensitivity by undertaking 

a grounded preliminary literature review before embarking on empirical research (Thistoll, 

Hooper, & Pauleen, 2016). To develop the necessary theoretical sensitivity for subsequent theory 

development, this Chapter will present the grounded preliminary literature review conducted to 

explore the impact of problem gambling from both a clinical perspective and a CSO perspective.  

3.1   Understanding Impact from the DSM criteria on Problem Gambling 

3.1.1  Gambling Disorder in the DSM-5.  

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders is the primary classification 

system for diagnosing gambling disorder in the United States and many countries throughout the 
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world. The DSM-5 (fifth edition of the DSM) (The American Psychiatric Association, 2013) was 

published in 2013. Compared to the fourth edition, the name of and diagnostic criteria 

for problem gambling was changed from “pathological gambling,” to “gambling disorder” under 

the chapter with substance use and addictive disorders. In the DSM-5, the criterion related to the 

gambler committing illegal acts (the 8th criterion in the DSM-IV) was removed. The threshold 

for diagnosis decreased from five out of ten criteria (in DSM-IV) to four out of nine in the 

updated Fifth edition. The ten criteria laid out in the DSM-IV for pathological gambling have 

been used by practitioners for more than a decade for making a dichotomous decision on 

‘caseness’ about one’s gambling behavior.  

 According to DSM-5 (APA, 2013), pathological gambling is defined as persistent and 

recurrent maladaptive gambling behavior with the manifestation of any five of the following:    

1. is preoccupied with gambling (e.g., preoccupied with reliving past gambling 

experiences, handicapping or planning the next venture, or thinking of ways to 

get money with which to gamble)    

2. needs to gamble with increased amounts of money to achieve the desired 

excitement 

3. has repeated unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop gambling 

4. is restless or irritable when attempting to cut down or stop gambling 

5. gamble as a way of escaping from problems or of relieving a dysphoric mood 

(e.g., feeling of helplessness, guilt, anxiety, depression) 

6. after losing money gambling often returns another day to get even (“chasing” 

one’s losses) 
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7. lies to family members, therapist, or others 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 a desperate financial situation 

caused by gambling   

It should be noted that the gambling behavior is not better accounted for by a Manic 

Episode (Association, 2000). Out of the nine DSM-5 criteria for pathological gambling, three of 

them, i.e., the 7th, 8th and 9th criteria are specifically related to negative impact or adverse 

consequences to CSOs around the pathological gamblers (Castellani, 2000). The impact and 

adverse effects arising from the gambler’s disorder affected not only the gamblers but people 

living with or closely related to them. Many studies suggested that ‘pathological gambling’ or 

disordered gambling in the DSM-5 is not just an impulse control disorder of an individual 

gambler but rather a family issue (McComb et al., 2009) involving many family members. It is 

argued that the scope and depth of the ‘disorder’ could not be fully understood if we do not 

explore and appreciate how people around the gamblers, in particular, their female spouses are 

adversely affected. For the purpose to acquire a more accurate understanding of the impact and 

hurts of gambling disorder, elaboration is provided on the 7th, 8th, and 9th DSM-5 criteria to 

illustrate the point that diagnosis of the severity of gambling behaviour is in fact assessment of 

severity of harms and hurts experienced by CSOs around the gamblers. 

Criterion #7 – Lies to family members, therapist, or others to conceal the extent of involvement 

with gambling 
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 Studies have revealed that constant lying and deceit are common among gamblers. Marital 

conflicts are common among gamblers and spouses as a result of impact due to money problems, 

loan defaults, repossession of property and deterioration of the quality of life (Blume, 1998). 

Gambler’s constant lying can erode trust between the couple resulting in various psychological 

and emotional problems including anger, violence, depression, suicidal thoughts, and alcohol 

abuse (Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). Over years of gambling counselling, I had learned that most 

Chinese PGs were very skillful in making up excuses and lying to conceal their gambling 

behavior and gambling debts. Most family members, predominantly female spouses and parents 

were deeply shocked and traumatized when they discovered the extent of the devastating 

financial consequences resulting from the gambler’s addiction. In Hong Kong’s colloquial terms, 

discovery or surfacing of hidden gambling debts is described as a ‘burst of the cooking pot’   

(爆煲). Upon discovery of hidden gambling debts, CSOs usually became very angry and 

overwhelmed by the feeling of being betrayed by the gamblers. Trust is shattered, and 

communication is broken especially between the gamblers and their Chinese female spouses.  

Criterion #8 – Has jeopardized or lost a significant relationship, job, or educational or career 

opportunity because of gambling 

 This criterion assesses the impact on or loss of a significant relationship from the 

perspective of the problem gambler. Undoubtedly, in the context of a married couple or intimate 

partners, any relational impact or loss is always a mutual and two-way matter neither the 

problem gambler nor the female spouses or partner are immune from impact. 

 Qualitative research has found that some of the participants have ended their significant 

relationship with the PG either through separation or divorce. Some had remained in the 
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relationship with the PGs for different reasons which varied from love for the gambler to 

believing there was nowhere to go but to be stuck with the gambler (Dickson-Swift et al., 2005). 

Another study on spouses of PGs found that 86% of spouses contemplated leaving the gambling 

spouse and 29% did separate from the PG (Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988).   

 From my impression as a gambling counselor with Chinese spouses of PGs in Hong Kong, 

the incidents of divorce are comparatively lower than some Western countries. According to the 

Census and Statistics Department of Hong Kong, for the period between 1991 and 2016, the 

number of divorces increased continuously, with the crude divorce rate at 2.34 per 1,000 

population in 2016, more than double that in 1991 (HKSAR, 2018). Compared to the crude 

divorce rates of countries like Sweden (2.4 in 2016), Denmark (3.0 in 2016) (Eurostat, 2016), US 

(3.2 in 2014) (Copen, Daniels, Vespa, & Mosher, 2012), and Russia (4.4 in 2011) (UNSTAT, 

2011), the lower divorce rate in Hong Kong might be due to the influences of Chinese cultural 

factors on the perception of marriage. This aspect is discussed further in the following chapter.  

Criterion #9 – relies on others to provide money to relieve a desperate financial situation caused 

by gambling 

 This criterion directly points out that one of the major negative consequences of problem 

gambling is the heavy financial burden of gambling debts. From this researcher’s gambling 

counselling experiences, most gambling debts were chronic and reflected borrowing from 

diverse legitimate creditors. However, it is not uncommon in Hong Kong that PGs desperate for 

immediate financial relief resort to illegal sources such as loan-sharks. This criterion raises a 

question that is relevant to the present study: Who are the ‘others’ that PGs rely on for provision 

of money to relieve them from a desperate financial situation? To the researcher, the answer is 
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straight-forward - immediate family members and relatives of the PGs are the ‘others’ main 

sources for financial relief. 

 In a questionnaire survey conducted with members of GamAnon on the impact of 

compulsive gambling (the term used at that time that is referring to pathological gambling in 

recent studies), over 90% of the respondents were female spouses of the gamblers. Nearly all of 

the respondents indicated that they had contributed to the gambler’s activities by providing 

financial “bail-out” of one kind or another. For example, 65% indicated that they had given their 

savings to the gambler. Forty-six percent gave up their earnings, and 56% had borrowed money 

from family and friends to give to the gambler (Lorenz & Shuttlesworth, 1983). In Hong Kong, 

many Chinese female spouses had to borrow excessively to ‘bail out’ their male gambler spouses 

time after time. From the author’s gambling counselling experiences, impacts of PGs are multi-

dimensional and one of the core impacts is certainly financial loss. The Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University has conducted a recent study of Hong Kong people’s participation in gambling 

activities and summarized the negative consequences of PGs as follows: 

“Poor study/ work performance, great financial loss/ hardship, negative emotion/ poor 

mental health, criminal activities like stealing, disharmony/ breakdown of family, and 

suicidal thought/ act were the negative consequences mentioned by the respondents. 

Significant others would also experience financial hardship, neglect of child caring, a 

sense of insecurity, scare and grief, intimidation from loan sharks, mood disorder and 

even suicide” (Ho, 2017, p.12) 

It is argued that the three DSM5 criteria discussed above indicate three different types of impact 

commonly experienced by CSOs around PGs: lying and deceit by the gambler; loss of a 
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significant relationship with the gambler and financial burden after bailing out the gambler.    

Criterion #8 of DSM-IV–Has committed illegal acts such as forgery, fraud, theft, or 

embezzlement to finance gambling 

Though the 8th criterion of the previous DSM-IV was removed from the current DSM-5, 

the researcher argues that the criterion is highly relevant for understanding impact on others 

around the gambler. From the author’s gambling counselling experiences, it is not uncommon 

that some PGs committed illegal acts such as theft and forgery to obtain money to repay 

gambling debts or finance gambling to chase losses. For example, in a case of mine, a couple’s 

son was a chronic PG for over ten years. The son had committed theft by stealing money in his 

workplace. On the one hand, the old parents had suffered the heavy blow of a temporary ‘loss’ of 

their son when he was subsequently charged and sentenced to imprisonment. On the other hand, 

the parents were overwhelmed by a feeling of shame for their son’s imprisonment for stealing as 

a result of his problem gambling. The parents were also troubled with a deep sense of guilt and 

self-blaming. They always had the counterfactual thinking that if they had done something earlier 

or had paid more attention to their gambling son, things might have been different. 

 Studies had revealed that the 8th criterion of the DSM-IV, ‘committing illegal acts’ by the 

problem gambler was endorsed only in individuals with the most severe form of the gambling 

disorder and it did not appear to add substantially to diagnosis (Strong & Kahler, 2007). 

Nationally based epidemiological surveys from the United States as well as other countries 

(McBride, Adamson & Shevlin, 2010; (Toce-Gerstein, Gerstein, & Volberg, 2003) had revealed 

that this criterion was the least prevalent of all diagnostic criteria for the gambling disorder. 

Furthermore, individuals rarely met this criterion without also reporting multiple other criteria 
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(Zimmerman, 2006). Based on the consideration that assessment burden is increased when 

redundant criteria are included, the 8th criterion was subsequently removed from the fifth edition 

of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders (DSM-5) (The American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013).  

 However, the results of a recent study conducted on a large sample of male and female 

college student-athletes across the U.S. did not support the notion that the illegal acts criterion 

has a particularly low base rate. The study also found that the illegal acts criterion can be an 

important indicator of disordered gambling in a college-age sample (Temcheff, Paskus, Potenza, 

& Derevensky, 2016). The results of this study suggested that the illegal acts criterion might still 

be a relevant and useful diagnostic criterion for identifying PGs among young adults in the U.S. 

population. Though the illegal acts criterion is removed for assessing gambling disorder under 

the DSM5, the impact of illegal acts committed by male PGs on their female spouses are still 

considered relevant for this study.  

3.2   Impact of Problem Gambling on Family, Female Spouses and Children 

Almost every branch of psychological theory has been applied to problem gambling 

ranging from earlier Freudian theory to cognitive, personality and behavioural theory (Gaudia, 

1987; Griffiths, 2001; Jacobs, 1986; Lesieur & Rosenthal, 1991). Most of these theories focus on 

the problem gambler with little or peripheral attention given to the family. In recent years, there 

has been more emphasis on viewing problem gambling within a public health context (Korn & 

Shaffer, 1999; Messerlian, Derevensky, & Gupta, 2005). Increasingly, researchers on problem 

gambling employ a more holistic perspective taking into consideration epidemiological factors 

and the bio-psycho-social-spiritual-economic dimensions of human health and wellness 
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(Romanow, 2002). From this perspective, health problems appear to be an interaction between 

the agent (i.e. disordered gambling behavior), the host (i.e. the problem gambler) and 

environment (e.g., family, community, culture, etc.) (Politzer, 1992). More and more studies on 

problem gambling have moved beyond the gambler as the locus of study to include the 

experiences of concerned significant others (CSOs) around the gamblers.   

It is estimated that each problem gambler affects about five persons emotionally, 

financially and in many other ways in life (Goodwin et al., 2017). Affected people are usually 

CSOs around the problem gambler such as friends, colleagues, business associates, relatives and 

family members. Among all these affected people, the most intense and destructive impact is felt 

by the immediate family, the gambler’s wife and children (Custer & Milt, 1985). GamAnon 

literature states that “the wife may experience (m)any symptoms…and if the wife of a gambler is 

to live with this problem, without complete self-destruction, she will need help for herself” 

(GamAnon, 1966).   

Extensive studies have been conducted on the impact of gambling on the immediate and 

extended family. Families troubled by problem gambling may experience emotional distress 

from arguments and uncertainty, financial problems, and health problems (Heineman, 1994; 

Ladouceur, Boisvert, Pepin, Loranger, & Sylvain, 1994; Lesieur & Rosenthal, 1991; Volberg, 

1994). The family is usually hard hit by the negative impact of problem gambling (Berman & 

Siegel, 1992; Lesieur, 1998), adversely affecting spouses, partners and family members (Abbott, 

Cramer, & Sherrets, 1995). Study on self-declared PGs and their partners revealed that the higher 

the gambler’s score on the Canadian Problem Gambling Index (CPGI), the lower their score on 

the Dyadic Adjustment Scale indicating poorer dyadic adjustment (Tepperman, Korn, Shaffer, & 
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Reynolds, 2006). Children and young people living with a problem gambler were found to be 

subject to the experience of “ pervasive loss” including the physical and existential loss of a 

parent, loss of the relationship with the gambling parent, loss of trust and reliability, and 

extensive loss of tangible resources (Darbbyshire et al., 2001a).  

3.2.1  Impact on Female Spouses of PGs  

A qualitative study on family impacts of problem gambling conducted with 212 male and 

female PGs using open-ended questions revealed five themes : (1) financial issues, (2) stress and 

distress, (3) loss of/damage to relationship, (4) trust issues, and (5) no or little impact (Dowling, 

Suomi, Jackson, & Lavis, 2016). However, it is interesting to note that there is a theme of ‘no or 

little impact’ in this gambler-version response. 

As noted previously, a study of a group of 366 CSOs accessing an online gambling 

counselling services in Australia revealed that 60.9% of the CSOs were intimate female partners 

of PGs under 40 years old (Dowling, Rodda, Lubman, & Jackson, 2014; Dowling et al., 2016). 

This result is consistent with the researcher’s observation in Hong Kong that a majority of help-

seekers at gambling counselling services were female spouses of PGs. It is well documented in 

the literature (Dickson-Swift et al., 2005; Federman, Drebing, & Krebs, 2000; Lorenz & Yaffee, 

1988) that female spouse of PGs experience both physical and emotional health problems as a 

result of their partner’s gambling. They often suffer from physical and emotional problems 

similar to those of the gambler (Dickerson, 1995; Federman et al., 2000). These include sleeping 

problems and a wide range of stress-related physical health problems. Impact on female spouses 

also include anger and resentment (Hodgins, Shead, & Makarchuk, 2007; Lorenz & Yaffee, 

1988); feelings of guilt and self-blame (Blaszczynski, 1998; Dickson-Swift et al., 2005; Lorenz 
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& Yaffee, 1988); worry for the future (Blaszczynski, 1998). Some female spouses report high 

levels of depressive symptoms (Bergh & Kuhlhorn, 1994). Suicide attempts by spouses and 

partners of PGs are reported to be three times that of the general population (Gaudia, 1987; 

Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). Female spouses often have to face a shortage of money for meeting 

basic needs such as food, medical treatments, and other essentials (Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988).  

The couple relationship is usually severely damaged as lying and deceit are common 

among the PGs. The female spouses have to maintain a state of alertness and always be on guard 

and living in a state of constant marital tension and conflict (Blume, 1998). In a relationship 

where trust is eroded, the couples can expect many other problems including anger, violence, 

depression, suicidal thoughts, and alcohol abuse (Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). Spouses often feel 

fearful of the gambler concealing debts, constantly are scared of the financial insecurity, 

depressed with feelings of guilt, self-blame, emotional stress, and physical tension (Lorenz & 

Shuttlesworth, 1983; Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). Studies also indicated that fear is a common 

reaction of the spouses of PGs (Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988; Lorenz & Shuttlesworth, 1983). It was 

pointed out that after the initial ‘denial phase,’ the gambler might become offensive toward the 

spouse in the ‘stress phase’ when things are falling apart. Spouses are usually ‘shocked, 

astonished, frightened’ (Custer & Milt, 1985).   

3.2.2  Devastating Financial Effects 

In addition to the psychological and emotional cost, another more obvious and tangible 

impact of problem gambling is the devastating financial effects on families including the 

inability to pay mortgages and utility bills, and a lack of money for family leisure activity. 

Problem gambling usually disrupts the family’s financial plan and thereby jeopardizes their sense 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

25 

of security of the members (Bergh & Kuhlhorn, 1994; Dickerson et al., 1996; Gaudia, 1987; 

Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). Spouses are constantly exposed to the threat of being harassed by bill 

collectors and creditors (Berman & Siegel, 1992; Blume, 1998; Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). In the 

shadow of the shame associated with problem gambling, PGs, their spouses, and family members 

usually feel isolated from their community, friends, and relatives. Such social isolation can 

hinder the motivation of the spouses to seek help and have normal interaction with community 

and family life.  

3.2.3  Stigma and Shame 

As noted previously, people with gambling problems have reported engaging in illegal 

activities to finance gambling (Bergh & Kuhlhorn, 1994; Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994; 

Ladouceur et al., 1994; Lesieur, 1984). The crimes committed included fraud, embezzlement, 

theft, and forgery. If the gamblers committed crimes and were subsequently incarcerated, the 

family and in particular the spouses are subject to the immense stress of stigma, shame, and 

trauma with the loss of a significant relationship when the gamblers were taken away from the 

family.  

3.3   Local situation - Impact of Problem Gambling on Families in Hong Kong   

To date, most research on impact of problem gambling has been predominantly 

conducted in the West. There have been very few studies on impact of problem gambling on 

families in different indigenous Chinese cultural contexts. One local study in Hong Kong 

conducted by the Breakthrough magazine found that 11.9% of 1,418 responses to a telephone 

survey reported adverse effects to some degree on the family members of PGs. The negative 

impact included poorer psychological health and interpersonal relationships, and financial 
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problems such as having to sell valuable family items to repay gambling debts. Over 10.5% of 

family members reported feeling agitated and irritable, experiencing a lack of communication yet 

frequently engaging in heated arguments with the problem gambler due to extreme worry of his 

relapsing in gambling and incurring new debts in the future (Breakthrough, 2002). A recent local 

study on how Chinese family was coping with gambling-related impact has revealed that family 

member impact was positively significantly correlated to all family coping strategies and 

psychological distress. The study also found strong relationships between family member impact 

and psychological distress (Chan, Dowling, Jackson, & Shek, 2016). On impact coping, the 

study has revealed that tolerant-inactive coping had the strongest relationships with family 

member impact and psychological distress. In this study, a total of 17 coping strategies adopted 

by participants were identified. One of the coping strategies is ‘tolerating-compromising the PG’ 

(see discussion in Section 8.2 of Chapter 8). The author argues that ‘tolerating the problem 

gambler’ is a coping strategy commonly adopted by family members of PGs in the Hong Kong 

context. 

3.4   Impact on Adolescent Children in Hong Kong families 

Parental behavior always plays an influential role in the development of their children. 

When children are facing a higher risk of getting involved in gambling, research conducted with 

Australian high school students has revealed that parenting interventions may have particular 

preventive utility for adolescents who are at risk of developing gambling problems but who are 

not gambling frequently (Dixon et al., 2016). Influences of parental gambling problems are now 

a well-established risk factor for the development of offspring gambling. There was considerable 

evidence that the adolescent children of PGs report an elevated prevalence of problem gambling 
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compared to the children of non-PGs (Dowling et al., 2016; Vachon, Vitaro, Wanner, & 

Tremblay, 2004). A recent survey study on teenage students recruited from Australian secondary 

schools by measuring parental problem gambling, problem gambling severity, and parenting 

practices have revealed that students endorsing paternal problem gambling were 4.3 times more 

likely to be classified as at-risk/PGs than their peers (Dowling et al., 2017). Seemingly 

adolescent children in a family affected by paternal gambling problems are facing a greater risk 

of transmission of problem gambling. 

A Hong Kong school-based survey was conducted to investigate the impacts of parental 

gambling on adolescents’ gambling participation and psychological wellbeing. The study 

revealed that there were three major perceived negative consequences of parental gambling (Hsu 

et al., 2014). First, a disrupted family relationship such as conflicts between parents, own 

relationship with parents affected and gambling parent(s) spending less time with children 

together. Second, diminished need fulfillment including parental gambling affecting children’s 

learning at school, social activities and fulfillment of basic needs (food and clothing). Third, 

family financial difficulties resulted from parental gambling and gambling parent(s) asking for 

money to pay debts. Findings suggested that adolescent children of gambling parent(s) in Hong 

Kong were more likely to develop gambling problems, as has been found in the study by 

Dowling and her colleagues (2017) with Australian secondary school students. They were also 

more susceptible to psychiatric impairment (e.g., anxiety, depression, and stress) and experienced 

low levels of perceived family support. Many of them were distressed by damaged family 

relationships, family financial difficulties and diminished need fulfillment due to problem 

gambling of their parent(s) (Hsu et al., 2014).     
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3.5   Impact on Chinese Female Spouses of PGs in Hong Kong 

From the researcher’s observations, most Chinese female spouses’ fear and worry was 

mainly caused by gambling debts incurred by the PGs. A local study involving 1100 treatment 

seekers in 2003 revealed that of the 400 ‘PGs’ responding to the survey, 200 had accumulated a 

debt of over HK$100 million (about US$12.8 million). Anecdotal evidence suggests that Hong 

Kong gamblers accumulate a greater average sum of gambling debt than their overseas 

counterparts (Wong, Leung, & Lau, 2009). The burden of gambling debts usually resulted in 

psychological, emotional and relational impact on immediate family members in particular 

female spouses or intimate partners of PGs. 

In Hong Kong, there have been very few studies on impact of problem gambling on 

spouses of PGs. The Caritas Addicted Gamblers Counselling Centre (CAGCC) conducted a 

simple structured-questionnaire study with 253 spouses of PGs who were seeking treatment and 

services at the Centre. Among the 253 spouses participating in the study, 247 (i.e.98%) were 

female. The study had investigated mainly five domains of how the female spouses were 

negatively affected by their gambling spouses. 

First, on physical health aspects, sleep disorder, stomach-ache, headache, loss of body 

weight and the need for regular psychiatric consultation were reported. Second, on emotional 

aspects, over 80% of the female spouses reported problems of fear and worries, feeling of low 

moods, loneliness, and helplessness. Over 10% and 2% had suicidal contemplation and had 

attempted suicide respectively. Third, on cognitive functioning, over 60 % had difficulties in 

keeping focused and suffered from a sense of low self-image. About 50% had a guilty feeling 

about family members. Fourth, on the interpersonal relationship, about 50% avoided contact with 
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relatives and friends. Close to 40% admitted they had neglected the needs of their children (also 

see the study Hsu et al., 2014). About 20% admitted they had ventilated negative emotions 

through family or children. Lastly, on financial difficulties, over 90% of female spouses reported 

that their standard of living had dropped and their family or work was negatively affected by 

their gambling spouses. Not surprising, over 80% of them had repaid debts for the gamblers, and 

over 50% had to borrow money to maintain basic living expenses (The Caritas Addicted 

Gamblers Counseling Centre, 2005).    

The findings suggested that the PGs’ gambling had caused diverse negative impacts on 

almost every aspect of the life of their female spouses ranging from physical health, emotional 

wellbeing, cognitive functioning and self-image to the interpersonal relationship and financial 

difficulties. Despite these preliminary findings, we still face a knowledge gap concerning 

analytical understanding of the experiences and coping strategies adopted by local Chinese 

female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. This study aims to fill this knowledge gap.
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CHAPTER FOUR  

The Historical Sociological Context of Marriage in Hong Kong 

According to Gibbs (2002), qualitative researchers should possess sensitivity to the wider 

social and cultural context of their study participants. They need to immerse themselves in the 

society and mores of the people they are studying. This Chapter will explore the social and 

cultural context of Hong Kong with a focus on how the traditional Chinese Confucian familial 

values have shaped the Chinese female spouses’ conception of self in marriage or intimate 

relationship. Moreover, this Chapter will also examine the recent demographic changes that have 

shaped women’s expectation of marriage in a modern city like Hong Kong.  

4.1   Traditional Chinese Confucian Familial Values on Marriage in Hong Kong 

It is argued that there are three major external local and cultural factors that affect how 

Chinese female spouses of PGs interpret the impact from problem gambling discussed in Chapter 

Three. First, the influences of traditional Chinese Confucianism values on family hierarchy; 

second, how Western values influenced the perception and expectations of marriage; and third, 

how recent demographic changes across major cities in East Asia like Hong Kong have shaped 

women’s views of marriage and expectations of marriage partners.  

4.1.1 Familial and Marriage Relationship.  

Hong Kong is a society where the East (Chinese traditional values) meets the West 

(Modern Western values). Obviously, the Chinese female spouses of PGs experienced and 

interpreted the impact within a marital or intimate relationship in Hong Kong and such 

relationships are by and large shaped by Chinese traditional values of Confucianism that has a 

very long history in Hong Kong. Confucianism treats the family as the core and central unit in 
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Chinese society like Hong Kong. According to Confucius’ Book of Rites, there are five basic 

human relationships among people: ruler-minister, father-son, elder brother- young brother, 

husband-wife, and friend-friend. Of these five interpersonal relationships, three exist within the 

familial context with clear power, roles and responsibilities, generation, age and gender hierarchy 

differentiations (Pimentel, 1994).  

For this study, it is important to realize that the maintenance of family relationship (both 

participant’s own birth family and subsequent family-in-law) and couple’s marriage relationship 

take a very important position in the life of Chinese women in Hong Kong.  

4.1.2 Marriage under in-laws’  influences.  

In Western societies, marriage is taken for granted as a conjugal relationship between two 

persons. However, the much Confucian familial value is attached to marriage in Hong Kong 

where Chinese culture is dominant. Chinese marriage is seldom viewed or valued just as a 

husband-wife matter between two individuals but between two families. On the one hand, 

Chinese women have to respect parents-in-law after marrying to their male spouses. The opinion 

and interference of families of origin of the couples still greatly affect the daily life of the 

married couples up to inception and even dissolution of marriage (Chu, 1992; Croll, 1981; 

Young, 1995). In other words, Chinese women are not only married to their spouses but also 

merged into the influences of parents and family members of their male spouses. 

4.1.3 Man is the Master of a Family (男人是一家之主)  

Male dominance in Chinese marriage has been an age-old phenomenon in Chinese 

culture. In ancient divorce procedures, husbands had a unilateral right to dissolve the marriage. 

Wives had no right to initiate a divorce. Instead, “ousting the wife,” was used and the term 
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“divorce” was non-existent. In Chinese culture, gender inequality regarding male dominance is 

deeply rooted in marriages. Husbands could repudiate their wives under seven conditions: 

lacking filial piety in serving the parents-in-law, childlessness, adultery, jealousy, sickness, theft, 

and gossip (Bi, 2000; Zhang & Li, 1996). Such conditions have become obsolete over the course 

of time. However, male dominance in marriage still exists in modern Chinese society. According 

to the Book of Rites, the purpose of marriage is to “unite two surnames” (of the two couples) and 

to continue the husband’s family line by passing on the husband’s surname to the children of the 

couples. Nowadays, the tradition that children inherit their surname from their father but not 

from their mother is still strongly upheld in Chinese society (Croll, 1981). Hong Kong, with its 

strong Confucian familial value, is no exception in this aspect of marriage. The author, having 

been living in Hong Kong for over 30 years, can confirm that the common layman saying ‘man 

is the master of a family’ is still a prevailing social norm.   

4.2   Westernization, Recent Demographic Changes, Marriage and Woman’s Expectation       

 of Marriage in Hong Kong 

4.2.1 Westernized Perception of Marriage 

Though people in Hong Kong are mainly Chinese closely attached to Confucianism 

values, they have accommodated intense Western values as a British colony for more than a 

century. Over the course of time, the traditional perception of marriage and couple relationships 

have been influenced by romantic Western ideals of companionate, love-based, egalitarian, 

exclusive, and lasting marriage (Hackstaff, 1999; Lee, 1998; Whitehead, 1997). While modern 

marriage relationships in Hong Kong are still under significant influence from parents of the 
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couples, the perception of marriage dyad has become more and more a Western ideal as a mystic 

bond, with each spouse being the source of attainment of wholeness for the other (Barrett & 

McIntosh, 1982; Giddens, 1992).  

4.2.2 Longer Parental influence  

Though rooted in traditional values of Confucianism, some modern social-economic 

forces have been shaping marriage and couple relationships in Hong Kong. Like many cities in 

Asia, Hong Kong has undergone demographic changes including education levels among young 

adults have risen; young people marry later; start work later and spend more years living with 

parents. In many Asian countries, labor market problems and high housing prices, especially in 

Hong Kong, have created obstacles for young adults attempting to establish their own families 

through marriage. They have to rely on their parents longer than young adults of similar age in 

previous generations (Yeung & Alipio, 2013). In other words, birth parents have extended their 

direct influences over their children even up to their stage as young adults before they enter 

marriage to establish their own family. On the one hand, Chinese women regard being pious to 

their birth parents as a life-long responsibility. On the other hand, they realize that it is also 

important for them to maintain a harmonious relationship with their parent's in-law. In other 

words, before giving birth to children, married Chinese female spouses have to shoulder roles 

and duties of three identities – a female spouse, a daughter and a daughter-in-law. This 

understanding is useful in this study on the experiences of Chinese female spouses of PGs in 

Hong Kong.  

 

 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

34 

4.2.3 Two models of Marriage –  Gender Duty Model and Compatibility Model 

Nakano (2016) has conducted a qualitative study on the transition to adulthood in East 

Asia by exploring the experiences of single women between the ages of 25 to 50 years in the 

cities of Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Tokyo. Her study involved face-to-face interviews 

conducted between 2001 and 2014 with 110 single women who were living in the cities of Hong 

Kong, Shanghai and Tokyo at the time of the interview. She found that women described their 

marriage relationship under two models of marriage: a gender duty model and a companionate 

model. In the gender duty model, women saw marriage as involving the sacrifice of their careers 

to take care of children and other family members. The companionate model which can also be 

called the “compatibility model” and emphasizes equality and mutual communication in the 

marriage where the couples should share interests in common, be emotionally connected and 

should enjoy spending time together (Nakano, 2016). Hirsch and Wardlow (2006a) define 

“companionate marriage” as involving emotional closeness as one of the primary measures of a 

successful marriage. Another component vital to successful companionate marriage is that the 

conjugal relationship is privileged over other family ties (Hirsch & Wardlow, 2006a). However, 

according to Nakano’s (2016) findings, Asian women who aspired to companionate marriage did 

not necessarily expect that the conjugal relationship should be privileged over other family ties. 

Apparently, Asian women, including Hong Kong female spouses, treat emotional closeness 

between the couple as equally important as their responsibility to family ties. 

  The argued that most Chinese female spouses in Hong Kong are leading a gender duty 

marriage where they accept that taking care of their own family (children and husband) and also 

in-laws are their core duties. This model is in line with the Chinese Confucianism tradition that 
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once a woman is married to her husband, she becomes the ‘daughter-in-law’ of her husband 

family and assume the role as daughter-in-law. Under social and cultural expectation, she would 

become more responsible for the wellbeing of her husband’s parents than for her natural parents. 

The author argues that once after marriage, women adopt a ‘daughter-in-law self’ which involves 

all the role responsibilities, expectations, and values attached to this ‘daughter-in-law self.’ 

Impact of problem gambling of male spouses on participants’ daughter-in-law selves will be 

discussed in Chapter Eight.  

On the other hand, the companionate model marriage is also common among women in 

Hong Kong due to the globalization of western ideals of romantic love and freedom of choice in 

selecting the ‘second half.’ Nakano’s (2016) study revealed that most women in all three Asian 

societies studied, espoused a combination of the two models. They hoped to find a partner who 

allowed them to experience both models and rejected men for failing to meet their expectations 

in one or the other of these areas. 

4.2.4 Hong Kong Women’s Ideal Role – Caring for Family Members  

Nakano (2016) argued that single women encounter difficulties negotiating marriage in 

the three cities due to problems in marriage markets, the expectation of fertility upon marriage, 

and conflicts between education and employment opportunities and marital roles. Her study also 

confirmed that women in Hong Kong still considered family their central consideration in their 

life. Nakano provides the following description of women’s ideal role and perception of marriage 

in Hong Kong: 

“The ideal life course for women in Hong Kong involves receiving a good 

education, finding a stable and well-paid job, and marrying and having one 
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or two children. As women’s ideal role is closely associated with caring 

for family members…Most women I interviewed said that they give 

between 20-25% of their monthly earnings to their parents…and continue 

to live with their parents after graduating” (Nakano, 2016, p.375).  

4.2.5 Ideal Expectations from Marriage Partners 

Nakano (2016) found that while women in Hong Kong working at their careers and 

repaying their parents, they would need to look for a marriage partner. The three major 

expectations from their marriage partners include financial stability, emotional support and 

compatibility with a partner. Such findings enhance author’s theoretical sensitivity to subsequent 

analysis on impact of problem gambling in the present study.  

4.3   An Initial Multiple-self Model for Chinese Female Spouses in Hong Kong 

It is argued that the self-identity of Chinese women in Hong Kong is not a single 

homogeneous entity but a composite of multiple selves. Each component-self is composed of 

unique responsibilities, values as well as perspectives of that particular self. Combining Nakano’s 

(2016) findings on women’s ideal on marriage and family, and the influences of Confucianism, the 

author proposed a model of four component selves:(a) Chinese female spousal self that is acting 

the spousal roles towards husbands, (b) daughter-self that is fulfilling responsibilities as daughter 

towards birth parents, (c) daughter-in-law self towards parents in–law, and (d) a mother-self who 

is discharging maternal responsibilities towards children (if any). The author believes that such a 

multiple-self model could assist our data analysis of the study. The initial theoretical model of a 

multiple-self identity of Chinese female spouses in Hong Kong is shown in Figure 1.      
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Figure 1. An initial theoretical model of multiple-self identity of Chinese female spouses in 

Hong Kong 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

5.1 Introduction 

 This chapter provides a literature review of seven concepts or theories relevant for 

enhancing the author’s theoretical sensitivity for subsequent data analysis and theory building. 

The seven theories or concepts are Attachment Theory, Need to Belong Theory, Conservation of 

Resources Theory, Disenfranchised Grief, Loss of Assumptive Worlds, Betrayal Trauma Theory 

and the concept of Relational non-criterion ‘A’ Trauma. In addition to the literature review, the 

chapter also provides a historical account of the development of grounded theory methodology 

(GTM) and discusses the debate over whether a prior literature review should be conducted by 

grounded theorists and elaborates on the stance of the researcher. 

5.2 Origin and Development of GTM 

 This study adopts a grounded theory method (GTM) with social constructivism as the 

underlying research paradigm. GTM is a qualitative research method first introduced by Barney 

Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 1967. They developed this approach while undertaking the 

Awareness of Dying (Glaser & Strauss, 1965) study. During this study, they encountered and 

criticized the “overemphasis” of verifying theories to the detriment of actually generating the 

theory itself. They asserted that the twofold process of firstly generating and subsequently 

verifying a theory should receive equal treatment in social research. They stressed the need to 

generate theory which arises from social research which they believe would be “more successful 

than theories logically deduced from a priori assunmptions” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.6). 

Glaser and Strauss believed that marrying theory building with social research would produce a 
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robust and astute grounded in research data. They entitled their innovative methodology 

grounded theory to encapsulate its overarching objective to ground theory in empirical research 

(Kenny & Fourie, 2014). Since the inception of the original GTM, the method has been further 

expanded into three dominant and divergent configurations of GTM: Classic (Glaser, 1978, 

1992), Straussian (1987), and Constructivist GT (Charmaz, 2000). Regardless of the fact that all 

three GTM approaches share the same goal of building a theory from data collected rather than 

testing a hypothesis derived from an existing theory, they differ in other aspects. The role of 

literature review prior to data collection and analysis is one of them (Ramalho, Adams, Huggard, 

& Hoare, 2015).  

5.3 Debate over Literature Review in using Grounded Theory Method 

 The Classic GTM Dictum – ‘Learn Not To Know’. In The Discovery of Grounded 

Theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967) explicitly advised against conducting a literature review in the 

substantive area of research at an early stage of the research process. According to Glaser and 

Strauss,‘an effective strategy is, at first, literally to ignore the literature of theory and fact on the 

area under study’ (1967, p.37). Glaser (1992) argues that grounded theorists must ‘learn not to 

know,’ by avoiding engagement with existing literature before entering the field. There are other 

researchers in support of this Glaser’s ‘purist position.’ McCallin (2003) takes a similar stance 

that the researcher face the risk of being sidetracked by receiving knowledge and interpretations 

that support taken-for-granted assumptions, which are not relevant in the new areas of study 

(McCallin, 2003). It is argued (Holton, 2007) that to remain truly open to the emergence of the 

theory is among the most challenging issues confronting those new to grounded theory. She 

writes: 
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“As a generative and emergent methodology, grounded theory requires the researcher 

to enter the research field with no preconceived problem statement, interview 

protocols, or extensive review of the literature” (Holton, 2007, p.269). 

5.3.1 Risk of Contamination by Prior Literature Review.  

So, what precisely is the rationale behind this purist position? For Glaser and his 

followers, their fundamental concern is that a detailed literature review conducted at the outset 

may ‘contaminate’ the data collection, analysis, and subsequent theory development. They 

worried that after a literature review, researchers would be inclined to impose existing 

frameworks, hypotheses or other theoretical ideas upon the data, which would, in turn, 

undermine the focus, authenticity, and quality of the GT research (Dunne, 2011). Such a purist 

(contamination free) position directly contradicts most conventional methodologies, which view 

a comprehensive literature review as an essential foundation upon which to build a study. In fact, 

Glaser and others’ concern is not exclusive to grounded theorists. In most qualitative approaches 

there is a valued principle to avoid imposing predetermined knowledge, understanding and 

existing frameworks on the investigation (Heath, 2006). For Glaser, the researcher’s early 

abstinence from existing literature is important to allow categories to emerge naturally from the 

empirical data during analysis, uninhibited by preconceptions from extant theoretical 

frameworks and associated hypothesis.  

In discussing how categories can be grounded, Dey wrote in a less purist position (Dey, 

2007):    

“One of the most striking and controversial recommendations of Glaser and Strauss 

was to avoid preconceptions and let categories ‘emerge’ from data. They thought 
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preconceptions could be limited by not engaging in advance of the research with 

existing literature in the field of interest. They did not advise complete abstinence in 

this respect, but rather a wider engagement with ideas and evidence from other fields, 

not necessarily academic” (p.175). 

According to Dey, Glaser and Strauss’ advice was not about complete abstinence from 

conducting a literature review. Their warning was against the danger of preconceptions. They 

aimed to sharpen rather than blunt researchers’ theoretical sensitivity, by working with a wide 

range of cross-cutting and inter-disciplinary ideas. They were not telling researchers to avoid 

preconceptions completely but to ensure that any preconceptions formulated must be well-

grounded in arguments and evidence, and always subject to further investigation, revision, and 

refutation (Dey, 2007, p.176).  

5.3.2 Open Mind not Empty Head 

Dey (1993) suggested that researchers should not confuse an open mind with an empty 

head. Even ideas drawn from the immediate field can provide a useful guide analysis, providing 

that the researchers keep an open mind about their cogency and relevance to the data (Dey, 

1993). As Gilovich (1993) argues, ‘the power and flexibility with which we reason depend upon 

our ability to use context, generic knowledge and pre-existing information’ (Gilovich, 1993). In 

saying this, Gilovich suggests that the good grasp of knowledge from literature review is more or 

less a prerequisite condition for researchers to exercise the good power of reasoning in the course 

of the inquiry.   
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5.3.3 Balancing between Prior Knowledge from others and own Originality.  

Charmaz was one of the doctoral students in sociology programme in the University of 

California , San Francisco (UCSF), which was instituted and chaired by Anselm Strauss. She 

learned GTM personally from both Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss themselves. Charmaz 

(2006) acknowledged that “my journey with GT began with Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, 

whose lasting influences has not only permeated my work, but also my consciousness” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p.xiii). However, Charmaz was influenced rather than restricted by Strauss and 

Glaser. In particular she concentrated on interpreting GTM wthin a constructivist paradigm to 

forge a distinctly Constructivist GT. Thus, Charmaz developed a third variation of the GTM 

(Kenny & Fourie, 2014). The research methodology in this study is Charmaz’s Constructivist 

GTM.    

 Charmaz, a pioneer in developing and using a constructivist version of grounded theory 

to study chronic illness suggests that the literature review and theoretical frameworks are 

ideological sites in which the researcher can claim, locate, evaluate, and defend the position of 

their theory (Charmaz, 2006). For many novice grounded theory researchers including Ph.D. 

students like myself, the issue of how and when to engage with existing literature is often 

problematic. In fact, within the field of grounded theory research, the use of existing literature 

represents a polemical and divisive issue, with ongoing heated debates among researchers 

(Kendall, 1999; Miller & Marcel, 1999). Bryant and Charmaz (2007) have commented that ever 

since the publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory, concerns have arisen regarding how 

students and researchers should approach and use the existing literature relevant to their research 

topic. Traditionally, the process of reviewing current existing literature before primary data 
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collection is characteristic of most approaches of inquiry, the purpose is to bring focus and 

direction of the inquiry (Chinn & Kramer, 2008) and avoid dishonesty (Burns & Grove, 2001).  

Charmaz (2006, p.165) points out that the place of literature review in GT research has 

long been disputed and misunderstood. She comments that Glaser’s position on prior knowledge 

derived from literature review is somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, Glaser suggests that 

grounded theorists can and should keep themselves uncontaminated by extant ideas. In 

Theoretical Sensitivity (1978), Glaser writes, ‘It is necessary for the grounded theorist to know 

many theoretical codes to be sensitive to rendering explicitly the subtleties of the relationships in 

his data’ (p.72).  

In Charmaz’s understanding, the intended purpose of delaying the literature review is to 

avoid importing preconceived ideas and imposing them on the researcher’s inquiry. Delaying the 

review encourages researchers to articulate their ideas in their work. In short, Charmaz suggests 

that the fundamental concern is to maintain the originality of the ideas the researchers employing 

grounded theory as a method of inquiry. Classic grounded theorists like Glaser and Strauss 

advocate delaying the literature review until after completing the analysis. The reasons are they 

do not want grounded theorists to analyze their research data through the lens of earlier ideas, 

often known as ‘received theory.’ Charmaz comments that Glaser and Strauss raise a valuable 

although problematic point. 

5.3.4 In What Ways is the Dictum Problematic?  

Thornberg argues that researchers should make an effort to benefit from the literature 

review with the aim to be informed grounded theorists rather than ignorant grounded theorists 

by avoiding current ideas and knowledge in the substantive field. He points out that the classic 
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GT dictum of not reading literature in the substantive area until the end of the analysis is 

however problematic in six aspects (Thornberg, 2012).  

First, the dictum makes it almost impossible for responsible researchers to conduct 

studies in their areas of expertise. Practically speaking, it is impossible for researchers to 

“unlearn” or “drop” what they have already learned (Schreiber, 2001). The dictum fails to 

recognize the embeddedness of the researcher within a historical, ideological and socio-cultural 

context. Kelle (1995) argues that researchers always bring them their own lenses and conceptual 

networks. If they cannot drop or unlearn them, they would not be able to perceive, observe and 

describe meaningful events when confronted with chaotic, meaningless and fragmented 

phenomena and they would have to give up their scientific endeavor. 

Also, being a “responsible” researcher, one has to admit his or her theoretical 

understandings from the outset of the study (Bruce, 2007). The dictum might force the informed 

researcher to pretend to be a “theoretical virgin” (Clarke, 2005), which might mask unreflective 

and pre-conceptive forcing as well. Second, some researchers can use the dictum as an excuse or 

‘legitimate reason’ for their lazy ignorance of the literature (Silverman, 2000; Suddaby, 2006). 

There could be bias belief and accusation that research based on grounded theory is “easy” and 

“atheoretical” (Morse, 1994). Third, if researchers avoid reading literature in the substantive field 

but at the same time read literature in other fields to enhance theoretical sensitivity, 

preconceptions are still inevitable. Fourth, as several grounded theorists have noticed (e.g., 

Bruce, 2007; Clarke, 2005; Dunne, 2011; McCallin, 2003 Schreiber, 2001), student researcher 

like the author, have to engage in reading literature and writing research proposals for research 

funding or confirmation of candidature. Most of the time, whether for quantitative or qualitative 
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study, an overview or summary of related literature is normally required as an important part of 

the research proposal before approvals for the research to begin. Fifth, ignoring established 

theories and research findings would result in gradual loss of knowledge. Also, by strictly 

following the dictum, the researcher is running the risk of reinventing the wheel, missing well-

known aspects, and coming up with trivial ‘grounded theory’ products or repeating other’s 

mistakes. Sixth, the dictum of avoiding literature review early in the research to avoid 

contamination is an extreme and naïve position assuming researcher as a tabula rasa (Dey, 1999). 

Also, it is argued that without literature review, researchers might lack the ability to reflect upon 

the links between extant theories and their gathering and analysis of data (Dunne, 2011).Dey 

(1993) states: 

“This tabula rasa approach is dangerous because it leaves the analyst prone to all 

manner of prejudices and preconceptions, which are no less powerful for remaining 

subliminal. It is better to make ideas and values explicit rather leaving them implicit and 

pretending that they are not there” (p.229).     

There are some merits in Glaser’s classic dictum of delaying literature review in GT research. 

However, Thornberg (2012) points out that the idea of a researcher who collects and analyses 

theory-free data without any prior theoretical knowledge and preconceptions, has been subject to 

criticism of many scientist-philosophers (Chalmer, 1999; Hanson, 1965; Thayer-Bacon, 2003) 

and later grounded theorists ( e.g. Charmaz, 2006; Clarke, 2005; Dey, 1999; Dunne, 2011; Kelle, 

2007; Lempert, 2007; Schreiber 2001). 

5.3.5 Benefits of Early Literature Review  
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Having expounded various arguments against the workability of Glaser’s classic dictum 

on avoiding early literature review, it is necessary to discuss the benefits of conducting an early 

literature review when using grounded theory. Dunne (2011) has articulated that there are several 

benefits from the early literature review. In the first instance, it can provide a cogent rationale for 

a study, including a justification for a specific research methodology (Coyne & Cowley, 2006; 

McGhee, Marland, & Atkinson, 2007). Second, it can assure the researcher that he or she is not 

repeating an old study (Chiovitti & Piran, 2003; Hutchinson, 1993) while at the same time 

highlighting pertinent lacunae in current knowledge (Creswell, 1998; Hutchinson, 1993). Third, 

it can help contextualize the study (McCann & Clark, 2003a) give the researcher a direction 

(Urquhart, 2007) and reveal how the subject phenomenon has been studied to date (Denzin, 

2008 ) ; Fourth, it can enhance the research’s ‘sensitising concepts’ (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; 

McCann & Clark, 2003a), help acquire theoretical sensitivity (McCann & Clark, 2003b; McGhee 

et al., 2007) and actually become more alert to unhelpful preconceptions.  

The author believed that a grounded preliminary literature review (GPLR) without 

covering the substantive topic area of research could enhance theoretical sensitivity for data 

analysis. Moreover, according to Thistoll et al (2016), by ‘conducting a GPLR, researchers (in 

particular graduate students) can both satisfy mandatory university requirements to conduct a 

substantial literature review prior to beginning formal research and also meet generally accepted 

standards in the grounded theory method to delay reading in the substantive topic area until after 

the core category emerges from the data analysis’ (Thistoll et al., 2016). Fifth, it may promote 

‘clarity in thinking about concepts and possible theory development’ (Henwood & Pidgeon, 

1996, p.350). Lastly, it can protect the researcher from criticism that he or she is not adequately 
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steeped in the research traditions of a discipline (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Considering all the 

above benefits, I am in favor of undertaking a literature review in the substantive area before 

commencing data collection and analysis. 

5.4   Review of Theories and Concepts of Trauma, Loss, Grief and Assumptive Self 

To date, most of the research on the impact of problem gambling on families have 

focused on the impact on female spouses of PGs (Kalischuk, Nowatzki, Cardwell, Klein, & 

Solowoniuk, 2006). The impact of problem gambling on female spouses cover a wide range of 

personal, interpersonal and relational stressors, including loss of respect (Dickson-Swift et al., 

2005); isolation from the gambler (Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988); impairment in roles and 

responsibilities (Dickson-Swift et al., 2005; Federman et al., 2000; Hodgins et al., 2007); lack of 

satisfaction in sexual relationship (Lorenz & Yaffee, 1989) and loss of trust (Dickson-Swift et al., 

2005) on the gambler. In this study, a total of seven dominant concepts or theories are selected 

for GPLR to enhance the author’s theoretical sensitivity for subsequent data analysis. Selection 

of these literatures are based on themes that emerged in my mind over years of practice as a 

gambling counselor and during my services at the Psychological Services Group (PSG) in the 

Hong Kong Police. The themes of loss of attachment and sense of belonging, impact on financial 

resources and grief reactions have appeared repeatedly over many years in my gambling 

counselling practices. Other themes such as trauma due to betrayal in an interpersonal context 

and as a shattering of basic human assumptions were developed during my services at the PSG. 

Of course, the author has also consulted the supervisors on the scope and relevancy of these 

literatures for preliminary review.  
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5.4.1 Impact as Loss of Intimate Attachment – the Attachment Theory 

 It is well documented in the literature that the stable and intimate relationship between 

the female spouse or partner and the gambler is seriously disrupted (Dickson-Swift et al., 2005; 

Federman et al., 2000; Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). Attachment theory, a psychoanalytic theory of 

human development, postulates that human beings develop attachments early in life because 

their lives depend on it. Moreover, the attachment is integral to human behavior throughout the 

lifespan “from the cradle to the grave” (Bowlby, 1969). Identifiable, stable relationship 

attachment patterns develop and become internal working models that determine access to 

thoughts, feelings, and memories related to attachment. Disruptions in these relationships create 

vulnerability in one’s sense of self and others and inhibit the capacity to contain and regulate 

affective experiences (Slade, 2000). In everyday lives, attachment relationship can take different 

forms and patterns such as children-parents, student-teachers, husband- wife and intimate 

partners. 

Although in adulthood individuals may be attached to multiple individuals (e.g. parents, 

friends, siblings, etc.), the theory posits that pair bonds, or relationship between romantic or 

intimate partners, are the prototypical type of attachment in adulthood. The characteristic features 

that distinguish romantic intimate attachment bonds from other types of social ties include 

proximity seeking/ maintenance (the tendency to stay in touch), safe haven (the tendency to turn to 

attachment figures for comfort or reassurance), separation distress (the tendency to resist and be 

upset by unwanted or prolonged separations), and secure base (the tendency to explore because 

one is emboldened by knowing that support is available when needed). Moreover, adult romantic 
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or intimate relationships are reciprocal: partners serve as both recipients and providers of security 

and comfort. Also, the adult romantic relationship is typically sexual. In other words, adult 

attachment bonds involve the integration of three distinct behavioral systems: attachment, care-

giving, and sexual mating (Zayas, Merrill, & Hazan, 2015).  

Attachment theory, therefore, is relevant to this study in understanding the experiences of 

the female spouses when their adult intimate attachment or pair bonds with the PGs are 

undermined. The theory can explain the sense of insecurity, vulnerability and loss of trust and 

their affective reactions such as feeling ‘shocked, astonished, frightened’ (Custer & Milt, 1985), 

anger and resentment (Hodgins et al., 2007; Lorenz & Yaffee,1988) ;guilt and self-blame 

(Blaszczynski, 1998; Dickson-Swift et al., 2005; Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988); worry for the future 

(Blaszczynski, 1998); elevated level of depressive symptoms (Bergh & Kuhlhorn, 1994) and 

higher risk of suicide (Gaudia, 1987; Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988).  

5.4.2 Impact as Thwarted Belongingness –  the ‘Need to Belong’  Theory  

Among the different levels of human needs postulated by Maslow (Maslow, 1968), the 

“ love and Belongingness needs” is ranked in the middle of his motivational hierarchy; that is, 

‘Belongingness’ needs do not emerge until food, hunger, safety, and other basic needs are 

satisfied. After the needs of ‘belongingness’ are met, the needs of self-esteem and self-

actualization follow. Baumeister and Leary (1995) after reviewing a large body of empirical 

findings pertinent to the Belongingness hypothesis proposed that a need to belong, that is a need 

to form and maintain at least a minimum quality of the interpersonal relationship, is innately 

prepared among human beings (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

The “Need to Belong” theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) is similar to attachment theory 
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as it also addresses a basic need that is fulfilled in an interpersonal context. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, Hong Kong women in certain degree fulfill their need of belongingness through a 

romantic marriage. But when the male spouses developed into PGs, such romantic marriage or 

intimate relationship are placed under stress, and the female spouses or partner’s sense of 

belongingness is inevitably thwarted. According to the Interpersonal Theory of Suicide (Van 

Orden et al., 2010), the experience of thwarted belongingness, when interacting with other risk 

factors such as perceived burdensomeness, family discord, etc. could result in a more severe 

suicide desire.  

It is argued when faced with a loss of an intimate, positive, ongoing and stable 

relationship with the PGs, the female spouses’ core sense of belonging is threatened (Richman & 

Leary, 2009). If belongingness is such an innately important human need (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995), the loss of sense of belonging would undoubtedly constitute a relational trauma. It is 

logical to suggest that threatened belonging is apparently a core and common factor underlying 

different traumatic experiences of female spouses of PGs. This theory may partially explain why 

there is a significant risk of suicide among female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong(The Caritas 

Addicted Gamblers Counseling Centre, 2006; The Caritas Addicted Gamblers Counselling 

Centre, 2007).  

Also, the belongingness hypothesis offers yet another useful explanation of the female 

spouse’s unwillingness to leave their gambling spouses. From the author’s counselling 

experience, many of the Chinese female spouses were reluctant to leave the gamblers though 

they have suffered a spectrum of emotional, financial and relational impact. Such female 

spouses’ strong attachment to the PGs indicates the strength of the human need to belong on the 
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part of the female spouses of the PGs. Moreover, one of the main hesitations for female spouses 

to leave the PGs was their lack of financial resources to survive outside the relationship, however 

hurting and harmful it has become.  

5.4.3 Impact as Loss of Resources - the Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory 

The basic tenet of COR theory is that individuals strive to obtain, retain, protect, and 

foster those things that they value (Hobfoll, 1988, 1989, 2001a; Hobfoll, Freedy, Lane, & Geller, 

1990). According to Hobfoll (1988), ‘valued entities are termed resources, and the variety of 

resources covers from objects, conditions, to personal characteristics and energy resources, etc. 

Resources are valued in their own right, or they are valued because they act as conduits to the 

achievement or protection of valued resources’ (Diener & Fujita, 1995; Hobfoll, 1988). 

Resources are not individually determined but are both transcultural and products of any given 

culture (Hobfoll, 2001b). COR theory emphasizes that people are striving to regulate their 

resource reserves to support survival, preserve well-being and retain their social ties.  

Conservation of Resource (COR) theory predicts that resource loss is the principal 

ingredient in the stress process. In other words, a person is under stress when he or she 

encounters a situation that threatens to prevent him or her from obtaining, retaining and 

protecting resources (Hobfoll, 2001b; Ortqvist & Wincent, 2010). For COR theory, Hobfoll and 

his colleagues have compiled a list of 74 resources (Hobfoll, 2001a). The list is useful to help 

people appreciate the diversity of resource loss that could be experienced by participants in this 

study. To facilitate easy reference and better application of the Hobfoll’s list of COR resources in 

this study, the author attempt to group the 74 COR resources under four categories namely the (i) 

Basic/Financial resources ; (ii) the resources of Self/Feeling ; (iii) resources of Relationship/ 
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Attachment and (iv) Existential /Value resources as in Table 2 below.  

 Table 2 

 Grouping of Hobfoll’s (1988) 74 COR Resources by Four Types 

Basic/ Financial 
(24 items) 

Self / Feelings 
(22 items) 

Relationship 
/Attachments 
(26 items) 

Existential / 
Values 
(2 items) 

Adequate food Feeling that I am 
successful 

Good marriage Hope 

Adequate 
clothing 

Feeling that I know 
who I am 

Intimacy with 
spouse or partner 

Feeling that my 
life has 
meaning/purpose 

More clothing 
than I need 

Feelings that I am 
accomplishing my 
goals 

Intimacy with one or 
more family 
members 

 

Free time Feeling that I have 
control over my life 

Spouse/partner’s 
health  

 

Time for 
adequate sleep 

Feeling independent The health of 
family/close friends 

 

Time for work Feeling future success 
depends on me 

Family stability  

Time with loved 
ones 

Positive feeling about 
myself 

A good relationship 
with my children 

 

Financial help if 
needed 

Feeling that my life is 
peaceful 

Providing children’s 
essential 

 

Necessary tools 
for work 

Feeling valuable to 
others 

Extras for children 
 

Necessary home 
appliances 

The sense of pride in 
myself 

Children’s health 
 

Housing that 
suits my needs 

Sense of optimism Stable employment 
 

Larger home 
than I need 

Sense of humor Understanding from 
my employer/ boss  

Adequate home 
furnishings 

Stamina/endurance Acknowledge of my 
accomplishments  

Money for extras Personal health Loyalty of friends  
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Money for 
transportation 

Ability to organize 
tasks 

Affections from 
others 

 

Personal 
transportation  

Ability to 
communicate well 

 
Intimacy with at 
least one friend 

 

Adequate income Positively challenging 
routine 

Support from co-
workers 

 

Adequate 
financial credit 

Self-discipline Companionship  

Financial 
stability 

Motivation to get 
things done 

Status/ seniority at 
work 

 

Financial assets Sense of commitment People I can learn 
from 

 

Saving or 
emergency 
money 

Advancement in 
education or job 

Help with tasks at 
work 

 

Medical 
insurance 

Knowing where I am 
going with my life 

Help with tasks at 
home  

Retirement 
security 

 Help with childcare 
 

Money for 
advancement or 
self-
improvement 

 Involvement in the 
church, synagogue 
etc 

 

  Involvement in 
organizations  

  Role as a leader 
 

  

According to Hobfoll (1988), the list represents a comprehensive set that appears to have 

a validity in many Western contexts (Hobfoll, 1988). He defines traumatic stress as the sudden, 

unpredictable loss of extensive resources (Hobfoll, 1991). He argues that psychological stress 
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will occur in one of the following three circumstances: 

l when individuals’ resources are threatened with loss, 

l when individuals’ resources are actually lost, or 

l when individuals’ fail to gain sufficient resources following significant resource         

investment 

Following the argument of the COR theory, we could appreciate that Chinese female spouses of 

PGs are constantly subject to psychological stress since they from time to time experience threats 

of loss and actual loss of resources. Their conservation of valuable resources is always 

challenged by the above three circumstances postulated by Hobfoll. Over the years, the author’s 

experiences in gambling counselling revealed that female spouses of PGs are constantly exposed 

to threats of loss and actual loss of financial, psychological, relational as well as social resources. 

Such threats of loss and depletion of resources usually last for many years because most of the 

PGs need a long time to recover from their deep-rooted problems.  

According to the author’s gambling counselling experiences, there are 27 resources from 

the Hobfoll’s list that are commonly depleted from Hong Kong Chinese female spouses of PGs 

(see Table 3). The loss of resources by Chinese female spouses are multidimensional ranging 

from financial to relational, physiological, psychological and existential. This observation is in 

line with findings of recent researches on the impact of problem gambling on female spouses of 

PGs (Kalischuk et al., 2006). Researchers have concluded that problem gambling contributes to a 

variety of stressors for spouses, including financial, relational, and physical and emotional health 

(Dickson-Swift et al., 2005).  
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Table 3 

Twenty-seven Common Resources Depleted from Chinese Female Spouses of PGs in Hong 

Kong (adapted from Hobfoll, 2001) 

Time for adequate sleep Feeling that my life is 

peaceful 

Family stability 

Good marriage Extras for children Feelings that I am 

accomplishing my goals  

The sense of pride in 

myself 

Savings or emergency 

money 

Money for extras 

Hope Spouse/partner’s health Financial stability 

Personal Health Adequate income Feeling that my life has 

meaning/purpose 

Sense of optimism Advancement in education 

or job training 

Positive feeling about 

myself 

Intimacy with spouse or 

partner 

Adequate financial credits Retirement security  

(financial) 

Feeling that I have control 

over my life 

Financial assets such as 

stocks and property. 

Money for advancement or 

self-improvement  

Providing children’s 

essentials 

Knowing where I am going 

with my life 

Financial help if needed 

  

From the COR perspective, it is argued that female spouses experienced impact on their 

resources of all types. For instance, loss of their ‘Energy resources’ includes loss of entire life 

saving in paying off gambler debts; recurring shortage of money for basic household needs 

(physical resources), etc. The COR theory can help treatment providers understand the 

experiences of female spouses and partners of PGs regarding their loss of resources. Such 
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understanding could remind treatment providers of the importance of facilitating provision and 

restoration of basic and vital resources in the course of treatment to them. 

 Traumatic stress of resource loss. Hobfoll’s (1988; 1989) COR theory further posits 

that people would experience traumatic stress if their resource loss were rapid. According to 

Hobfoll (1991), rapidness for many traumatic events may be a matter of weeks, months, or years, 

depending on the events. He further elaborates that ‘the rapidness of resource loss is related to 

the fact that traumatic stressors (1) often attack people’s basic values, (2) often occur 

unexpectedly, (3) make excessive demands, (4) are outside of the realm for which resource 

utilization strategies have been developed, and (5) leave a powerful mental images that are easily 

evoked by cues associated with the event’ (Hobfoll, 1991).  

Hobfoll’s (1991) concept of trauma are applicable to this study for several reasons. First, 

Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong often find basic values like spousal trust and 

honesty violated by the PGs who often lied to conceal their gambling debts. Second, most of the 

female spouses are caught by surprise when ‘bursts’ of hidden gambling problems (e.g., the 

discovery of huge amount of gambling debts) occur out of their expectation. Third, the severity 

of gambling debts and a serious breach of trust caused by the PGs inevitably make excessive 

demands on their financial and psychological resources to settle the crisis they face. Fourth, most 

of the time female spouses find themselves shocked and left feeling helpless and do not know 

what to do when they are pressured by loan-sharks or debt-collectors. The problems they faced 

are usually outside of their leaned or developed coping or resource utilization strategies. Fifth, in 

the knowledge of female spouses, most PGs would turn off their mobile phone or set it to caller 

voice-recording mode when they secretly engaged in gambling. In many circumstances, female 
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spouses had tried to reach PGs by phone but in vain. Experiences of unable to reach PGs by 

phone gradually developed into a powerful cue that can evoke both intrusive visualization and 

negative emotions that were associated with PGs’ gambling in secret. The author observed that a 

seemingly ordinary aspect of daily life, i.e., unable to reach someone by phone had become a 

powerful traumatic episode etched in the memory of most female spouses of PGs 

Impact as loss spirals leading to exhaustion. Hobfoll (1991) has pointed out that 

resources are not distributed equally, and those people who lack resources are most vulnerable to 

additional losses (Dohrenwend, 1978). People with fewer resources are more likely to develop 

loss spirals because when under stress, they lack adequate resources to offset the loss. According 

to Hobfoll (1991),  

“Original resource levels, that may even have been adequate to combat earlier threats or 

experiences, become depleted. New loss events or threats then strike a weakened 

individual, who no longer has the armamentarium necessary to offset any further loss. To 

the extent this continues or where stressors are intense, loss spirals will increase in 

velocity” (p.189) 

For example, following their spouse’ death, many women are too economically disadvantaged to 

upgrade their education, and so they are also likely to be subject to economic stressors (Hobfoll, 

1989).   

Loss spirals due to PGs’ relapse. Hobfoll’s (1991) concept of resource loss spirals is 

relevant to the study. I have observed that Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong are 

from time to time subject to threats of loss as well as actual loss of resources. One common 

coping method among family members, especially female spousal partners of PGs is bailing out 
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the gamblers which entail using up their savings, emergency funds or even money borrowed 

from money-lenders on high-interest rates to help repay gambling debts. Usually, family 

members, female spouses hold to a kind of wishful thinking that by spending money on bailing 

out the gamblers they would refrain from gambling in the future. However, what follows after 

the first bailing action is just a short period when gambling was stopped but not quitted. From the 

author’s counselling experiences, the family’s bailing out actions rarely bring any long-term 

therapeutic effect on the PGs. After a short period of abstinence, the PGs usually would resume 

gambling. Like many addictive behaviors, most PGs have to go through several relapses of 

gambling before they can achieve total recovery and commencement of a gambling-free life (see 

Prochaska,1982). Therefore, family members and female spouses inevitably have to resort to 

some bailing out actions which usually lead to total depletion and exhaustion of financial as well 

as emotional resources. 

5.4.4 Impact as Disenfranchised Grief due to Disenfranchised Loss 

Hobfoll’s COR theory (1989) offers a resource-based perspective to conceptualize 

psychological stress regarding threats of loss or actual loss of resources that one values and 

important for survival and normal functioning in daily lives. Grief reaction that common among 

people faced with the loss of a loved one or a significant relationship. Over the years, the author 

found that grief is common among family members, in particular, Chinese female spouses of 

PGs in Hong Kong. Moreover, problem gambling is still perceived as a stigmatized behavior in 

Hong Kong. Doka’s concept of ‘disenfranchised grief’ (Doka, 2016, 1989) is relevant to this 

study. 
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What is disenfranchised grief? Disenfranchised grief has been defined as the grief that is 

felt when the loss is not “openly acknowledged, socially validated or publically mourned” 

(Doka, 1989). For example, an individual may lose a fetus through an elective abortion or a 

loved one to a prison sentence following a serious crime. Because such losses carry a social 

stigma, the grieving individual may feel shame surrounding his or her loss and may be unable to 

discuss these experiences openly. Thus, disenfranchised grievers may not receive validation, 

sympathy or social support as compared to other kinds of grievers who are more socially or 

culturally accepted by the society at large (Mortell, 2015). According to Doka (2002), there are 

five circumstances under which those grieving are more likely to be disenfranchised: 

§ Relationship not recognized. Many relationships are not given social validity. These can 

include those of lesbian and gays and extramarital relationships, as well as relationships 

between ex-spouses. 

§ The loss not acknowledged. Some losses are often perceived as insignificant,     

such as miscarriages, abortions, or the death of a pet. 

§ Griever excluded. Disenfranchisement can occur when grievers are perceived as being 

incapable of understanding death or of experiencing grief (e.g., children, mentally ill 

individuals, older adults, developmentally disabled individuals). 

§ Circumstances of death. Because some deaths carry a stigma or evoke anxiety (e.g., AIDS 

deaths, executions, suicides), grievers may be disenfranchised because such deaths inhibit 

the expressions of grief or social support. 

§ Ways individuals grieve. If the expression of grief comes into conflict with mainstream 

social norms, the griever may be disenfranchised. For example, an individual may show 
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no or excessive emotion or may act out his or her grief through socially sanctioned 

behaviors (e.g., excess anger, substance abuse). 

The disenfranchised loss is often associated with secrecy and shame. Problem gambling 

being a recurrent, progressive addiction on the part of the male gambler could cause traumatizing 

impact on the family and female spouse like a serious, chronic illness. It is common among 

female spouses of PGs to regard or perceive the once healthy male gambler partner as ‘dead’ in 

the relational level and emotional realm.  

The author argues that the degree of stigmatization, secrecy, and shame resulting from 

having a PG in the family is similar to those in entering a cult or developed addiction like 

alcoholism. Like a family who has lost a member to a cult or alcoholism, family members, 

especially female spouses or intimate partners, usually would experience disenfranchised loss of 

a person significant and important to them. However, as Doka points out this kind of mourning 

or grieving over disenfranchised personal loss may not be acknowledged by society or even the 

mourner (Doka & Aber, 2002). In Hong Kong society, problem gambling is perceived as a 

behavior stigmatized with secrecy, shame, and weakness in character. The author argues that 

Chinese female spouses of PGs are subject to disenfranchised grief over a spectrum of 

disenfranchised loss on financial, psychological and relational resources in their lives.  

5.4.5 Impact as Loss of Assumptive Worlds 

The concept of the assumptive world was first introduced by Parkes into the thanatology 

literature (Parkes, 1971).He introduced the assumptive world as a concept for understanding 

changes in psychosocial reality. Parkes (1971) defines the assumptive world as follows: 

“The assumptive world is the only world we know, and it includes everything we know 
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or think we know. It includes our interpretation of the past and our expectations of the future, our 

plans and our prejudices. Any or all of these may need to change as a result of changes in the life 

space” (p.103) 

The concept was later developed by Janoff-Bulman (1992) to an assumptive world theory 

which provides an alternative cognitive theoretical perspective for understanding the negative 

impact of traumatic events. The theory presents itself as “ new psychology of trauma” (R. Janoff-

Bulman, 1992a) which argues that people could suffer the trauma of loss even when no obvious, 

physical or tangible losses of resources occurred. According to Janoff-Bulman and Berger 

(2000), most losses associated with trauma are usually those that are physical or evident in the 

survivor’s external circumstances. Examples include the absence created by the death of a loved 

one, decreased health, or physical harm resulting from disease, accident, or physical violation by 

another, and the destruction of a home by fire. However, there is another kind of loss that results 

from fundamental changes in survivors’ world-views and feelings of safety and security. This is 

the loss of invulnerability, which so readily, yet typically unknowingly, underlies the daily 

activities of non-victims (Janoff-Bulman & Berger, 2000). 

Janoff-Bulman and Berger (2000) suggest that this sense of invulnerability is a natural 

and expected consequence of a set of fundamental assumptions about ourselves and our world 

that are built up over years of experience and constitute the core of our inner world. The theory 

proposes that untraumatized individuals maintain positive perspectives of themselves and others, 

and hold a belief in a just, meaningful, and benign world. In theory, there are three core 

assumptions (a) the world is meaningful, (b) the world is benevolent and (c) we are worthy, 

competent people(Janoff-Bulman, 1992b). One of the negative effects of traumatic life events is 
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the shattering of these fundamental human assumptions (Janoff-Bulman, 1989, 1992b). The 

being of human beings, the core of our internal world, the psychological truth of existence, 

people’s deeply and vitally valued illusions, beliefs or even the ability to believe or assume is 

damaged in traumatization.  

Janoff-Bulman (1989) argues that psychological trauma is a shattering of the 

Conservancy of assumptive world beliefs and specifically the loss of goodness, meaning, and 

self-worth beliefs are the site of this traumatic damage (Kauffman, 2002). I find that Januff-

Bulman’s (1989) conceptualization of trauma as shattering of conservancy of the assumptive 

world bears a strong resemblance to Hobfoll’s (1991) conceptualization of stress as threats to the 

conservation of resources.  

Trauma with perpetrator(s). Janoff-Bulman (1989) suggests that trauma may be 

distinguished regarding discrete and chronic events, individual and group victimizations, or child 

versus adult victimizations. Each of these has its distinctive qualities, and each may affect an 

individual’s assumptive worlds in different ways. According to Corr (2002), the distinction in 

trauma that Janoff-Bulman emphasizes is the distinction between events that involve a 

perpetrator versus natural disasters that no perpetrator was involved. I would argue that Chinese 

female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong experience a kind of perpetrator-caused trauma. This 

category of trauma is similar to the impact experienced by domestic victims in marital rape, wife 

battering, incest, child abuse, etc. Janoff-Bulman (1992) observes that domestic victims must 

“confront the existence of evil and question the trustworthiness of people” (p. 78). Such 

questioning of trustworthiness is particularly true when the victimizer and victim once shared an 

intimate relationship of trust and dependency. In the present study, victimizers are male spouses 
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with problem gambling, and victims are their Chinese female spouses. Using the assumptive 

approach, Chinese female spouses of PGs are subject to tremendous assumptive shock and 

shame. They are bound to question themselves as to why negative things happened to them. 

Their assumptions about the benevolence of the world, in particular, their world of trust and love 

once within their couple relationship and her sense of self-worth are seriously challenged.  

For most ordinary Chinese female spouses of PGs, their ordinary spousal assumptions are 

‘My partner is benevolent, my marital relationship is meaningful, and I am worthy as an 

ordinary wife.’ However, in the wake of their male spouse or partner’s problematic gambling 

behavior, such long-held personal assumptions are shattered into negative post-trauma 

statements : ‘My partner is a problem gambler, my relationship of love and trust is lost or has 

become meaningless, and I am not worthy as I thought before.’. Harvey and Miller (2000) 

described victims of relationship infidelity as individuals who experienced dramatic loss of faith 

and their illusions are torn apart, and world turned upside down (Harvey & Miller, 2000). That is 

infidelity shattered one’s assumptive worlds.  

Studies revealed that the majority of spouses of PGs are confused, lost, ambivalent and 

filled with self-blame and hopelessness (Blaszczynski, 1998; Dickson-Swift et al., 2005; 

Hodgins et al., 2007; Lorenz & Yaffee, 1988). All such cognitive distress reactions could be a 

result of shattering of their assumptive world of meaningfulness. Moreover, some spouses 

usually feel partly responsible for their partners’ gambling problems and thus develop a feeling 

of guilt, self-blame, shame, isolation and even suicidal thought. These psychological symptoms 

are indicative of probable shattering of their assumptive self-worth. 
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5.4.6 Impact as High-Betrayal Trauma – the Betrayal Trauma Theory  

Betrayal Trauma Theory (BTT) (Freyd, 1994, 1996, 2001) conceptualizes trauma 

regarding the significance of the social context of interpersonal relationships in understanding 

post-traumatic outcomes, including the reduced recall of the event(s) of trauma. According to 

Freyd and her colleagues, child sexual abuse very often constitutes a severe betrayal trauma, and 

one common effect of such a traumatic event is some degree of forgetting about the event by the 

victim of abuse (Freyd, DePrince, & Gleaves, 2007).  

Betrayals by trusted individuals. The BTT posits that interpersonal violations, such as 

childhood abuse, perpetrated by individuals whom the victims care for, depends on or trusts 

(termed betrayal traumas) will be processed and remembered differently than violations 

perpetrated by individuals with whom victims do not have such a close connection. In essence, 

BTT asserts that victims must make cognitive adaptations to maintain the caregiver relationship. 

According to Freyd, ‘failure’ to perceive the abuse as a betrayal, ‘forgetting’ or ‘knowledge 

isolation’ of the abuse experiences is an adaptive survival mechanism. By ‘forgetting,’ the child 

can maintain and secure continuous caregiving relationship with the abuser (Freyd et al., 2007; 

Gobin, 2012).  

Betrayal by social institutions. The phrase betrayal trauma is not restricted to 

interpersonal trauma but also refers to a social dimension of trauma, independent of the 

individual’s reaction to the trauma (Freyd,1994, 1996). According to Freyd (2007), perpetrators 

of betrayal trauma could also be social institutions (Freyd et al., 2007). In this study, participants 

were situated in the ‘institution’ of marriage. The PG as an individual or the marriage as a social 

institution violated the participants in a significant way. While all types of violence, abuse, and 
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oppression can have traumatic effects, those that occurs in the context of interpersonal 

relationships can be particularly detrimental because betrayal violates most of the basic 

assumptions of interpersonal and social relationship (Freyd, 1994; Freyd, 1996). According to 

BTT (Freyd, 1999, 2001), traumas have two distinct dimensions of harm: life-threat, or fear and 

social betrayal (Birrell & Freyd, 2008). The author argues that the impacts on the participants 

belong to the high fear-high social betrayal quatrum of Figure 2 below. 

  High  

Examples: 

- some sex abuse 
- some emotional abuse 

 

  Low                                                                                                            High  

                                                                                                             Fear Inducing 

                                                   

 

 

Low 

                                                      Social Betrayal 

Figure 2. The postulated high-fear and high social betrayal impact experienced by Chinese 

female spouse of PG    

Examples of high betrayal trauma: 
 

- sadistic abuse by caregiver 
- Holocaust 
- spousal battering 
- being Chinese female spouse 

of PGs  

Examples: 
 - Natural disaster e.g. hurricane 
 - some auto-accidents 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

66 

 

Taking Freyd’s two-dimensional model of trauma in Figure 5.1, it is argued that the experiences 

of the Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong could be understood as a high fear-high 

social betrayal trauma experience (Freyd, Klest, & Allard, 2005). Moreover, a recent study by 

Freyd and her colleagues on the possible impacts of Asian values and victim-perpetrator 

closeness on the disclosure of emotional, physical and sexual abuse revealed that people who 

adhere strongly to Asian cultural values of interdependence were significantly more inclined to 

nondisclosure of very-close relationship abuse (Foynes, Platt, Hall, & Freyd, 2014). This finding 

is in line with my general observation and counselling experience that most Chinese female 

spouses of PGs in Hong Kong are reluctant to disclose their negative impact experiences. 

5.4.7 Impact as Relational non-criterion ‘A’ Trauma 

So far, we have reviewed different conceptualizations of trauma to enhance theoretical 

sensitivity to possible impact experienced by participants. Hobfoll (1991) offers a resource-based 

conceptualization of trauma arguing that traumatic stress entails the rapid loss of resources 

including physical possessions, self-esteem, and stable marriage, etc. Janoff-Bulman (1989) 

suggests that trauma could arise from loss or shattering of our basic internal assumptions of the 

world, other and ourselves. Freyd’s (1994) betrayal trauma theory argues that traumatic 

experiences are determined to a large extent by the interpersonal closeness or trust between the 

victim and perpetrator. She emphasizes the social and relational dimension of trauma arguing 

that abuse or trauma could be caused by individual perpetrators as well as social institutes like 

marriage (e.g. spousal battering) and family (e.g.child-abuse) where victim-perpetrator closeness 

and trust is an important factor behind victims’ post-trauma reactions. All the above-reviewed 
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theories and conceptualizations on trauma offer views that put little emphasis on the element of 

fear. They are fundamentally different from the DSM’s fear-based perspectives on trauma. 

Clinical and medical practitioners have used the DSM for diagnosing people who meet 

conditions for treatment or medication. In addition to the above non-fear based concepts, a brief 

review of the DSM fear-based model of trauma would further enhance our understanding of what 

fear-based trauma. 

 Controversy over revision on trauma in the DSM. In the DSM-IV the definition of a 

“traumatic event” leading to PTSD is known as Criterion A which consist of A1 and A2 in the 

DSM-IV-TR: (A1) experiencing, witnessing, or being confronted with an event that involves 

actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others; 

and (A2) experiencing intense fear, helplessness, or horror (APA, 2000). Trauma research has 

historically focused on Criterion A1 traumatic events such as physical assault causing injury, 

sudden death, sexual assault, family violence, etc. However, it has also been raised that the 

DSM-IV Criterion A1 definition has neglected many other negative interpersonal events (i.e., 

non-Criterion A1 events) that have been shown to lead to posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

(Anders, Frazier, & Frankfurt, 2011). Trauma research has also focused on primarily on PTSD 

and neglected other important outcomes, such as relationship functioning. Moreover, a mounting 

body of evidence suggests that events that do not meet Criterion A1 are just as likely as Criterion 

A1 events to lead to PTSD (Anders, Shallcross & Frazier 2012). What events should be defined 

as traumatic in Criterion A in the DSM-5, or whether Criterion A should exist at all, has been 

under debate since the creation of DSM-III (Breslau & Davis, 1987). There has been 

considerable debate about how Criterion A1 should be revised (McNally, 2009). Moreover, doubt 
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has been raised whether the upcoming DSM-5 should retain Criterion A or not (Rosen & 

Lilienfeld, 2008).    

Non-criterion A1 events are potentially traumatic as criterion A events. The 

fundamental debate about Criterion A concerns whether it should be broad or restrictive 

(Kilpatrick et al., 1998). Anders and her colleagues (2011) have collected data from 884 women 

residing in Hennepin County in Minneapolis. They have systematically assessed both Criterion 

A1 and non-A1 events and have compared PTSD prevalence rates for both types of events 

among the women surveyed. In their study, Anders and her colleagues surveyed with the 

following seven non-Criterion A1 events: 

Directly experienced events including the following: 

l Serious problems/conflicts in the relationship 

l Serious non-life-threatening illness 

l Lost job, laid off, lost a large part of the income 

l Broken up, separated from, or divorced partner 

l Sued for debt, had something repossessed, troubled with bill collectors 

Indirectly experienced events including the following: 

l Family member/close friend serious non-life threatening illness 

l Family member/close friend died due to natural causes 

Anders and her colleagues suggest that the literature on the “need to belong” (discussed in 5.2 of 

this chapter) may be helpful in understanding why those seven non-A1 interpersonal events were 

associated with similar PTSD rates and symptom levels as some A1 events. From the above 

seven non-Criterion A1 events, we note that four of them are very common situations faced by 
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female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. Four examples of gambling-related non-Criterion A1 

events faced by female spouses of PGs are provided as follows: 

l   Relationship affected –Female spouses facing serious problems/conflicts with    

problem gambler in a spousal relationship ; 

l Loss of financial resources –PG was laid off, losing a large part of income ;  

l   Dissolution of relationship - breaking up, separating from male gambling partner      

or divorcing male gambling spouse ;  

l   Both female spouses and PGs being under serious financial stress     

from banks and bill collectors.      

What non-Criterion A1 events are relatively traumatic? Anders and her colleagues 

found that “relationship dissolution and relationship conflict were among the non-Criterion A1 

events most often nominated as worst events” (Anders et al., 2011). Anders and her colleagues 

(2011) suggest that events that pose a threat to a sense of belonging or interpersonal attachment 

could be as traumatic as Criterion A1 events:  

“Further, people appear to be motivated by a fundamental desire to obtain 

acceptance and avoid rejection by others, ……If this is a fundamental human 

motivation, the high rates and symptoms of PTSD observed in our sample 

following relationship conflict and dissolution make sense” (p.183). 

Anders and her colleagues suggest that one type of non-Criterion A1 events that may be 

particularly distressing is relational trauma (Anders et al., 2012). These include relationship 

loss, interpersonal rejection, or any event that represents a threat to one of the central functions 

of interpersonal relationships (e.g., belongingness, safety, and security). Relational traumas, 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

70 

particularly those involving meaningful or ongoing relationships for the trauma survivors, may 

be uniquely distressing because they threaten the fundamental human need to belong 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Taken together the findings of Anders’ study of non-criterion A1 

events and my counselling experiences with female spouses of problem gambling, it is very 

highly likely that living with a problem gambler could be seen as a form of traumatic non-

Criterion A1 event. After reviewing all the above theories and concepts in my initial literature 

review, I have developed my early conceptual framework for understanding impact experienced 

by Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. The framework is shown in Figure 3.   



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

71 

5.5  Early Conceptual Framework for Impact on Chinese Female Spouses of PGs  

Based on the preliminary literature review conducted on the above theories and concepts, the 

author has formulated the following conceptual framework for the study: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Early theoretical framework for understanding multiple impacts on Chinese female 

spouses of problem gamblers in Hong Kong
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CHAPTER SIX 

 Research Paradigm and Methodology 

6.1   Grounds for Taking Qualitative Approach to the Study   

This study aims to explore the multidimensional impact experiences of the Chinese 

female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. The research question of this study apparently has met 

several important considerations suggested by Padgett (1998) for choosing a qualitative research 

method.   

6.1.1 Little is known about the Topic yet an In-depth Understanding is Desired  

This approach conforms to an enduring assumption about qualitative methods – they 

work best for discovery. There are many topics that fit the use of qualitative methods. Padgett 

has given some examples including ‘the experiences of grandmothers caring for grandchildren 

orphaned by AIDS’, ‘domestic abuse among gays and lesbians’, ‘the experience of menopause 

by women taking hormone-replacement therapy drugs’, ‘posttraumatic stress syndrome among 

female adolescents victimized by violence and abuse’, ‘decision making about abortion by 

teenage girls’, and so forth. The topic of this study ‘the impact experiences of Chinese female 

spouses of PGs in Hong Kong’ is an area little known about yet an in-depth understanding is 

desired for obvious reasons already discussed in Chapter Two.     

6.1.2 The Topic is of Sensitivity and Emotional Depth  

Padgett suggests that for studies involving behaviors considered taboo by society, 

qualitative methods may be the only approach plausible. Studies of the outlaw, deviants or 

people of the lower strata of the society such as heroin addicts, gang members, sex workers and 

car thieves would require more human and ethnographic approach. The topic of the present study 
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is not as sensitive nor a taboo topic as those related to outlaws etc. However, since soccer betting 

was legalized in Hong Kong in 2002, members of the public have become more aware of the 

issues of problem gambling a result of public education over the years. Based on the author’s 

understanding as a locally certified gambling counselor, problem gambling in Hong Kong 

society is still a sensitive topic in the sense that it is considered by many as an individual moral 

illness. Moreover, exploring the experiences of Chinese female spouses or partner of PGs would 

inevitably involve taping on the emotional depth of the participants.   

6.1.3 The Study aims to Capture the “lived experience” from the Perspectives of those 

who Live it and Create Meaning from it 

Padgett (1998) points out that when the study seeks verstehen or understanding, 

qualitative methods are invariably the choice to make. Such studies are emic, capturing the study 

participant’s subjective point of view, rather than etic, seeking to explain from the perspective of 

an “objective” outsider. Qualitative methods are most suitable when the researcher is taking a 

role as a portrayer of meaning-in-context (Schwandt, 1994), whether the study is exploring the 

life course of an elderly homeless woman, the experiences of chronic pain patients, or ethical 

dilemmas of caseworkers in a child welfare agency (Padgett, 1998). The author finds Charmaz’s 

grounded theory studies (Charmaz, 1990, 2002) on experiences of chronic illness relevant 

references for the present study on impact experiences of Chinese female spouses of PGs in 

Hong Kong as both aim to explore the emic reality of the experience of a particular group of 

people. Taking Padgett’s (1998) suggestions into consideration, the author believes a qualitative 

approach is most suitable for the present study to explore and capture the lived experiences of 

Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong.  
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6.2.   To Discover not to Verify 

Unlike quantitative studies which use data to verify the hypothesis, this qualitative study 

aims to develop a new perspective or a new theory for the understanding situation, experiences 

and coping, etc. of the Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. Gherardi and Turner 

(1987) explains the differences between quantitative and qualitative approaches as a distinction 

between that which is concerned with verification and that concerned with discovery 

respectively. In the former type, theory serves as a framework to guide verification. In the latter, 

the theory is the ‘jottings in the margins of ongoing research,’ a kind of research in which order 

is not very immediately attained and conclusions are not known before the investigation are 

carried out (Gherardi & Turner, 1987). 

This study embarks on a qualitative research process to discover the worlds and hear the voices 

of the participants and construct a theory to capture and explain the phenomenon under study. 

6.3    Symbolic Interactionism-constructivism as Study Paradigm  

 Symbolic interactionism and social constructivism are two closely related interpretive 

theories. Both theories focus on how people create meaning through language in use, but in 

slightly different ways. The two theories are relevant and useful to the present study because 

participants experienced and interpreted the harms of problem gambling within the context of 

their marriage or intimate relationship in the Hong Kong society. 

6.3.1 Blumer’s Three Premises and Researcher’s Initial Theoretical Perspectives 

For decades, the pragmatist work of William James, John Dewey, Charles Sanders Peirce, 

and George Herbert Mead was moving toward symbolic interactionism, but the idea crystallized 

with Herbert Blumer’s (1969) Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method. For this study, 
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the three premises underlying Blumer’s symbolic interactionism provides some initial windows 

for viewing and thinking about the phenomena under study (Blumer, 1969).  

People acted with purpose and based on meaning assigned to things. Blumer’s 

(1969) first premise theorizes that “human beings act toward things by the meanings which these 

things have for them” (p.2). Meaning is central to social interaction, and people act purposely 

based on the meaning they assign things, i.e., meaning is prior and directs action. Applying the 

first premise, we could see study participants as active agents in interpreting various impact 

from problem gambling and reacting to meaning they assigned on impact.       

The interaction between self and others create meaning. Blumer’s (1969) second 

premise suggests that meanings come from “the way in which other persons act toward the 

person about the thing” (p.4). Interaction creates meaning for an object which, as defined by 

Blumer, include the physical (e.g., doors, trees, cars, hydrants), the social (e.g., family, spouse, 

partner, friend, neighbor), and the abstract (e.g., trust, love, marriage, virginity). In other words, 

interpretivism holds that meaning is not innate or even inevitable for an object. Moreover, the 

meaning is not dependent on a person’s psychological dispositions; instead, it is learned, shaped, 

and negotiated even as it continues to be reproduced, and constantly reshaped (Manning & 

Kunkel, 2014). Applying Blumer’s second premise to understand the meaning participants 

assigned to the impact from problem gambling, we must understand their participants 

interactions in the context of their couple relationship and from the participants’ perspectives 

as Chinese female spouses of PGs. 

Meanings understood and modified in the process of interpretation. Blumer’s (1969) 

third and final premise theorizes that meanings are understood in and modified through a process 
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used by a person to understand and act toward objects he or she encounters. The third premise 

implies that meaning happens through a process of interpretation dependent on interaction. 

Blumer (1969) points out two steps in this process of interpretation (p.5). First, an actor notices 

an object toward which he or she is acting. This awareness of the object involves an internal and 

overt process of ‘self-talk’ by the actor to make meaning about perception or experience in a 

social or interpersonal situation. In the second step of the process of interpreting the social actor 

“ selects, checks, suspends, regroups, and transforms the meanings in the light of the situation in 

which he is placed and the direction of his action” (p.5). Actors in a social scene are purposefully 

interacting in consideration of each other, constantly reassessing and renegotiating both meaning 

and action. The actor is in an active process of creating and transforming meaning in response to 

the external situation upon which he or she is constantly acting on. Applying Blumer’s (1969) 

third premise, the study assumes that both participants and their male PGs are acting and 

interacting in consideration of each other. The Chinese female spouses are in a constant process 

of creating and modifying meanings they assigned to the impacts they encounter.   

Moreover, it is suggested that actors involved in this 2-step process of Interpretation are 

not always rational and in complete control of the meanings he or she makes. To the contrary, 

meanings people bring to a social scene can be complex and deeply emotionally laden 

(Manning & Kunkel, 2014). As suggested by Manning and Kunkel (2014), such meanings could 

be complex and deeply emotionally charged. Therefore, it is important to look into the emotional 

content in the meanings assigned by participants during their process of interpretation with their 

male gambler-spouses.   
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6.4    Research Methodology –  Constructivist Grounded Theory Method (GTM)   

This study adopts a constructivist paradigm and uses the grounded theory method as the 

research method for the study. In other words, a constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2003) 

method is adopted as the research method for this study. I believe the findings of this study could 

shed light on how Chinese female spouses of PGs react and cope with the negative impacts. 

Findings of this study could be useful in helping professionals to develop treatment strategies 

that are culturally sensitive to the Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. In the 

following, I will elaborate on the broad conceptual paradigm I choose for this study. Then I 

would explain why I adopt grounded theory as the choice of qualitative method for data 

collection, analysis and theory building in this study. 

6.4.1 Grounded Theory Method (GTM) 

Charmaz (2006) who had developed and applied the constructivist grounded theory in 

studying chronic illness points out that the grounded theory methods (GTM) can further 

knowledge of subjective experience and to expand its representation while neither remaining 

external from it nor accepting objectivist assumptions and procedures. A constructivist grounded 

theory assumes that people create and maintain meaningful worlds through dialectical processes 

of conferring meaning on their realities and acting within them (Bury, 1986; Mishler, 1981) 

 This study adopts constructivism as study paradigm. A paradigm consists of a set of basic 

beliefs (or metaphysics) that deals with the ultimate or first principles. The holder of a particular 

paradigm would see the “world” in a particular way. The paradigm defines the nature of the 

“world” for the holder, the holder’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that 

world and its parts, in the ways like cosmologies and theologies do for people. The beliefs are so 
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basic that they must be accepted simply on faith; their ultimate truthfulness is beyond any 

philosophical debate or rational arguments (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).    

 Trust between researcher and participants. According to Charmaz (2006), 

constructing constructivism means seeking meanings from both the study participants as well as 

the researcher conducting the study. A constructivist approach necessitates a relationship of trust 

with participants so that they can cast their stories in their terms. Researchers need to listen to 

their feeling and experience with openness. I am confident that I have the capability and 

sensitivity in listening to participants’ stories with openness and empathy to their feeling and 

lived experiences.  

6.4.2 What is Grounded Theory?  

Generating theory or understanding on individual cases, incidents, or experiences that are 

‘grounded’ in semi-structured interviews, fieldwork observations, case-study documentation or 

other forms of textual materials is one important principle of much contemporary qualitative 

research. Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss first developed this methodological approach during 

their sociological investigation of the institutional care of the terminally (B.G.  Glaser & Strauss, 

1965), which they subsequently termed grounded theory (B.G.  Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

The term “grounded theory” can refer both to a method of inquiry and to the product of 

inquiry (Charmaz, 2005). However, researchers commonly use the term to refer to a specific 

mode of analysis (Charmaz, 2003a). Grounded theorists suggest that the method is useful for 

developing theories on social and psychological processes (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986; Creswell, 

1998; Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; McLeod, 2001; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  
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As research methods, they specify analytic strategies, not data collection methods 

(Charmaz, 1975). These methods consist of systematic inductive guidelines for gathering, 

synthesizing and conceptualizing qualitative data to construct theory (Charmaz, 2001). A major 

strength of the grounded theory is that it provided a systemic and rigorous set of procedures and 

techniques for analyzing data and creating theoretical understandings. The distinguishing 

characteristics of grounded theory methods (Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) include: 

• Simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis phases of research 

• Developing analytic codes and categories from the data collected, not from preconceived 

hypotheses 

• Constructing middle-range theories to explain behavior and processes 

• Memo-writing – researcher making analytic notes to explicate and fill out categories 

• Researcher constantly comparing data with data, data with categories, and category with 

category 

• Theoretical sampling, that is, sampling for theory construction to check and refine 

conceptual categories, not for representativeness of a given population 

• Delaying the literature review until forming the analysis. 

Dey (2004) posits that there is no “grounded theory” that is a single, unified 

methodology, or tightly defined and clearly specified. Therefore, it is imperative that researchers 

who employ this methodology be well-versed on the topic to take their own informed and 

defensible position on how to apply it (Dey, 2004). In this research, the researcher aims to 

explore the impact experiences of Chinese female spouse of PGs in Hong Kong. On the one 

hand, the researcher has acquired a certain understanding of the male problem gambling issues as 
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a certified gambling counselor. On the other hand, it is a new challenge to the researcher to 

construct a grounded theory of the impact or harm experiences of the participants in question.   

6.5    Research Procedures 

In this section, the author would provide an account of the research process, including the 

selection of research participants, data collection method and data analysis under the GTM. 

6.5.1 Compilation of Interview Guide  

 As semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect data from participants, a 

preliminary Interview Questions set (see Appendix A) was first prepared by the researcher in 

July 2013 to provide a framework of questions covering from ‘Initial Open-ended’ questions to 

‘Intermediate’ and ‘Ending’ questions. ‘Initial Open-ended’ questions mainly probe into the 

initial reactions of participants after the discovery of the gambling problems of male spouses. 

‘Intermediate’ questions ask about the impact of problem gambling and the coping strategies 

adopted by participants. ‘Ending’ questions collected data from participants on their post-impact 

self-discovery or growth and also their ‘advice’ to others facing similar difficulties like them. I 

formulated these questions concerning my prolonged gambling counselling experience with 

family members of PGs in Hong Kong. 

 The preliminary Interview Question set was then submitted to supervisors for comments 

and advise. Based on the advice of the supervisors, the preliminary Interview Question set was 

later modified into a time-guided Interview Guide (see Appendix B) with six focus Interview 

Questions with six individual underlying themes derived from the researcher’s initial literature 

review on possible impact on Chinese female spouse or partner of PGs. I used the Interview 

Guide in the subsequent interviews with participants. I had discussed the issues of pilot 
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interviews with my supervisors. Considering researcher's background as a certified gambling 

counselor for over ten years and limitation of resources, it was agreed that no pilot interview 

would be necessary. 

6.5.2 Data Collection 

 Theoretical sampling and recruitment of research participants. The success of the 

grounded theory method depends a lot on the degree of excellence in a sampling of sources of 

data. As in all qualitative inquiry, both data collection and analysis of collected data must be 

rigorous. Excellent data are obtained through careful sampling. The constructivist school of 

grounded theory, led by Charmaz (2014), defines theoretical sampling as “seeking and collecting 

pertinent data to elaborate and refine categories in your emerging theory” (Charmaz, 2014, 

p.192) According to Strauss (1987), data collection is controlled by the emerging theory.  

Theoretical sampling can be used to narrow focus on emerging categories and to develop 

and refine them. Participants are selected according to the descriptive needs of the emerging 

categories or concepts and theory which might appear at a later stage of the study (Charmaz, 

2006; Glaser, 1978). In implementing theoretical sampling for this study, I have first made 

telephone contacts with all subvented gambling counselling centers (centers) and non-

government gambling counselling agencies (agencies) to provide a brief introduction of my 

study and presented my request for help in recruiting participants for subsequent data collection.  

A total of 11 local gambling counselling services centers (see Appendix C) were first 

contacted by the researcher via telephone to explain the purpose and background of the research. 

After obtaining ethics approval for the research from the University of Melbourne, recruitment 

letters (sample of English and Chinese recruitment letters at Appendix D1 and D2 respectively) 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

82 

were sent out in December 2014 to agency heads or persons-in-charge of those centers which 

agreed to support recruitment of participants for the research. Suitable participants were Chinese 

female spouses whose male gambler-spouse were screened and diagnosed by the servicing center 

or agency as ‘problem gambler’ under the criteria of the Chinese version of DSM-IV (APA, 

2000) or South Oath Gambling Screen (SOGS) (Lesieur & Blume, 1987). There was only one 

selection requirement for recruitment of participants, i.e., participants must be Chinese female 

adults married to or in an intimate relationship with the PGs. A total of five local centers were 

able to support recruitment of participants for the study. No honorarium was provided to the 

participants. 

There were two advantages of theoretical sampling from local gambling counselling 

centers. First, such settings are reliable and economic sources of participants. It would be very 

costly to the researcher by appealing to the community in general for recruitment of participants. 

Chinese female spouse of PGs receiving services and treatment at these centers were suitable 

participants because the centers already screened the PGs. Second, the staff or caseworkers at the 

centers can help explain the purpose of the research and facilitate potential participants to join 

the research. For this study, a total of 23 participants were recruited from four local centers.  

6.5.3 Semi-structured interviews 

A total of 23 interviews were conducted successfully within a period of 11 months from 

February to December 2015. Each interview lasted from 45 minutes to around one and a half 

hour, with an average length of about one hour. The researcher conducted all interviews in 

Cantonese, and all written documents shown to participants were in Chinese. When I explained 

the research to the participants with the Plain Language Statement, they were informed that they 
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could contact Professor Samson TSE (the co-supervisor of the research) at the University of 

Hong Kong if they have any query after the interview.      

The researcher collected data through interviewing participants at their respective centers 

so that they would feel more safe and comfortable. All the 23 interviews were arranged by the 

staff of the respective center and conducted at a date and time convenient to the participants. The 

researcher began the interview with self-introduction of the background of gambling counselling 

to build rapport with and trust from the participants. Each participant was given a copy of a Plan 

Language Statement in Chinese to keep (see appendix E1 and E2). The researcher also explained 

the purpose of the study, rules of confidentiality, participant’s right to stop during the interview 

and withdraw from the study at any stage of the research, etc. After the researcher informed the 

participant of the background and purpose of the study and their respective right as a research 

participant, a consent form (see Appendix F1 and F2) was given to the participant to sign. Before 

the interview and audio-recording of the interview, a ‘Participant’s Background and Particulars’ 

form (see Appendix G) was used to collect the basic and relevant demographic information from 

the participants. Collection of demographic information before the actual interview could help 

participants to engage in a simple question-answer exchange with the researcher and to warm up 

for the interview to follow. All demographic information collected from the 23 participants are 

compiled in Appendix H. Every interview was recorded with a digital recorder and the 

researcher also recorded a backup version with the recorder in his mobile phone. 

I interviewed participants in a semi-structured manner with the guide of the Interview 

schedule. I was well aware that this was an interview to collect data from participants but not 

counselling session to address their emotional or psychological needs. The interview was 
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conducted flexibly to allow each participant to frame and structure the impact they experienced 

in their own ways. The researcher respected the participant as ‘interpretivist’ of her lived 

experiences (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). However, it is worth noticing from the demographic 

information that 83% and 57% of the participants (see Appendix H) had received ‘formal 

gambling counselling’ and ‘emotional or marital counselling’ respectively. In other words, it 

could be assumed the majority of participants interviewed were relatively more stable compared 

to the days before they attended services provided by the center.   

 Male researcher interviewing female participants. Research on young women’s work 

and family experiences and aspirations had suggested that the interviewer’s gender did affect 

voluntary sharing of personal experiences (Padfield & Procter, 1996). However, the salience of 

gender difference is not fixed, but shifts along with other dynamics. If the interviewee perceives 

herself as skilled in dealing with men, then that perception can counter the implied influence of 

“maleness”. If the interviewer puts aside “maleness” (inappropriate features of masculinity like 

arrogance, not listening), then women could respond the way they like (Padfield & Procter, 

1996). 

I have been counselling family members of PGs including their Chinese female spouses for 

about 14 years by the time of the research interviews. I have developed strong empathic listening 

skills over the years of gambling counselling. There were little influences of “maleness” or 

inappropriate masculinity on my part with my unique gambling counselling background. The 

researcher was confident that the gender difference between the interviewer and interviewees had 

little influence on the voluntary sharing from the participants.      

Empathic interviewing. With the unique background of the researcher as a gambling 
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counselor, the interviewing process was never assumed to be a neutral exchange of asking 

questions and getting straight answers from the participants. I had conducted the data collection 

process with an “empathic” approach. There are two aspects of this “empathic” approach. First, 

the traditional sense of empathy that I conducted the interviews with sensitivity to the emotional 

state of participants and applied my rational thinking for an accurate and fair understanding of 

the harms they experienced. Second, by ‘empathic’ I emphasized that I took a stance and 

believed that at the end of the interview, the conditions of the participants would improve in 

whatever ways they felt so. For example, one participant could feel that the researcher listened to 

her story with respect while the other could feel her sharing could contribute to the subsequent 

social amelioration of other affected female spouses of partners of PGs.  

The researcher regarded the interactive and creative exchange involved in the process had 

led to the creation of a collaborative effort called the “interview” (Fontana & Frey, 2005). The 

23 interviews conducted were all collaborative and unique products between the researcher and 

each participant who had genuinely expressed and voiced her untold stories. Inevitably, during 

such empathetic interviews, there were moments when some participants became upset due to 

the recall of their negative past experiences. Appropriate affirmation and encouragement were 

given to participants in a courteous and friendly manner to minimize any impression of the 

hierarchical relationship between the researcher and participant (Fontana & Frey, 2005) during 

the interview. At the end of the interviews, the researcher asked the participant if she wanted to 

add anything else to what she had just disclosed. To close the interview, I thanked all participants 

for their participation in the research. 
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6.6 Theoretical Saturation 

In using grounded theory method, the researcher would carry on data collection until a 

point of theoretical saturation, i.e., when no new information or relevant insights emerged from 

the coding of the new interviews. In this study, no new information or codes were identified 

starting from the interview with the 20th participant. The researcher concluded that data 

saturation was reached after conducting 20 interviews. The researcher ended the data collection 

after conducting a total of 23 interviews. The ending of the phase of data collection was 

discussed with my supervisors who agreed that no further interview would be necessary.      

6.7   Data Management  

6.7.1 Use of QSR Nvivo  

The Nvivo software was born in 1981 after Tom Richards, an academic teaching logic at 

La Trobe University in Melbourne, set out in 1979 to master programming to assist his 

sociologist wife, Lyn Richards, in managing the data files from a large neighborhood research 

project. Such a worldwide software for qualitative research was born out of a couple where the 

husband programmer tried to save his wife from the pain of paper coding. It was described that 

coding manually was “boring, time-consuming, and not very rigorous since dogs and babies 

were likely to mix with the precious paper segments” (Richards, 2005). At present, the software 

is developed and marketed by the Qualitative Solutions and Research (QSR) International 

(Bazeley, 2007). 

6.7.2 Doing my Nonverbatim Transcribing 

Initially, the researcher used the 10th version of the Nvivo program (Bazeley, 2007; 

Gibbs, 2002) for data management. At a later stage of the study, the program was updated to the 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

87 

current 11th version for use till completion of data analysis of the study. All the recorded 

interviews were imported into the Nvivo program under a project name as audio sources. The 

Nvivo has a useful tool to synchronize the playing of the audio recording of interviews with the 

making of written transcripts for storage in the programme. The researcher transcribed all the 23 

interviews which were recorded in participants’ own language of Cantonese (a popular language 

among Chinese in Hong Kong and many Asian cities). All 23 interviews were transcribed in 

English from the beginning to the end of each interview. When the author felt that the English 

wordings selected for transcribing was still incapable in conveying full meaning of the 

expressions of the participants, the original Cantonese expression would be included in Chinese 

characters to supplement the English transcripts.  

Though there was the option to employ the assistance of transcribers for translating the 

audio data into written language for researcher’s coding, comparisons, and analysis. The 

researcher decided to take up the pain-staking task in listening to all the 23 recordings and 

transcribing all the interviews into English. Being a grounded theory interpretivist researcher, I 

believed that transcripts ‘are not copies or representation of some original reality, they are 

interpretative constructions’ (Kvale, 1996). From my experience, making transcripts from the 

audio sources was apparently my first interpretive analysis of data collected from participants. 

Moreover, doing my own transcribing is actually a way of building an intimate knowledge of my 

data through what Frost and Stablein described as “handling your own rat” (Frost & Stablein, 

1992). After discussion with supervisors and due to the limitation of resources, it was considered 

not necessary to produce verbatim transcripts. On concern about making verbatim or non-

verbatim transcripts, many researchers have questioned that not only the possibility of the 
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verbatim transcript but the implicit ontological and epistemological baggage that this kind of 

method talk conceals (Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999; Mishler, 1991).  

Poland (2000) has pointed out that the notion of a verbatim transcript is limited to a 

faithful reproduction of the oral record of the interview conducted, the latter being assumed as 

the indisputable record of the interview. However, many aspects of interpersonal interaction and 

non-verbal communication are not captured in audio records, so that the audio-record itself is not 

strictly a verbatim record of the interview (Poland, 2000). Without the baggage of the 

problematic notion of ‘verbatim,’ I have faithfully, reflexively and consistently completed 

transcribing all the 23 interview records.  

6.8    Data Analysis –  Coding, Categorizing and Memo writing 

6.8.1 Theoretical Sensitivity vs. Emergence of Theory 

Practically speaking, all qualitative researchers will to some degree draw upon existing 

theories and concepts. However, all will conceptualize and formulate a theory as it emerges from 

the data. Kelle (1995) points out that the two guiding rules for analysis in qualitative researchers 

namely (1) to abstain from forcing preconceived concepts, and (2) to utilize theoretical 

sensibility in this process, are obviously difficult to reconcile’. Moreover, Kelle (1995) points out 

that in the years following publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory, the ‘apparent 

antagonism between “emergence” and “theoretical sensitivity” remained a major problem for 

teaching methodology of grounded theory’ (Kelle, 1995). For this qualitative study, I have been 

carefully maintaining a balance between my theoretical sensitivity developed over years of 

problem gambling counselling and related reading, and theoretical openness required of GTM 

researchers for the emergence of grounded theory from this study.  
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6.8.2 Analysis through Coding and Categorizing the Data 

Coding and categorizing is the important data analysis process by which the researchers 

summarize, synthesize, and sort many observations made of the data collected. According to 

Charmaz (1990): 

“To the extent possible, the codes and categories reflect emerging ideas rather than 

merely describing topics…..The codes and categories then help the researcher begin to 

take the data apart and frame an analytic question about it…..Line-by-line coding during 

the initial coding prompts the researcher to study the data, to dispel earlier preconceived 

assumptions about the data, and to begin viewing the data analytically” (p.1167-1168).  

Analysis of raw data collected would first start with the processes of open coding, which 

involved identifying meaning units, such as words, phrases, and sentences, that within the 

context of the data conveyed discrete concepts and ideas. In this study, I employed the line-by-

line coding with the English transcripts of each of the 23 participants. In doing this line-by-line 

coding, I assigned labels to each meaning units in the data (Rennie, Phillips, & Quartaro, 1988; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

With the aid of the Nvivo program, I have developed a total of 3085 line-by-line nodes 

from the 23 interview transcripts. Grounded theory method (GTM) is a comparative method in 

which the researcher compares node with node, node with categories, and category with category 

(Charmaz, 2005). Through constant comparison of new and new nodes, new and old nodes, and 

reflection on various sub-themes emerged, I have managed to explore the worlds of the 

participants. The long and detailed process of comparison, analysis, and conceptualization of all 

the three thousand some codes has led to the discovery of different dimensions of impact and 
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harms experienced by the participants, their coping strategies, and their dominant thinking 

paradigms. 

In the process of coding new data, I constantly referred to and reflected on my existing 

codes and memos I have written before. This practice of constantly making reference to know 

codes and reflecting on memos written on bigger categories has been helpful to my climbing up 

in what I called as the ladder of conceptualization to reach the level of theoretical height of 

discovery. In the process of code comparison and categorizing, similar codes emerged and 

clustered together. Categories of a higher level of abstraction emerged from time to time in the 

researcher’s mind as a result of constant comparison and assimilation of codes created. For 

example, 'Financial harms' was one category of harms experienced by the participants. Under 

‘Financial Harms’ was three related sub-categories namely ‘No house-hold money,’ ‘Clearing 

Gambler’s Debt by Selling and Borrowing’ and ‘No Quality of Life (QOL).’ 

6.8.3 Discovering Categories 

By coding and recoding, researchers would see the emergence of categories. In the initial 

code, the facts and incidents usually are largely restated. However, recoding at a later date allows 

the analyst to further conceptualize the original codes. Coding of the same interviews by 

different analysts could develop different conceptualizations, and different categories could 

emerge.  

According to Dey (1993), a category is a concept that represents a class of observations 

or data which are grouped because of their similar or related characteristics. In categorizing data, 

a comparison is already implied in the adoption of a particular category. When a piece of data is 

classified as ‘belonging’ to a particular group, an implicit comparison is made between this data 
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and other observations which do not ‘belong’ to the category in question. Categorization is ‘a 

process of making and applying distinctions within the data and therefore involves differentiation 

between the included and excluded observations’ (Dey, 1993) (p.96-97). To illustrate my coding 

and categorizing process, the following narratives from the research participants are identified 

and sorted together as they had similar meanings:  

Excerpt from an interview with Fionna :  

 Fionna:  We quarreled a lot over money. (P 05)  

Excerpt from an interview with Pam:  

Pam:    After giving him too long (times to bring money home), then I realized this was 

not the way to go on. Then we quarreled.  

Author: Quarreled for why no house-hold money and no explanation?  

Pam:     Yes. We already had big quarreling.  

Author:  Any incidents leading to his telling of his problems?  

Pam:  Every night, we quarreled inside (our) room at home and my parents heard 

our quarreling and asked why we quarreled. I could not control my voice I 

was so agitated. (P15) 

Excerpt from an interview with Wendy:  

Wendy: We did have quarrels. Why we quarreled? Only for his gambling. (P11) 

 All the three narratives from Fionna, Pam, and Wendy were coded respectively as 

‘quarreling a lot over money’; ‘quarreling for no house-hold money’ and ‘quarreling for his 

gambling.’ After the first level of line-by-line coding, the next step is the construction of code 

hierarchies, whereby the categories created were grouped into higher-level categories, by the 
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relationships or theoretical connections between categories. Since they have similar meanings, 

they were grouped under the conceptual category of ‘Quarreling with gamblers’. 

6.8.4 Memo writing as ongoing analysis 

According to Charmaz (2006) in the analysis process in using GTM, memo-writing is the 

pivotal intermediate step between data collection and writing drafts of paper. Memo-writing 

constitutes a crucial method in grounded theory because it prompts the researcher to analyze the 

data and codes early in the research process. 

As a qualitative researcher using GTM, I wrote memos from time to time after interviews 

with participants. The memos I have written could be seemed to be unconnected to one another. 

However, each memo written by the researcher represented an important milestone in the 

conceptual journey of discovery towards a grounded theory destination. By writing memos after 

the interview, I immersed myself into a process of researcher/data engagement where I could 

explore, explicate, theorize and discover emergent categories or themes from the raw data and 

subsequently formulate a ‘grounded’ theory on the participants’ world and lived experiences 

(Lempert, 2007). From the experience of the researcher, memo writing was a useful reflexive 

practice of asking questions of and making initial reflections on the data collected. Memo writing 

was a kind of conversation between my researcher-self and the data from which grounded ideas 

and insights aroused. From my experience, the practice of memo writing could help raise my 

analytical ideas to a higher level of abstraction (Charmaz, 2006). Ultimately, by integrating these 

emergent abstract analyses, I could then develop a grounded theory to share with a public 

audience. I have selected and attached examples of the memos that I have written after 

interviews in Appendix I.       
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6.9    Theory Building. 

The final stage or ‘destination’ of analysis is building a theory of interpretation, 

comparison, and connection of all the coded and categories developed in the process of analysis. 

Compared to codes and categories, the theory should be at the highest level of abstraction. 

Theory building can see slightly daunting to some researchers. ‘We can think about the theory 

regarding having and using ideas, and this seems far less daunting. Everyone can use, develop, 

and generate ideas (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Charmaz (2006) argued that when researchers 

theorize they reach down to fundamentals, conceptualize up to higher levels of abstraction, and 

probe into their experience (Charmaz, 2006). In this study, I have with the aids of abductive 

reasoning, developed a theory of ‘multiple paradigms and multiple selves’ which suggested that 

participants operated among multiple paradigms and they experienced and interpreted the impact 

or harms of problem gambling of their male spouses through the perspectives of their multiple 

selves. Details of my theory are laid out in Chapter Seven and Eight. 

6.10   Three Major Threats to Rigor of Study  

There are some threats to the rigor and trustworthiness of qualitative study (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1985) and most fall under three broad headings: reactivity, researcher bias, and 

participant bias.   

i) Reactivity refers to the potentially distorting effects of the qualitative researcher’s 

presence in the field or interactions with participants. To what extent is the researcher 

making the inquiry interfering with the naturalism of the participants – the behaviors, 

attitudes, and feelings that are being investigated in situ? 
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ii) Researcher’s bias includes researchers’ temptation or inclination to filter one’s 

observation and interpretations through a lens related to the one’s gender, past 

experiences, and personal beliefs, etc. There are also emotional pitfalls that can contribute 

to researcher’s biases. Maintaining an “emotional middle distance” (Najavits & Weiss, 

1999) is required to reduce researcher’s emotional bias.  

iii) Participant bias occurs when they withhold or do not feel free to disclose information 

and even lie to protect their privacy or avoid revealing some unpleasant experiences. At 

the other extreme, they may try to be “helpful” and offer answers that they believe 

researcher wants to hear. In either case, the trustworthiness of the study is compromised.   

In reducing the above three major threats to rigor, the following six strategies were 

identified by Padgett (1988) for enhancing rigor and trustworthiness in qualitative research. 

Although not all are relevant or feasible to carry out in every study, they represent an array of 

techniques consonant with the aims of the qualitative research. The positive effects of each of 

these six strategies in reducing the threat to trustworthiness are shown in following Figure 6.1. 

6.11   Six Strategies for Enhancing Trustworthiness in Qualitative Study  

Since this qualitative study employed a constructivist grounded theory approach, the 

concerns about reliability and validity for quantitative research are not applicable in this study 

(Padgett, 1998). The constructivists offer alternative ways of thinking about rigor in research. 

For some, alternative terms for reliability and validity are offered such as trustworthiness (Guba 

& Lincoln, 1985). Relevant to the present qualitative study are the four criteria of rigor suggested 

by Guba and Lincoln (1985) that parallel those of the conventional paradigm. They have 

suggested credibility as an analog to internal validity, transferability as an analog to external 
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validity, dependability as an analog to reliability, and confirmability as an analog to objectivity. 

They referred to these four criteria as criteria of trustworthiness which are regarded as a parallel 

to the term rigor (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  

6.11.1 Prolonged engagement 

One of the hallmarks of qualitative research is prolonged engagement in the field. 

Experiences from the early days of anthropological fieldwork suggested that prolonged 

engagement has come to be a defining characteristic of qualitative studies regardless of where 

they take place. As shown in Table 4, prolonged engagement helps to ameliorate the effects of 

reactivity and respondent bias. For example, the effects of researcher’s presence (the presence of 

a stranger) could dissipate in a significant way when he spends long periods of time with the 

respondents or participants and becomes accepted. Unlike anthropological studies where there 

might be a huge ethnical and cultural gap between the researcher and participants, participants in 

the study are of same Chinese cultural background and from the same Hong Kong social context 

as the researcher. In addition to the similar background between myself and study participants, 

my strength as an experienced gambling counselor has given me the edge in building a trusting 

relationship with the participants over the time of an interview session. In other words, my 

interpersonal skills are an effective time saver. For the above reasons, I would argue that my 

capability in conducting empathic engagement with participants would have the same effects as 

prolonged engagement in reducing threats of reactivity and respondent bias.        

6.11.2 Triangulation 

The term triangulation, borrowed from navigational science and land surveying, refers to 

using two or more sources to ascertain a fixed point of reference. Although rejected by 
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postmodernists who argue that there is no “fixed point” of anything (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) 

(p.482), triangulation is a valuable means of enhancing rigor in qualitative research. In this study, 

observer triangulation is achieved with the use of more than one more observer in a single study 

to achieve inter-subjective agreement. Since transcripts contain raw data for analysis and 

subsequent theory building, the rigor and trustworthiness of my transcribing must be tested and 

enhanced. Within the limitation of resources, an independent observer was paid to transcribe five 

randomly selected recordings of the participants. For each of the selected recordings, the 

independent transcriber randomly selected a 5-minute portion for English transcribing. There 

was high consistency between observer’s English transcripts and the corresponding parts 

transcribed by the researcher. The independent transcript checker has a Master’s degree in 

psychology and a strong background in conducting qualitative research. 
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Table 4 

Eight Strategies for Enhancing Rigor and Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness 

Strategy 

Threat to Trustworthiness 

 Reactivity Researcher Bias Respondent Bias 

Prolonged Engagement 
 

+ _ + 

Triangulation + + + 

Peer 
Debriefing/Support 

 

0 + 0 

Member Checking + + + 

Negative Case Analysis 
 

0 + 0 

Audit Trail 0 + 0 

Reflexivity* + + + 

Sensitivity* + 0 + 

 
Notes: This table is adapted from Padgett (1998) 

‘+’ denotes positive effect in reducing the threat 

‘-‘ denotes negative effect in reducing the threat 

‘0’ denotes no effect in reducing the threat 

  ‘*’ denotes the trustworthiness strategy added by the author in addition to the Padgett (1998)    

strategies 
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Perhaps the most commonly known type of triangulation is triangulation by the data 

source. This type of triangulation refers to the use of different types of data as a means of 

corroboration. When data from field notes, interviews, and archival materials are convergent and 

support each other, we can be more confident of our observations and study conclusions. Due to 

my background as an experienced gambling counselor, over a period of about ten years, I have 

accumulated plenty of ‘data’ from interactions with Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong 

Kong well before the commencement of this study. Such ‘experience data’ from my previous 

counselling observations one way or another triangulated the data collected from the present 

study.    

6.11.3 Peer Debriefing and Support  

The peer support groups have been called a “lifeline” for the qualitative researcher (Steinmetz, 

1991). Peer support group participants gather to get and give feedback, offer fresh ideas, and 

simply recharge their batteries. Attending a peer support group meeting gives the researcher a 

chance to share the emotional ups and downs of fieldwork and data analysis. With permission 

from the University of Melbourne, I conducted the study in Hong Kong as offshore research. The 

forming of a peer support group would be more plausible if I were based on campus where I 

could approach other Ph.D. researcher students. However, from time to time I gained debriefing 

and advice from both my chief supervisor based in Melbourne and co-supervisor based in Hong 

Kong via email communication. Their valuable emotional and academic support had been 

helpful and keeping me “honest” throughout my study from data collection to data analysis 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Moreover, on their advice, I had attended the 8th International 

Conference on Social Work in Health and Mental Health held at Singapore from 19th to 23rd June 
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2016. At the conference, I had delivered a presentation of the initial findings of my study to a 

group of peer Ph.D. researchers from different countries. At the end of my presentation, they had 

given me the kind of peer support and debriefing that had contributed to the rigor of my 

qualitative study. 

6.11.4 Member Checking 

As data collection segues into data analysis, qualitative researchers often seek verification 

of their codes and interpretations by going back to their study participants to get feedback. 

Member checking (Guba & Lincoln, 1985) involves researcher returning periodically to the study 

participants to ensure that one is on the right track. Member checking is one effective strategy to 

enhance trustworthiness, but it requires the availability of participants. For this study, other than 

attending the interview arranged by the respective centers and agencies, participants were not 

available for further interview as most of them need to work and take care of the family after 

work. Respective centers and agencies had been helpful in recruiting suitable participants for the 

interview. They were reluctant to facilitate member checking as it might pose too much demand 

on their clients. However, I would argue that I have done ‘in vivo member checking’ during the 

interviews through immediate checking with participants about the contents and face meaning of 

their disclosure to avoid misinterpretation of the ‘grounded data’ they provided. I agree that 

member checking at the data collection stage is vital to safeguard the trustworthiness the 

foundation of the study. However, subsequent data analysis would involve a higher level of 

abstraction of the raw data. Participants may not understand the interpretations and 

conceptualization of the researcher and fall into dispute with the researcher. Moreover, 

participants had disclosed their lived painful experiences as a female spouse of a PG. It would be 
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unethical to ask the participants to face their painful personal materials again and again for the 

sake of enhancing rigor and trustworthiness of the study. This study has stricken a balance 

between the need to enhance study trustworthiness through at the spot member checking and 

protect participants from unnecessary harms and unfairness.   

6.11.5 Negative Case Analysis  

Negative case analysis is a sort of self-imposed “devil’s advocate” position assumed 

during data analysis. In qualitative data analysis, the search for negative cases corresponds to the 

quantitative researcher’s reliance on a null hypothesis. In both instances, we test our theories by 

searching for falsifying evidence to refute them. Finding disconfirming or deviant cases need not 

lead to the complete discord of the theory under test. On the contrary, the finding of negative 

cases reflected honesty and integrity of the researcher. Such qualities of the researcher can lend 

enormous credibility to a study and the negative cases identified can, in fact, enhance the 

robustness of the theory or model developed from the analysis (Padgett, 1998). In this study, the 

case of P4 Katie is found to be deviant from the proposed theory of three operating paradigms. I 

have presented the details of the analysis of this negative case in section F of Chapter 8.       

6.11.6 Auditing – Leaving a Trail  

In making the research methods open and transparent, we leave an audit trail so that our 

findings may be confirmed by others (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Leaving an audit trail means 

adopting a spirit of openness and documenting each step taken in data collection and analysis. 

The components of an audit trail included the raw data – field notes, interview transcripts, 

journal, and memos noting decisions or thoughts made during data collection, coding, and 

analysis. Although the audit trail is not intended for exact replication of the study, it does 
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enhance reproducibility in making it easier for another researcher to follow to reproduce and 

verify the findings (Schwandt, 1994). For the study, an audit trail is employed to safeguard rigor 

of the study. All the raw data such as interview recordings, transcripts of recordings, memos, 

coding and categories created were all kept and managed by using the QSR Nvivo program. With 

this software for qualitative study, all documents were traceable with regards to the ‘date created’ 

and ‘date amended’ etc. The use of the Nvivo program (from version 10 update to 11) in data 

management and data analysis has provided a very detailed trail of all analytical works 

conducted by the researcher. For example, with regards to line-by-line coding, it is clear that the 

coding was started in late 2015 and finished in late 2017. Also, the sequence of code and 

categories created are all recorded in the program. The use of the Nvivo program has provided 

very solid documentation of all the trails and paths I have taken leading to the discovery of the 

findings. In addition to the audit trail provided by the Nvivo program, I have maintained three 

written journals containing all the thought and ideas in forms of texts and diagrams that had 

emerged to my mind over a span of five years from April 2012 to August 2017 the time I was 

writing up chapters of this thesis. The journals were documents of audit trail covering from my 

early works on literature review, early conceptual framework, the emergence of categories, 

sorting of categories and themes, and the ultimate emergence of the grounded theory of ‘multiple 

self and multiple paradigms’. I have therefore safeguarded the rigor and trustworthiness of the 

study with the utmost openness, honesty, integrity, and accountability that a novel researcher 

could afford to display.   
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6.12   Reflexivity and Sensitivity  

In addition to the six strategies I have employed above, I have added reflexivity and 

sensitivity as my strategies to reduce researcher’s bias as well as participants’ bias so that 

trustworthiness could be further protected.   

6.12.1 Researcher’s Bias are Resources if Sufficient Reflexivity 

It has been pointed out that ‘bias’, a concept from logicopositivist work, has been a long-

standing criticism of qualitative research (Denzin, 1992; Huber, 1973). To the charges that the 

researcher brings her own biases, qualitative feminist researchers would reply that bias is a 

misplaced term. To the contrary, these are resources and, if the researcher is sufficiently reflexive 

about her project, she can evoke these resources to guide data gathering or creating and for 

understanding her interpretations and behavior in the research. What is required, they would 

argue, is sufficient reflexivity to uncover what may be deep-seated but poorly recognized views 

on issues central to the research and a full account of the researcher’s views, thinking, and 

conduct (Olesen, 1994). It is pointed out that reflexivity, the ability to examine one’s self, is a 

central preoccupation in qualitative research (Agar, 1980). Researcher’s reflective examination 

of one’s bias is not a one-time thing but requires ongoing vigilance throughout the study. By 

doing so, we do not seek to eliminate personal beliefs and biases, but to understand their impact 

on the study. In this study, I have asked myself the following three reflexivity questions and 

maintained sufficient reflexivity during the whole research process:  

Reflexivity question 1: How my previous social work training and experience as a 

gambling counselor might affect the research process or participants? According to Gilgun 

(1994), there are many similarities between social work practice and techniques of qualitative 
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research (Gilgun, 1994). The author found that the skill of empathic listening, a non-authoritative 

attitude and client-centered process particularly applicable and useful in conducting interview 

with research participants in this study. First, empathic listening is important since participants’ 

stories contained a lot of affective data i.e. emotional reactions such as sadness, anger, anxiety 

and grief. The author’s genuine and empathic listening could facilitate participants’ sharing in a 

way they felt supportive and comfortable. Second, my non-authoritative attitude helped remind 

myself that it was an exploratory research interview, not a therapeutic counselling session. 

Undesirable ‘client-dependency’ or perception of counselor superiority by participants was well 

controlled during data collection. Third, the author had followed the client-centered principle in 

the interviews. Though data collection was the aim of the interviews, the author had carefully 

facilitated and followed the flow of the participants without leading nor forcing them to give 

answer to suit any underlying assumptions or hypothesis. 

Reflexivity question 2: Would my gender affect disclosure by the female 

participants? 

The second important reflexivity issue in this study is how gender difference between the 

interviewer and research participants may affect the process of data collection or emergence of 

data. There have been studies with results suggesting that the gender difference between 

interviewer and interviewees could be a factor affecting the emergence of data during an 

interview process (Crosset, 1992; Padfield & Procter, 1996).  

Padfield and Procter’s (1996) research on gendered interviews is relevant to this study. 

They had found that if the female interviewees (participants) perceived themselves as skilled in 

dealing with men (researcher), then that can counter the implied influence of “maleness” (of the 
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researcher). Moreover, if the male interviewer puts aside his inappropriate “maleness” such as 

arrogance and not listening, then women participants could respond with little influences due to 

the difference in gender with the interviewer (Padfield & Procter, 1996) (p.362). 

It is very likely that most of the participants have developed a negative impression of 

men’s “maleness” as a result of the hurts and harms caused their male gambling husbands. Some 

participants could have already developed impressions that most men would not be listening, 

caring, nor respecting to women but were self-centered, selfish and even dishonest, etc. Facing 

such ‘bias’ of participants of the study, I have maintained sufficient reflexivity in displaying the 

appropriate “maleness” of myself to facilitate participants’ free and natural disclosure of their 

lived experience during the interview process.   

Reflexivity question 3: Is there any possible impact of interviewing on myself as the 

researcher-interviewer? Interviewing is a mutual process where interviewers could also be 

subject to possible impact from the disclosure and sharing of personal stories by the 

interviewees. Many woman researchers have reflected and discussed how the interviewing 

process has affected them personally in the emotional as well as intellectual realms (Daniels, 

1983, 1988; Griffith & Smith, 1987; Luttrell, 1997; McMahon, 1998; Shostak, 1989; Thompson, 

1990). Being a male interviewer, I never assume I am immune from any possible impact due to 

participants’ disclosure of their suffering and turmoil. In this aspect, I have maintained sufficient 

reflexivity by reminding myself of my emotional and intellectual vulnerability in exploring the 

harms and hurts experienced by another person. There is no question that the qualitative 

researcher is affected emotionally as well as intellectually by the researcher-participant dynamic 

interplay – the only real question is how these feelings are managed in the context of the 
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qualitative study (Daniels, 1983).  

6.12.2 Sensitivity: Protection and Respect for the Interviewees  

I have pointed out that empathetic listening played an important role in building trust 

with participants during interviews for data collection. Such empathetic listening is the skills I 

have developed in my social work training and over years of practice as a gambling counselor. In 

addition to my empathetic capability, another important quality I believe to be vital to show 

respect to and earn trust from the participants is the sensitivity I have brought to the study. 

Sensitivity to the local context of the participants. Gibbs (2002) pointed out that 

qualitative researchers mainly focus on the analysis of language and texts. However, to achieve 

proper understanding we must relate these actions and words to the wider context in which they 

have been used or happened. Qualitative researchers need to take a holistic view on their subject 

by sensitizing themselves to the society and mores of the people they are studying. In 

interviewing and interpreting any particular participant’s silence or speech, the researcher needs 

to have sufficient sensitivity to her social location, the cultural constraints and resources shaping 

her everyday life, and her particular family circumstances (Collins, 1990; Gal, 1991; Tannen, 

1993). 

Sensitivity to the wider social and cultural context in which the participants are located 

is important to understanding the perspectives and interpretations of participants (Gibbs, 2002). 

Over the years of gambling counselling services in Hong Kong, I have developed a high level of 

sensitivity to the context and culture of Hong Kong about the issues of problem gambling. Such 

contextual sensitivity is helpful to my understanding and interpretation of the stories disclosed by 

participants.  
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 Sensitivity to Uniqueness of Each Participant – No two women’s stories are the 

same. 

“ Women do face some odds that put us in the same big boat (if not on the 

same deck, let alone in the same cabin) ” (Rogers, 1998, p.1). 

On the one hand, feminist scholars resist an essentialist definition that implies that all 

women are the same. On the other hand, feminists agree that denying any shared properties 

among women is as absurd as ignoring the vast differences among women. This study takes 

notes that although all women’s experiences are gendered, no two women’s experiences are 

identical. I have kept in my mind that interviewing of Chinese female spouses of PGs is not a 

“one-size-fits-all” task. During each interview, I have adopted a sensitive and respectful attitude, 

and I approached each participant with fresh curiosity and attention seeing each participant is 

unique with regards to age, education level, classes, marital status, occupations and physical 

conditions, etc.  

Sensitivity to participant’s non-verbal speech and silence. A qualitative interview is 

typically a conversation between two people in which the researcher asks questions and the 

interviewee answers. In open-ended and semi-structured interviews, there could be a 

spontaneous exchange between interviewer and interviewee. Most people might regard the 

interview as an ordinary activity. However, for my study, I assumed it might turn out to be an 

extraordinary experience for the participants because they probably had very little opportunity to 

share to a researcher their harms and hurt they had experienced over the years of being a female 

spouse of a PG.  
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It is pointed out that for women have a long history silencing. The speech-act itself is a 

rebellion against stifling social norms which call for women’s silence (Aisenberg, 1994). My 

sensitivity had prepared me to accept that some participants could still ‘feel powerless, without 

much to say’ (Reinharz & Chase, 2003). Some participants might have to get used to a feeling of 

‘powerless’ and a mode of silence by hiding their inner feelings and genuine thoughts as a result 

of years of suppression by their male gambling spouses. With this sensitivity, I did not assume 

that participants were expressive or cognitively capable of articulating their thoughts, feelings, 

and experiences in the way I expected. I reminded myself not to be unrealistic to assume that the 

participants would pour out their lived experiences in an orderly and logical fashion in the 

interview. From my experiences in interviewing participants, my acceptance of their short 

silence, instant acknowledgment of their feelings, use of short and leading –questions were 

useful to facilitate their disclosure of feelings and stories to a deeper level in a progressive 

manner.  

6.13   Ethical Concerns 

Ethics approval for the study was granted by the Human Research Ethics Committee 

(Ethics ID: 1341356.1) indicating the study being undertaken was by the approved protocol and 

that the rights and interests of those who have consented to take part as participants are 

protected. As part of the ethics monitoring process, I have to submit annual reports to obtain 

ethics approval for my study. In the actual interview for data collection, I informed each 

participant fully on the background and objective of the study. Using plain Cantonese (the native 

language of all participants), I explained their rights of not answering any question during the 

interview, withdrawing from the interview and withdrawing as a participant of the study after the 
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interview. Written consent for taking part in interview and audio-recording of the whole 

interview was obtained from all participants. On confidentiality, no real name of the participant 

was used in the thesis. I assigned a unique code to each participant. The code consists of a 

number (from P01 to P 23 – ‘P’ stands for the participant and the number is the order of 

interview conducted), and a pseudonym randomly picked for each participant. For example, the 

first and the last participant was given the code P01- Gina and P 23 Xenia respectively. In 

addition to making full compliance to requirements of the Human Research Ethics Committee 

for the ethics approval for the study, I have conducted the study with the spirit of 

professionalism, reflexivity, and sensitivity I have developed over years of counselling practices 

in Hong Kong. While conducting the study with utmost rigor and trustworthiness, due 

consideration and respect for right and interest were given to each and all the 23 participants. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Impacts on Multiple Selves and the Multiple-Self Model 

7.1 Demographic Profile of Participants 

Before going into the findings of an analysis of participants’ experiences of being 

female spouse of PGs, the gist of the demographic data collected from all 23 female 

participants is presented at the following sections of this chapter. Appendix H and I 

present a summary of demographic characteristics of all participants and the demographic 

characteristics of the individual participant respectively.   

7.1.1 Age and Education 

The age of participants ranged from 31 to 70, and the mean age was 43.0. Among 

the participants, 43.5% of the participants were in the age group of 31-40. On education 

level, about 78.3% and 13.0 % of participants had a secondary and tertiary level of 

education respectively. 

7.1.2 Marital Status and Children in Family 

On marital status, 20 participants reported that they were married, two separated 

and one divorced. Among the participants, 18 out of the 23, i.e., about 80% had children in 

their family. For those who had children, about 60% and 20% had one child and two 

children respectively.  

7.1.3 Number of Years Concerned about gambler’s behavior 

The ‘number of years concerned about gambler’s behavior’ ranged from 1 to 30 

years. The mean was 9.4 years. These data provided quantitative support to the issues of 

chronicity of hidden gambling debts discussed in the following section.    
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7.1.4 Employment Status.  

At the time of the interview, about half of the participants were on the full-time job 

while another one-fifth of them was on the part-time job. Out of the 23 participants, three 

participants, i.e., 13% reported that they were ‘house-makers.’ 

7.1.5 Help/Support Sought by Participants 

In addition to the above demographic information, the researcher also collected 

information of what sources of help or support they had sought before to cope with 

problems they faced. A list of seven sources of help including ‘support from immediate 

family members,’ ‘support from relatives’ and ‘support from social friends’ were provided 

for participants to select. They could tick more than one kind of support or help from the 

list (see Appendix H). There were about 83% of participants had sought ‘formal gambling 

counselling’ while about 65% of them had sought ‘support from immediate family 

members.’ There were 57% of participants who had sought help from ‘emotional or 

marital counselling’ services. Also, in addition to the seven items, the last item was 

‘Others’ where participants could indicate the other kinds of help they had sought. Six 

participants had replied to this item, and all of them indicated that they had sought help 

from church.  
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7.1.6 Outstanding debts and Debt Repayment 

Sixteen of the 23 participants, i.e.,70% of them still had outstanding debts due to 

gambling of their male spouses at the time of the study. Fourteen participants, i.e., 61% 

had indicated that they were repaying the outstanding debts. 

7.2   The Three Major Dimensions of Impact Experienced by Participants  

Analysis of research participants’ narratives of their experiences has identified 

various aspects of the impact such as financial, emotion-physiological, couple and in-law 

relationship, and existential/spiritual assumptions. Such diverse impact can be classified 

into three major dimensions namely the quantitative, time and relationship dimensions. 

The negative consequences of problem gambling under each dimension is discussed and 

elaborated in the following sections. The researcher stressed that the three dimensions are 

closely interrelated and they provide the lens for understanding participants’ experiences 

from different angles. Further to these three major dimensions of impact, based on analysis 

of narratives of participants, the author suggested that there are nine categories of impact 

experienced and interpreted by the participants. From the analysis of these nine categories 

of impact grounded on participants’ account of their experiences emerged nine operating 

component selves that making up a model of multiple-self for understanding how 

participants interpreted and coped with impact they faced. 

It is a well-known fact that PGs incur deeper and deeper gambling debts in their 

career of gambling. The study conducted by Chung (2012) on the process of how Hong 

Kong Chinese males become PGs has identified six stages of development of problem 

gambling: engagement, enjoyment, immersion, entrapment, separation, and termination. 

Chung’s study revealed that after the first two stages of engagement and enjoyment, 

gamblers started losing and accumulating higher and higher debts. The mounting 
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gambling debts would force the gamblers into chasing losses or gambling with larger bets. 

Such chasing behavior leads the gambler into a loss spiral leading to financial depletion 

and subsequent resources exhaustion. Starting from the stage of entrapment, social 

gamblers can develop into PGs (Chung, 2012).       

Analysis of the financial impact experienced by participants reveals that Chinese 

female spouses are constantly facing the traumatic stress of threats as well as actual loss of 

not just financial resources but resources of various kinds vital to wellbeing. For analysis 

and development of argument, I referred to the re-grouped Hobfoll’s (1988) COR 

resources (1988) (see Table 2) that are essential to maintaining wellbeing. In applying the 

COR theory in this study, the author will attempt to identify what participants lost types of 

resources and how such loss contributed to the negative experiences of Chinese female 

spouses of PGs in Hong Kong.  

Most PGs are overwhelmed by their gambling debts accumulated over years of 

gambling. Being married couples or intimate partners living together, the financial 

problems developed by the PGs could easily ‘spill over’ to the female spouses. It is argued 

that the severity of financial impact experienced by participants is closely related to three 

debt-related factors observed by the author after years of gambling counselling:  

a) the sheer amount of gambling debts surfaced;  

b) the chronicity of hidden gambling debts; and  

c) the concealment, covering up or lying by the PGs in making the accumulation of 

gambling debts ‘invisible’ and unnoticeable to the participants.     
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7.2.1 Quantitative Dimension – Impact of Sheer Amount of Gambling Debts 

 In the author’s experience as a gambling counselor, and as revealed by Chung’s 

(2012) study in the Hong Kong context, most PGs were unable to fulfill their 

responsibility in providing household money on a regular basis. They had to spend all their 

disposable money, if any is available, to cover their gambling debts or for chasing losses. 

Most of the time, PGs had to resort to borrowing money by all possible means, legal and 

illegal for making minimum repayment for their gambling debts. In this study, most 

participants revealed that their problem gambling spouses or partner’s income was not 

enough to cover their gambling debts, not to mention providing household money for the 

needs of the family on a regular basis. 

Analysis of participants’ stories revealed that one of the major causes of 

financial impact on participants was the amount of the gambling debts accumulated by 

PGs. The following four quotes or excerpts of the interviews from Terri, Dawn, Beatrice, 

and Betty indicated that most participants were shocked by the sheer amount of gambling 

debts accumulated by the PGs, which could be many times the combined yearly income of 

the couples. This study suggests that to understand the experiences of participants, we 

must first understand the impact of the huge gambling debts they faced.  

Excerpts of the interview with Terri: 

 Terri:   When he had (debt) problems, he just swallowed a few mouths of rice 

and mixed the rice with soup, and then he entered the room. His 

behavior last for a week and then my mother-in-law asked me if he 

had incurred debts from outside. I agreed that he must have some 

problems but never suspected he had owed several hundreds of 
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thousands of dollars of debt. I married him for five years but did not 

know he betted on soccer matches so seriously. Once in a couple of 

counselling session, he told the counselor that he spent in a week 

about HK$5000 to HK$6,000 on gambling, I heard this and wanted to 

cry, that was about HK$ 20,000 per month on gambling. But my 

husband’s salary was just over HK$10,000. That meant every month 

he spent extra HK$10,000 plus beyond his salary on gambling. That 

meant the extra HK$10,000 was borrowed from people here and there. 

I finally realized why his debt had mounted up to several hundreds of 

thousands of dollars. (P 02) 

Excerpts of the interview with Dawn: 

        Dawn:  It was the bank staff doing the mortgage for us phoned me and told me 

that my husband had owed a lot of money outside - credit card debts 

and loans of an amount of about $300,000 plus dollars. .…. I knew he 

had a gambling problem. That $300,000. Did debts result from his 

gambling... I experienced hardship in making ends meet for our 

household expenses, also a hardship on a mortgage payment. In fact, 

his salary was not enough to cover his (gambling)debt.(P 14) 

Excerpts of the interview with Beatrice: 

 Beatrice: He was not for the social game but winning money. He just went and 

played for himself.  

 Author:   You felt he had gambling problem before or after marriage?  

 Beatrice: Before getting married. Before getting married, I helped him repay a 

big amount of $400,000. At that time, our annual income was about 
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$100,000. That amount (of debt) was equal to several years of our 

annual income.     

 Author:  How did that $400,000 debts come about ?  

 Beatrice: Gambling, soccer betting. I did not know how he could have incurred 

such a big amount of debts. He might lack money to gamble, and he 

borrowed from loan companies. They charged high interests and he 

borrowed and re-borrowed. Debts over debts and the total debts 

running to a huge amount. (P18) 

Excerpts of the interview with Betty: 

 Author: Did you think he had concealed something from you?  

 Betty:  Yes.  

 Author:  How long?  

 Betty: These two years he lied more when he was gambling. He said 

something he had to cover here and there. He lied. Last year his 

cover-up by saying his colleague had borrowed money from him. And, 

I called to City Bank to set up his phone banking and found he owed 

money there at City Bank also.  

        Author: How much debts he had owed in total?  

 Betty: He owed bank about $100,000, owed his brothers about $200,000, 

and he had sold all his stock.  

 Author:  How much his stock worth when sold?  

 Betty:  About $70,000-80,000. 

 Author: So how much was the total of his debts due to gambling so far?  

 Betty:  About $500,000 to 600,000 dollars. (P 19) 
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7.2.2 Time Dimension – Impact of Chronicity of Problem Gambling and Gambling 

Debts.  

Analysis revealed that it was not just the sheer amount of debt that was devastating 

to participants. The chronicity of the male spouse’s gambling problems and gambling 

debts is another major factor behind the financial impact experienced by the participants. 

The following narratives show that the span of problem gambling and concealment of 

gambling debts could range from several years as in the cases of Gina and Irene, to over 

ten years as in Zoe’s case:   

 Gina:  I received a call from the bank (the collection agent appointed by the 

bank) asking me to clear the outstanding debts or pay the interest on 

the credit I used with my credit card. The bank told me that I had not 

cleared the credit debt for several years. I had given him money to 

repay the credit card I spent. I had relied on him and gave him money 

to repay the amount I spent on my credit card. Several ten thousands 

of dollars of credit I spent (for my traveling) was not clear for several 

years. For several years, (he)only paid the interest. I was astonished 

(就好愕然囉), and I asked him, and he revealed that for four to 

five year he did not repay my credit card debt and just paid the 

interest. He said he was unhappy with me and he went gambling. (P 

01) 

 Irene:  I read his credit card statements (sent to our home), and knew his 

credit card limits were ‘burst’ (well over the limit). I felt ‘pressured’ (肉

赤 D利息) since his credit card debts carrying high interests. I then 
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borrowed loans of lower interest to cover his debts. However, we could 

never cover his debts, and we quarreled over a lot of things. I felt 

‘pressured’ by the high interests charged by his debts (肉赤 D利息). As 

his debts mounting up, I then realized he was chasing (追緊) his 

gambling. His credit card statements showed he had used his credit 

cards to borrow money in the casino …. Later I knew that he had 

covered up his debt problems for 2-3 years. (P06)  

 Zoe:  It was about 1990 when he gambled mah-jong seriously in Panyu (a 

district in Guangzhou city, China). In HK he also played mah-jong at 

mah-jong amusement centers and told lies he had to work on two jobs 

and did not come home. 

Author: How long had his gambling been troubling you?  

Zoe:  Since 1990 when he started running a business in Pun Yu till now.  

Author: It was about 13-14 years? 

 Zoe:    Right.  

Author: When you were most unhappy during this long period?  

Zoe:  At a time I was working, and he went to Macau for gambling and was  

 escorted back to HK by loan-sharks after losing money. I was not sure  

whether his mother was telling lies since I did not see it for myself. It 

was  

his elder brother told me that. (P 07) 

Terri:  When I asked him whether he was betting on soccer, he denied. 
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“You betted a few thousands of dollars?” I put to him. He said, “No, 

just a few ten dollars.” I don’t believe what he said. If he only bet a 

few ten dollars, he needed not monitor his mobile phone the whole 

night. My husband has been gambling for 20 years. I know, every 

night he checked his mobile phone seriously, that was signal that 

something wrong happening. When I asked him, and he denied then 

we naturally quarreled, all due to his gambling. (P 02) 

7.2.3 Relationship Dimension – Concealment, Lying and Covering up of Gambling 

and   Gambling Debts by PG 

 One of the main reasons behind the chronicity of PGs’ gambling behavior and their 

hidden gambling debts was their common acts of deception, concealment and lying on the 

part of the male gambling spouses. Over a long span of time, they have been somehow 

successful in keeping their gambling behavior and gambling debts out of the awareness 

and knowledge of their female spouses.  

The following four excerpts from narratives of Xenia, Pam, Liza, and Queenie 

show that participants were shocked in finding out they had been kept in the dark by the 

PGs’ concealment, covering up and lying:  

 Xenia:   After we get married (late 2012) and worked hard together.... he had  

hidden the problems all the way. His problem was getting bigger 

and bigger and just did not get ‘burst.’ ‘Why you (problem gambler) 

did not say it out honestly?’ If you honestly say it out, we could repay 

the debts together, and you needed not paid so much interest. But it 

was their (gamblers) attitude and thinking that ‘I can overcome it,’ ‘I 
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would not let you know and be unhappy.’ But who would be happy if 

knew the problems? (P 23) 

Xenia’s comments about her male spouse’s attitude on the handling of gambling 

debts “I can overcome it” and “I would not let you know and be unhappy” are very 

accurate descriptions of the common cognitive bias among the PGs. First, ‘I can overcome 

it’ represents one common egoistic belief (the author would say it is an unrealistic 

cognitive bias) among PGs that they can ‘overcome’ their debts by winning in future 

rounds of gambling. PGs usually hold an over-optimistic belief about winning. This 

problematic ‘optimism’ is best described by the Chinese saying “Never count as losing as 

long as still gambling ” (有賭未為輸). When PGs believe they can somehow settle their 

gambling debts by gambling, they would, therefore, conceal all their debts, to be handled 

by themselves alone. Second, ‘I would not let you know and be unhappy’ is also an 

egoistic attitude common among the PGs. They know that their spouse would be upset and 

unhappy if their gambling debts are known to them. To prevent negative emotional 

reactions from their female spouse or partner, the male PGs would conceal the gambling 

debts from their female spouses.    

 Liza:   Why he ‘burst so frequent, because his father and mother always repaid             

               his debts for him. Five to six years before I came to HK, his father and mother  

 kept repaying (his gambling debt) for him. Once he burst, his parents 

scolded  

 him for a week or two then repaid all his debts. It seemed that all debts 

were  

   covered up. But in fact, he did not disclose all his debt to you. Say he 

had a 
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   debt of $600,000, he just said the debt was $300,000, and just repaid  

   $300,000. The remaining debt of $300,000, he used his method and 

‘rolling’ and ‘rolling’ (gambling, borrowing, and re-gambling) until I came to 

Hong Kong. (P 12) 

Liza revealed that her male gambling spouse first covered up part of his gambling 

debts, then “used his own method” to handle his outstanding gambling debts. Problem 

gambler’s attitude of using “his own method” and ‘ I can overcome it’ were common 

unrealistic and egoistic cognitive bias among PGs. 

Pam:     There was a lot of concealment. He did not reveal anything.    

     Author:  What you meant by concealment?   

Pam:  I meant he said his company account office had not calculated his 

salary. He used lies – he told me to use his ATM card to check any 

salary money had arrived. I checked several times a month but 

nothing. I asked him why. He just said other staff had no salary paid 

either. He was working in logistics factory. I knew it’s the accounting 

office making the transfer to his bank account. He told me the 

company had hired a new accountant officer.  

Author:  Did you believe him?  

Pam:   No, he did not reveal how much (his debts). He was very lip-tight. He 

had a salary of $15,000 but just giving me $7000. I asked him why just 

$7000. He said boss decided to give salary in two (separate) 

instances. I then told him not to give me money but just honestly tell 

me what had happened.  He did not want to reveal, so he covers up 

his debts. …I said why you never honest in telling me things. Why I 
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had to talk it out for you to admit or to deny? (P15) 

In Pam’s case, her gambling spouse wanted to keep a portion of his salary for his 

gambling or to repay gambling debts and therefore made up a story to cover up the fact 

that he had used up the rest of his salary.   

Queenie: He did not admit he lacked money due to gambling. I wondered had I 

used too much of his money? I still did not think he had a gambling 

problem. I had a bit of guilty feeling. I am a person not easily get 

angry at people.   

Author:  You considered him hiding his gambling from you?  

Queenie: Yes. Of course. He passed the responsibility (lacking money due to his 

gambling) to me too. After a while, he repeated the same thing….. He 

tolerated me because he had deceived me.  

 Author:  Did you feel being deceived?  

 Queenie: Yes, I did. In addition to the money issue, why you (gambler) did not 

tell me if you were financially in trouble. If you could not financially 

hang on anymore, just tell me. Before these happenings, I felt we could 

talk about anything, and we apparently were very deep in love with 

each other. I had never thought that he could do such things and I 

never suspected him of anything. Why did you not tell me? If you have 

difficulties (in money), I could spend less and eat less. (P 09) 

Queenie’s case revealed several characteristics of PGs’ act of concealment and lying: 

i) they would hide their gambling from their female spouses  

ii) they would conceal their financial difficulties to cover up their excessive gambling  
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iii) if their financial difficulties surfaced, they would deny their gambling has caused 

such problems 

iv) they would ‘pass the responsibility’ of the poor financial situation to the female 

spouses as a way to distract attention and suspicion from them 

In addition to the quantitative, time and relationship dimension of impact, a total of nine 

categories of impact on the component selves of the participants have emerged. A 

summary of the impacted component selves is provided in Table 5 before discussion on 

each impact. 
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    Table 5  

Summary of the Nine Impacted Component Selves of the Participants 

Participant’s 

Impacted self  
Highlights of Impact 

Resource-self Mainly loss of financial resources due to bailing out PG 

from stress of gambling debts 

Cognitive-affective self Cognitive functions impaired including difficulties in 

focusing, planning and problem-solving; emotional distress 

including anger, frustration, sadness, anxiety and crying 

Spousal self Loss of trust, communication and intimacy as couples 

Mother-self Difficulties in caring, protecting and satisfying needs of 

children  

Daughter-in-law self Relationship with parents-in-law affected 

Daughter-self Relationship with and functions towards birth parents 

affected 

Social self Withdrawal from social circle and job performance affected  

Assumptive self Shattering of basic assumptions like self-worth and 
benevolent world  

Existential self Questioning of fundamental meaning of life 
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7.3   Impact on the Resource-self  

7.3.1 Lacking COR Resources 

Extensive studies in western contexts on negative consequences of problem 

gambling on family and concerned significant others (CSOs) have identified financial 

losses as one of the major impact of problem gambling. The findings of this study on the 

impact of problem gambling in the Hong Kong context are no exception. In this study, a 

majority of participants revealed that they faced chronic financial stress because the PGs 

never provided a regular supply of money for household maintenance. Under the high 

standard of living in Hong Kong, most nuclear families or young couples need to maintain 

a double monthly income – one from each of the couples or intimate partners to maintain a 

reasonable standard of living. For most ordinary couples or nuclear families among Hong 

Kong Chinese, the share of the monthly income from the male spouse or partner is usually 

spent on daily living expenses while the female spouse or partner would save the income 

into the bank as saving for children’s education, entertainment or other long-term financial 

goals. Most study participants revealed they are subject to financial stress because their 

male gambling spouses are unable to provide household money on a regular basis for 

maintaining basic necessity. The following four narratives revealed participants’ stress of 

lacking household money from their problem gambling spouses: 

Cammy:  My husband never gives house-hold money to me …. Most of the 

time he did not give household money, and I had to work part-time. 

In recent years, I worked no more, and we are living on welfare 

allowance so that I could take care of my sons. (P 17) 
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 Terri:  Also, he gambled all money away. My son was having a babysitter 

and need to pay every month. I married him so far; I received no 

money from him. I spent what I earned…. When I asked him for 

money, he always replies ‘No.’ I then asked, “Why you had money to 

gamble but no money for your wife!” …So after marrying him, I face 

financial problems. (P 02) 

Jenny:  Not only he did not give house-hold money. I have told him many 

times; it was OK for him just to take care of his living and forgot 

about me…. For so many years, he is giving me no house-hold 

money. He from ATM drew my 8000.00 dollars many times and I got 

him to the police station. (P 21) 

 Zoe:   I could find a job and support my family. He could not give me any 

money. At an earlier time, he gambled he still could pay for household 

expenses. But later he could not pay for the expenses, and I have the 

economic ability (to cover his share of financial responsibility for 

the family) (P 07) 

 Cammy, Terrie, Jenny, and Zoe revealed that they were constantly subject to 

psychological stress as a result of threats of loss and actual lack of financial/monetary 

resources like household money from male spouse or partner as compared to non-

gambling couples or families in Hong Kong. Stress due to loss or lack of COR 

resources is discussed in section 5.2.3 
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7.3.2 Bailing out the PG-Repeated Depletion of COR Resources 

COR theory emphasizes that people are striving to regulate their resource reserves 

to support survival, preserve well-being and retain their social ties. According to the 

author’s gambling counselling experiences, in most cases, PGs’ earnings are not enough 

for covering their gambling debts. They first try to hide and cover up their gambling debts 

thinking that they can repay all the debts by winning in future gambling. But sooner or 

later, such hidden gambling debts accumulate beyond a level and would ‘burst,’ i.e., the 

hidden debts surface to the knowledge of others including family members and female 

spouses of the PGs.  

This study revealed that participants received no household money from gambling 

spouses for paying necessary expenses. Participants were also subject to moral obligation 

as a female spouse or intimate partner to commit their financial resources in helping their 

gambling spouses to repay or settle part of the outstanding gambling debts. The amount of 

gambling debt secretly mounted by the PGs usually is beyond female spouses’ monthly 

earning ability or even the total of their disposable savings.  

The study reveals that most female spouses’ initial reactions involve acting upon a 

‘naïve’ belief that if they help bail out the PGs, i.e., settling their gambling debts, the PGs 

would quit and refrain from gambling in the future – a new beginning would be waiting 

ahead. Along with this ‘naïve’ hope for a brand-new beginning, the female spouse or 

partner would adopt different sources of financial resources to achieve their bailing-out 

actions. Analysis of different participants’ narratives has enriched our understanding of 

their bailing-out actions.  

7.3.3 Bailing Out PGs to Avoid Paying High-Interest Repayments.  

From gambling counselling, the author has learned that many female spouses of 
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PGs are under stress to take prompt actions to bail out the PGs. The reason is that they 

worry the longer the gambling debts remain outstanding, the higher interests they have to 

pay on top of the original debts. With this worry in mind, they would settle the gamblers’ 

debts as soon as they can deploy available financial resources. In the light of Hobfoll’s 

COR theory (1988,1989), bailing out action was female spouses’ quick-fix solution to cut 

loss of financial resource by paying off the gambling debts with one lump sum in a quick 

fashion.  

Excerpts from the interview with Xenia :  

 Xenia:  After further asking him (the exact amount of gambling debts), he told 

me he owed a total of $HK300,000 plus dollars, from two banks the 

Tai Sang and the HSBC. At that time, I did not feel it was serious. In 

just two weeks, I helped him clear up all the debts which were about 

$300,000 plus dollars. (P.23)  

Xenia believed that her husband had revealed all the gambling debts to her and he 

would never gamble again if she helped settle all the gambling debts for him. In Xenia’s 

case, paying off a gambling debt of about $300,000 in just two weeks certainly involved 

mobilization of a significant amount of financial resources. One would naturally ask the 

question ‘How and where could an ordinary Chinese female spouse obtain such a large 

amount of financial resources?’ The following three narratives from Eva, Liza, and Dawn 

provide some hints to the question 

Excerpts from the interview with Eva: 

 Eva:  I was now feeling ‘numb’ (麻木). Things have become worse. In the 

beginning, he only borrowed from licensed loan companies. By now, 

he has borrowed from some 20 plus loan companies, a few of these 
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loan companies are not licensed (loan-sharks). A list was made 

consisting of some 20 plus loan companies. 

Author:   It seemed that he was out of control. 

 Eva:   Sure, he had already lost control…. Now, I spent half of my salary on 

helping him repay his gambling debts. 

 Author:  Were your daily living expenses affected? 

 Eva:  Yes. It did affect. Try my best to save money. No buying unless 

necessary. (P22) 

In Eva’s case, she spent half of her salary in helping repay gambling debts. Eva’s 

available financial resources certainly are under significant strain in bailing out her male 

gambling spouse.   

Excerpts from the interview with Liza:  

 Liza:   The difference (between expectation and reality) was so big. I had saved 

several tens of thousands of dollars in China. I took all saving out to 

help him (problem gambler) thinking I could have a new beginning. 

Also, his father had asked relatives and borrowed several hundreds of 

thousands of dollars. A total of about HK $400,000-$500,000 dollars 

borrowed thinking that all his debts could be clear in one go, then we 

could have a new beginning. I still had hope at that time though he 

had disheartened me several times already.(P12) 

Liza had been disappointed by her husband’s repeated gambling yet still holding on to 

hope for a new beginning and took out all her saving to bail out her gambling spouse.  

Excerpts from the interview with Dawn :  

Dawn:  But always, he had sudden things come out. Once, he could not settle his 
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  problems and laid out all his debts. I had borrowed money from him 

from loan companies. He always persuaded me to consolidate all the 

debts by borrowing one lump sum. If borrowing here and there, interest 

would be high.  

Author:  How many times you had borrowed from him?  

Dawn:  I remembered I had borrowed twice. In one borrowing the loan was 

about $100-200K. I had helped him cleared all debts, and he was 

good to me. Then we planned to get married 

Author:  You have been helping him to repay his gambling debts? 

Dawn:  Yes, but he said I have been deceiving him for money at later 

stage.(P14) 

Bailing out by borrowing from loan companies was common among female 

spouses of PGs and Dawn was an example. Most female spouses believe that bailing out 

the gambler is their moral obligation and also a quick-fix solution to the PG’s gambling 

problem. They also believe that when the gambling debts were settled the couple or family 

could embrace a new beginning. However, the author would describe them as ‘victims of 

spillover of gambler’s debts’. Bailing out gamblers is not just resource-depleting but most 

of the time heart-breaking to participants. Bailing-out actions as a specific coping strategy, 

similar to many other interactions with PGs in daily living, are not just purely rational acts 

in minimizing loss of resources but also involve complex emotional process without and 

within the participant’s self. This emotional aspect of financial impact is elaborated on at 

the end of this chapter.       
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7.3.4 Financial Loss Spiral due to PGs’ Continual Gambling 

After the initial bailing out action, the PGs would usually stop gambling for a 

while or maybe secretly engaged in gambling at smaller bet amounts or less frequently 

than before. However, most female spouses of PGs have to face a cruel reality of the 

chronic engagement and progressive immersion (Chung, 2012) into problem gambling of 

their male spouses . Narratives of Queenie and Betty illustrated the point that after a 

period of a dormant state without serious gambling, PGs would repeat similar pattern of 

gambling like before the initial bailing out: 

Queenie: He gambled all the time and never quit. At that time, he had not yet 

admitted his gambling…. After a while, he (problem gambler) 

repeated the same thing. (重蹈覆轍). (P 09) 

Betty:  I went to update the bank book of my MIL and discovered he had re-

open his telephone betting account in the Hong Kong Jockey Club 

and transferred money from the bank book (from the MIL) to his 

Jockey Club betting account. He had promised me to close the table-

bet account in Jockey Club. He had re-open it. (P19) 

Most Chinese female spouses fall into a loss spiral (Hobfoll, 1991) – initial 

borrowing for an initial bailout, then re-borrowing for subsequent bailouts. Study 

participants revealed that to obtain money to help settle repeated acute gambling debts, 

they had to resort to re-borrowing and to sell off their assets. The study revealed that to 

most Chinese female spouses of PGs, exhaustion of financial resources is inevitable after 

some rounds of bailing out. 

Zoe (P 07) shared that not long after she had used all her disposable money to help 

repay the gambler’s huge amount of gambling debts about HK$100,000 dollars, new 
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gambling debts surfaced. Because almost all her available financial resources were 

depleted after the initial bailing out of the gambler, she had to resort to borrowing money 

by re-mortgaging her flat, putting herself under heavy repayment burden for many years 

ahead: 

 Zoe:  He (problem gambler) could not repay his debts and loan companies 

are chasing him, I had already helped him repay HK$100,000 plus 

dollars, and his mother had helped him too…. I told him if he lost all 

our possession, where could we have shelter for a living? He had 

deleted his name from the ownership of the flat we reside. The flat is 

now under my name after re-mortgage to get HK$1.4 M to repay his 

debts owed to the Hang Seng Bank. I refused his request to do a 2nd 

and 3rd mortgage. That was the last chance I gave him after the first 

mortgage. (P07) 

7.3.5 Degradation of Quality of Living 

In light of the COR theory and Symbolic Interactionism, the author suggests that 

the bailing out actions of the participants were their attempt to preserve or protect a more 

valued resource, i.e., the problem gambler whom they regarded as more valuable than 

other tangible financial resources like money or personal assets.  

In most cases, initial bailing out actions at most can put the PGs into a resting 

stage. Some gamblers would stop gambling for a few months and then relapse or 

‘rebound.’ Then more serious gambling debts are incurred, and the Chinese female 

spouses have to repeat bailout with further depletion of financial resources until 

exhaustion. This chronic process could last from a few years to over ten years. Whether it 

is gradual or rapid depletion of their financial resources, the Chinese female spouses 
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experienced serious degradation of the quality of life. Degradation of quality of life or 

deprivation of basic needs experienced by study participants varies from people to people 

in this study. But what is most striking to the author is the ‘unaffordability of basic needs’ 

or deprivation of things ordinary people taken for granted. Examples are as follows:  

Excerpts from the interviews with Esther, Cammy, Dawn, and Xenia :  

Author:  Any other impact on you from your husband’s problem gambling? 

Personal finance?  

 Esther:  I rely on myself for the money. At the last moment, after he had taken 

away all money, the worst time for me, we did not have any money 

even for meal…. Nothing at home, not even rice. (P 10) 

Cammy:  I had no money to cut my hair. By now, I had not cut my hair for 

one and a half year. ... I saved a bit of money for my son’s education 

expenses. …After marrying him (problem gambler) for seven years, I 

had never bought a new dress for myself. I only dressed the second-

handed dress of my sister-in-law and brother-in-law. (P 17) 

 Dawn:  There was a month when money was not enough – I bought Wu Don 

noodle for a meal. It cost about $20 per day. I also bought 20 

dollars Chinese BBQ meat to go with the Wu Don noodle. I ate in 

this way every day for a month…. I canceled all my social activity. 

My friends knew he gambled badly. I had expressed to my friends the 

problems I faced. I told my friends I had no money to go out with 

them. (P14)  

Xenia:  Before, I would take a taxi to work if I was in a hurry but now I dared 
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not. I don’t mean after taking a taxi, I would be (financially) in 

trouble, but I would lack a sense of security. …He had taken away all 

my disposable cash, and I had nothing. I can use my salary, but you 

need to save up some money to prepare for whatever might happen. 

Since his ‘burst of debts’ (surfacing of hidden gambling debts), we 

had cut all our insurance plans. I had to keep some cash and think 

for the future. (P 23) 

Study participants had shown their worry and grievance that their children are 

also affected by impacts of degradation of the quality of life or deprivation of basic 

needs. Nancy shared her worries and grievances as a mother on how her sons’ quality 

of life was degraded or basic needs deprived due to PGs’ problem gambling:     

Nancy:   I worried he (elder son) had not ordered a meal at school and he had 

to go outside of school to take meal during school meal break. I 

worried he would eat instant-noodle (公仔麵) to save money, so 

miserable (陰功), eating unhealthy stuff. I told him to cook and 

bring a meal from home. I worried them (two sons) eating no good 

stuff. It's not OK just (eating) a few meatballs as a meal as they were 

at the stage of growing up. I said (to my sons) “your brain needed a 

lot of nutrition.” (P 20) 

7.3.6 Financial Impact Interpreted as Painful and Suffering Process 

Participants’ narratives quoted in this chapter have revealed various dimensions of 

tangible financial impact ranging from lacking regular household money from male 

gambler-spouse, borrowing money to help repay gambling debts, to falling into a loss 
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spiral by selling personal assets to bail out gambler-spouse from his debt crisis. As a 

consequence, all this tangible financial impact inevitably resulted in degradation of their 

quality of living or even deprivation of basic needs in the context of a modern and affluent 

city like Hong Kong.   

In the role as a qualitative interpretivist researcher, the author has to ask what 

meanings the participants attach to the tangible financial impact they have experienced. 

The following narratives from Dawn, Xenia, and Fiona provide some emic constructions 

by participants on the meanings or interpretations behind the tangible financial impact 

they had experienced:      

 Dawn:  It was fixed amount repayment, and we could manage to repay and 

clear the gambling debts, but it was a very painful process. (P 14)  

Dawn revealed that it was a painful process of clearing up the gambling debts of her 

gambler-spouse.  

Xenia:  Except crying, after crying I have to face reality. I have to repay the 

debts what else can I do. At that period, I was suffering badly. (P 23)  

Xenia described it was a kind of ‘suffering’ experience during the period of repayment for 

the gambling debts of her gambler-spouse.    

 Fiona:  Because he (gambler) does not provide me with a sense of security. 

Financially, he gives me no sense of security. Every cent of mine is 

my savings. All my (expenses) on seeing doctors, operation at the 

hospital all taken care by myself, he did nothing to care for me. 

Really.  

 Author:  Then really (you have) no sense of security 

 Fiona:  No (assertive). Absolutely no sense of security. Very lacking sense of 
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security. While he could not take care of me financially, I have to 

help him out (financially). How could I have a sense of security? I 

have to feed my children. If anything happens to him, I still have to 

provide things to my children. Always I have some self-contradiction. 

(好矛盾) . On many things, I am self-contradictory (好矛盾). (P05) 

Fiona revealed that when her lack of financial support from the PG coupled with 

depletion of her own financial resources after bailing out the PG, she felt she had 

‘absolutely no sense of security’ as a female spouse of a PG and mother of two children. 

The author argues that in the overall experiences of Chinese female spouses of PGs in 

Hong Kong, financial impact intertwined closely with participants’ psychological, 

emotional as well as relationship impact.      

The author appreciates that impact experiences are subjective matters. For example, 

Dawn described her eating Wu Don noodle as proper meals and withdrawing from social 

activity due to lack of money as ‘a very painful process.’ In the case of Xenia, she 

described her crying and living without insurance protection as ‘suffering badly.’ Through 

the interpretation of their lived experiences, Dawn and Xenia have shown the categorical 

dimension of their impact experiences. Obviously, all painful process and suffering could 

be emotionally laden. The next Section 7.3 of this chapter explores the cognitive and 

affective impact experienced by participants. It was found that their sadness and shock 

were evident when they talked about the stealing and pawning off their wedding gold 

items by the PGs. Participants’ deep sadness and feeling of shock are not only due to the 

loss of tangible gold items but also because of the loss of sentimental value such as strong 

and lasting love they had ascribed to those wedding gold items.  
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7.4    Impact on the Cognitive-Affective self  

The author has elaborated on the financial impact experienced by participants’ 

resource-self. Different meanings were constructed for those tangible financial losses. One 

of their dominant interpretations is ‘suffering’ and ‘pain processes’ which obviously 

contain heavy emotional connotations. As suggested by Manning and Kunkel (2014), 

meanings created by participants are not purely rational but quite the opposite – “meanings 

people bring to a social scene can be complex and deeply emotionally laden” (Manning & 

Kunkel, 2014). In the following, the author elaborates on the emotional-physiological 

impact participants experienced via her cognitive-affective self within the identity of 

Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong. The study has revealed that there are 

several dominant affective distresses or emotional challenges experienced and interpreted 

by participants’ cognitive-affective selves including shock; crying for sadness or grief 

expressed by crying; anger and worrying. The author argues that participants’ negative 

affective reactions are related to the influences of Western values (discussed in Chapter 

Four) in particular their expectations of respect, honesty and intimacy in egalitarian 

marriage. 

7.4.1 Feelings of Shock and Lost at the Discovery of PG’s Stealing and Hidden 

Debts 

One kind of emotional distress identified among participants were feeling of shock 

and lost when the hidden gambling debts, excessive gambling surfaced or when 

participants discovered PG dishonest acts such as stealing. Narratives or excerpts of an 

interview with of Esther, Mary, and Beatrice below showed their feeling of shock and lost: 

Excerpt from the interview with Esther, Mary, and Beatrice: 

 Author:  How did you know he had a gambling problem?  
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Esther:  He stole money, taking my Chinese wedding gift gold items to pawn 

for money. After the ‘burst,’ I found the pawn-shop tickets at home 

from his pocket which he had pawned my gold items…. I was lost (三

魂唔見左七魄). Very terrible. Very shocking. Very scared. Dare not 

believe (it)…. He had gambled away children school fees. Money is 

missing from my purse and taking my bank card to withdrew money 

which he tried but locked after he inputs the wrong password… His 

gambling and stealing, not just once but repeated stealing until 

stealing children red-pocket money. I felt so disappointed by him. I 

could comprehend if he gambled away his own money. But when he 

stole household money, children school fee and red-pocket money, I 

could not comprehend anymore. It was unacceptable. He had lost his 

mind and taken children red-pocket money away. (P 10) 

      Mary:  I was shocked, me being a grown-up lady, (I) did not even like using 

a credit card, how come debt collection company chased me? I had 

nothing to do with it…. The first time I discovered that he (secretly) 

used my cards for drawing out $300,000. I was very shocked. (P 16)  

Author:  What were your feelings when discovering the $100,000+ had gone 

from the joint bank account?  

Beatrice: Liked struck by thunder (laughing).  

Author:  Feeling shocked?  

Beatrice: Yes, feeling shocked really. (P 18) 
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Narratives from Esther, Mary, and Beatrice show they all suffered the 

emotional distress of shock when they knew about the problem gambler’s stealing and 

dishonest acts such as the dishonest use of credit card and pawning of valuable 

personal items.    

 ‘Betrayal-stealing’ – double trauma impact on participants. Other than 

Esther, Mary and Beatrice, many participants in this study had revealed that their problem 

gambling spouses had committed various kinds of ‘stealing’ and dishonest acts to obtain 

money or valuables. The examples quoted above show PGs’ dishonest acts ranged from 

secretly pawning participant’s Chinese wedding gold items (Esther ’s case), dishonestly 

using her credit card for advance withdrawal of cash (Mary’s case), to secretly 

withdrawing money from couples’ joint bank account (Beatrice’s case). All participants 

suffered the emotional distress of shock. The author argues that participants were shocked 

and scared not just because of loss of tangible and valuable property or money. It was the 

dishonesty and breach of trust by their gambling spouses more shocking than the loss of 

property or money.  

Anna had used the term ‘home-thief’ (家賊) to express the impression she 

received from her problem gambling spouse. Beatrice was so shocked when she 

discovered that the problem gambler had taken a large sum of money away from their joint 

bank account secretly. She used a metaphor of ‘struck by thunder’ to describe her feeling 

of shock. Gina, being a mother, was so shocked and sad to find out that her gambling 

spouse had gambled away their children’s education fund. In the interview, Gina also 

revealed that in addition to her emotional distresses, she had also experienced related 

physiological impact like losing appetite and consequently losing weight under emotional 

distress.   
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Shocked by stealing-betrayal. The author further argues that there is also a 

qualitative dimension to the shock caused by the PGs. The PGs’ stealing and dishonest 

acts are very different from stealing committed by people who are strangers to the victims 

of theft. The ‘stealing’ experienced by participants was committed in the context of couple 

relationship. In addition to the psychological stress of loss of monetary or valuable 

resources, PGs’ dishonest acts of stealing also constituted a breach of trust and violation of 

interdependency. 

Freyd's (1994) concept of betrayal trauma is useful for understanding the true 

nature of the impact of ‘stealing’ experienced by study participants. Freyd’s (1994) 

Betrayal Trauma Theory (BTT) emphasizes the significance of the social context of 

interpersonal relationships in understanding traumatic impact on the victims. In brief, 

trauma perpetrated by trusted individuals who the victims depend on or trust, are 

conceptualized as betrayal traumas. The impact on Chinese female spouse or partner of 

the problem gambler is a kind of stealing-betrayal because the perpetrators of stealing or 

theft are their intimate partners. 

Anna’s narrative below can illustrate the impact of stealing-betrayal discussed 

above:       

Anna:   I felt he needed money very much, but his earning was not that much. 

I found pawn receipts and then discovered he had pawned away some 

of the Chinese wedding gold items. And discovered he had taken 

money from my purse. I felt he was a home-thief (家賊). To me 

“Taking without asking is a thief” (不問自取是為賊也). I felt so 

bad. I was so sad. “Why you would do in such ways?” So shocking to 
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me (found gambler being a home-thief).“You stole my money”. 

Though we are married couples, you should talk to me if in need of 

money. Not taking money without saying a word. I could not accept 

such behavior. (P03) 

Anna described her male gambling spouse as a ‘home thief.’ The author believes 

that many PGs had done similar dishonest acts or stealing at home and thus could be 

described as ‘home-thief’ by their female spouses. According to the author, the symbolic 

meaning of ‘home’ is a place where home members stay and share the belief and 

assumptions of trust, love, safety, and reliability, etc. Psychological meanings of the home 

consist of security and refuge, privacy, self-expression, a reflection of one’s ideas and 

values, activity and locus for emotional experience (Despres, 1991). A sociological 

perspective recognizes ‘home as the center for family life’; a place of retreat, safety and 

relaxation, freedom and independence, self-expression and social status; a place of 

continuity and permanence, a financial asset, and support for work and leisure activities 

(Somerville, 1997). The core meanings of home consist of security, privacy, safety, and 

support. Anna’s description of PGs as ‘home-thief’ has revealed that participants are 

shocked by breach of security and the absence of safety or trust at home.  

7.4.2 Crying, Sadness and Feeling Depressed 

Following the feeling of shock and loss upon discovery of the hidden gambling 

debts, the second category of negative emotions were unhappiness and depressed mood 

expressed through crying. A brief review of theories of adult crying could provide a clear 

perspective to answering the questions “ Why did participants cry?” and “What meanings 

are behind their crying ?”     
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 Diverse explanations for adult crying. According to Kottler and Montgomery 

(2008), most theories to account for crying behavior are relatively primitive, and often 

contradictory. Adult crying has been hypothesized as a cry for help and a sign of surrender. 

Some theorists conceptualize crying as a form of healthy self-expression while others view 

it as a symptom of psychopathology. It is also described as the ultimate in human 

authenticity, or in manipulation. Crying is also considered as a sign of utter, severe 

helplessness, or of the courage to reveal one’s deep personal feelings. It is argued that 

crying could be more than a single phenomenon but rather a complex mix of several 

distinctly different behaviors that are influenced by a host of biochemical, endocrine, 

social, systemic, and cognitive processes. Tears shed during endogenous depression could 

involve different physiological mechanisms than those accompany an acute grief reaction. 

Even more confusing, different factors and processes could influence tears of shame 

compared to those accompanying a deep and spiritual transcendence (Vingerhoets, 

Cornelius, Van Heck, & Becht, 2000).  

Crying seems to involve many different disciplines – sociology, psychology, 

anthropology and even biologically based disciplines such as biochemistry, each with their 

language and focal areas. For this study, the author finds the work that examines crying 

from a symbolic interactionist perspective (Mead, 1934) and those examine how crying 

behavior is shaped through roles, beliefs, values, and customer (Betancourt & Lopez, 

1993; Lutz, 1999; Triandis, 1989) relevant for understanding participants’ crying. 

Symbolic interaction theory emphasizes the social meaning of crying behavior. Ethologists 

have observed that mammals employed various forms of displaying ‘surrender’ during 

dominance rituals. For example, chimpanzees and other primates will display their 

hindquarters to a more powerful foe as a show of deference. Among humans, one of the 
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most effective ways to display ‘surrender’ and stop excessive intimidation from others 

more dominant is by crying. A show of tears can serve the same symbolic function as 

other “white flags,” but works far more dramatically than saying “you win.” In addition to 

its role as a form of surrender, crying serves as an indirect means of asking for help too 

(Kottler & Montgomery, 2008). 

Communication theory suggests that crying belongs to an evocative para-language 

that is designed to communicate condensed information through nonverbal cues (Kottler, 

1996). For this study, participants’ crying occurred in a spousal relationship with the PGs. 

Crying could be their means to communicate some distinct messages such as: “I am sad,” 

“I am distressed,” “I feel painful,” “Help me,” “Leave me alone!”, “Don’t hurt me 

anymore”. According to Kottler and Montgomery (2018), despite different messages 

behind crying, such behavior appears to perform an important social function in either 

invite people to offer support or help or to back off and stop hurting. As such, crying 

serves as a psychosocial distance regulator in interpersonal relationships. Tears can evoke 

sympathy, empathy, comfort, assistance and strengthen the social bond between people 

(Frijda, 1986).  

The author agrees that participants’ crying can evoke sympathy and comfort from 

their male gambling spouses but just at the moment of crying. From the author’s 

counselling experiences, most of the time participants’ crying was in a vain attempt to 

evoke deep contemplation, reflection and genuine changes in gambling behavior on the 

part of the PGs. Recent research on adult crying have suggested that it is a coping 

mechanism of the last resort: when words fail, then crying begins (Vingerhoets et al., 

2000).The author believes that participants’ crying is their coping mechanism to kill two 

birds with one stone. On one hand crying is a means of communicating emotional distress, 
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and on the other hand, by crying participants was trying to regulate the PGs’ gambling 

behavior and offer help.   

Excerpt of the interview with Terri: 

Author:  Did this feeling – is not respected by your husband – affect your 

emotions or not? 

Terri:   I was unhappy (唔開心), crying all the time. 

Author:  How these affected how you see yourself, people around you and the 

world in general?  

Terri:  His gambling affected people around him. How it affected me? I 

cried, always crying. Without any reasons, whenever I thought of 

his gambling and owing people money, I felt unhappy and cried. I 

asked myself, “have I developed an emotional illness?” In the time 

when the ‘burst’ (of gambling debts) happened, I was working in an 

office, once I thought of him owing people a lot of money, then I 

cried and could not stop my tears. I didn’t think I was emotional ill. I 

just could not control my emotions. I felt my husband was so useless.      

Author:  This feeling (my husband was so useless) made you cry? 

Terri:   Yes. 

Author:  You said you always cried. Where did you cry? 

Terri:   Cried in office and home. (P 02) 

Terri revealed that her feeling of unhappiness and her constant crying were mainly 

due to her gambling husband did not respect her and he had gambled and owed people a 

lot of money. Apparently, like many other Chinese female spouse of the PGs, Terri had 
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fallen into a depressed mood when she worried about her male spouse’s gambling 

behavior, gambling debts, and their poor couple relationship. 

7.4.3 Affective Impact – Anger 

The third dominant affective distress experienced by participants was the emotion 

of anger. It is argued that anger is a reaction to the actions of others and a judgment of the 

cause of those actions. One becomes angry if the person sees the action of another person 

as intentional mistreatment. The perception of mistreatment causes the anger response. 

Very often, anger is based on feeling unable to right wrongs committed against one, a 

perceived violation of one’s principles or values (such as honesty), physical or verbal 

attacks on one’s self-esteem (Singer, 2016). The following narratives from Eva and Fiona 

show how their affective selves were troubled with anger. 

Excerpts from the interview with Eva: 

 Eva:  (Things) cannot be worse (差無可差).  

Author:  Have you ever thought about suicide?  

Eva:  No. I would not hurt myself, why I should hurt myself, rather it's 

better he (gambler) kill himself. (She started laughing), I wanted to 

kill him, (laugh...). I was so angry and said to him, “why you don’t 

kill yourself,” I was angry at this point…   

Author:  Were your emotions, work, sleeping, and appetite affected?  

Eva:  Certainly I was unhappy, feeling lost and upset. A little bit affected 

my work. Just recently loan company made a call to my office, luckily 

just one call. Only one call. I was so scared. Luckily it (the call from 

loan company) was me pick up the call. He (debt collector) was so 

loud on the phone and office was very quiet, and I was very afraid 
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colleague might hear the call. What can I do if I lose my job? How 

can I raise my daughter? What were you (gambler) thinking? If I lost 

my job then what? I was so angry at that instance. You (gambler) 

even gave away my office telephone number to the loan company. 

Really angry. He said he had not given my office contact number 

away and he did not know my office telephone number. I do not 

understand how the loan staff could call my office if he (gambler) had 

not given the office number away. I was so angry at that instance. I 

asked him, “do you want to make me lose my job?” (P 22)  

Eva felt so angry because she had the perception of mistreatment by the PG who gave 

away her office contact number to the loan company to borrow money. 

Excerpts from the interview with Fiona : 

 Fiona:  He proposed terms like – say he gave me his whole salary of $12,000 

and I gave him $100 per day for going to work. It seemed very good. 

But in fact, every month the minimum payment for his cards and loan 

might add up to $13,000. I had to take out (my own) money for his 

debt repayment. His debts exceeded his salary. Sometimes he asked 

for $200 to go out to socialize with friends. Because of this we 

always quarreled. I was very angry…. 

 Author:  How did you cry at that time? 

 Fiona:  Angry. When he did not come home, I was angry and spoke the foul 

language and scolded him. During the two years, we live together, I 

had cried and was very angry to the point of explosion (嬲到爆  ) 

when he did not come home at night …. He did not answer my call; 
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I want to scold him more. At night I was so crazy (發晒顛). I threw 

his clothes in the sitting room but later picked them up back to the 

room. It was a way for me to relieve (發洩). When I scolded him, he 

remained silent, I then became crazier (越顛). He just sitting there 

like a dead lodge and said nothing, then I became fierier (越火滾). 

(P05) 

Some participants were angry at the PG’s lying, stealing and relapse in gambling. Betty 

was an example. 

Excerpts from the interview with Betty 

 Betty: In July, he took away the bank book from his mother (my mother-in-

law MIL). The bank book was kept in my MIL all along. The money in 

the bank book belonged to his younger brother who had passed away. 

Since the July of 2014, things getting more serious (his gambling). I 

discovered his abnormality in about Sept and October (2014).  

 Author:  What was your feeling in discovering his problems? 

 Betty:  Very angry. Just angry – how come he could gamble in such a crazy 

way.  

 Author:  What were you angry at?  

Betty:  Angry at him lying to me. I knew he gambled and I had no opinion 

on this. But you should not gamble and used up money for other 

people (his brother). Your brothers trusted you and put their money in 

you. You gambled and lost his money. I was very angry and very 

angry…..   
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 Betty:  After he had disclosed all his debts, he cut all his credit cards except 

the one card for transfer of his salary. I was keeping the salary credit 

card. But about three months later, he took it back from me without 

asking me. I was angry. I could treat him like a thief as he took the 

card from my purse.  After he took the card from me, I went to update 

the bank book of the account. No money was left in the account. I 

scolded him “empty pocket every month” (月月清)….. He had 

promised me to close the telephone-betting account in Jockey Club. 

He had re-open it. He transferred money to the bank book and 

transferred money to his Jockey Club account. He was a bit stupid.  

 Author:  What was your feeling then?  

 Betty:  I was very angry – “you lied to me again!” He relapsed (in 

gambling), and thus I took him here (counselling center). (P19) 

Some participants’ anger was triggered by family members of the PG. 

Excerpts from the interview with Zoe: 

     Zoe:   Sometimes his mother gave him (male gambling spouse) money for 

spending. His mother had money. He lost money in gambling; his 

mother secretly gave him money not letting me know. He could not 

repay his debts and loan company chasing him, I had helped him 

repay $100,000 plus, and his mother had helped him too. I was so 

angry, and I told his mother not to spoil (縱容) him anymore…..It 

was his mother made me angry rather than him. She had the 

responsibility of allowing him falling into this path of gambling. She 
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(gambler mother) did not mention his gambling even after I arrived 

(in Hong Kong). His mother had never told me he had gambled 

outside. 

Author:  You meant your mother-in-law (MIL) concealed from you and this 

made you very unhappy.  

Zoe:  Yes, this made me very unhappy. (P 07) 

Zoe was angry at her mother-in-law who did not disclose her son’s gambling problem. Her 

mother-in-law also enabled his problem gambling by giving him money at her back.  

7.4.4 Affective Impact –Worrying 

Worrying is a very common psychological state among the participants. The 

following perspective on worrying (Borkovec, 1985) is helpful to our understanding of the 

burden of worry experienced by participants: 

“Worry occurs as an attempted method of coping with an uncertain future and 

of avoiding the negative effects of anticipated negative events…. chronic 

worriers were, by the interview descriptions, trying very hard to determine how 

they could best handle their uncertain future…. The best verbal 

characterization of worry is the phrase, ‘What if...’. Worriers are superb at 

identifying negative outcome possibilities and at pointing out problems with any 

self- or other-suggested solutions. Thus, insofar as the statement of a problem in 

the first step in problem-solving and given that the worrier’s oft-stated reason for 

worrying was to anticipate negative events to better cope with their occurrence, 

it seemed that characterizing worry as an attempt to problem-solve might be 

warranted” (p.481). 
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There have been different discussions on the psychological nature and functions of 

worry among researchers (Borkovec, 1985; Borkovec, Robinson, Pruzinsky & DePree, 

1983). Borkovec and his colleagues (Borkovec et al., 1983) argued that worry is an 

adaptive cognitive process employed by people in anticipating and handling possible 

negative outcome possibilities. O’Neill argued that Borkovec et al failed to demonstrate 

the usefulness of the concept “worry” (O'Neill, 1985). However, Borkovec’s view of 

worry is useful in this study for understanding worry expressed by participants. According 

to Borkovec (1985), “worry contains periodic fear images (e.g., images of possible 

negative outcomes)” (p.481). Borkovec and his colleagues (1983) expected worry to bear 

some relationship to the fear process. They gave a daily life example to illustrate the 

function of worry – “Like motor avoidance, the worry is elicited in response to the 

anticipated threat” (p.481). When we apply Borkovec’s view of worry to understand the 

worries of Chinese female spouse of PGs, we must ask what they fear most and what are 

their anticipated threats.   

Analysis of participants’ worries revealed that what they fear most is ‘PGs’ 

relapse’ i.e., they secretly go gambling, borrowing money and accumulating gambling 

debts again. What are their ‘anticipated threats?’ The answer is related to the first question 

on fear. All the possible negative outcomes that could result from PGs’ relapse constitute 

their ‘anticipated threats.’ Analysis has delineated participants’ worries into four areas – 

relapse of the PGs, participants’ own safety, about the future and significant others like 

their children. The following narratives of Mary and Anna show their worrying about PG’s 

relapse.  

Excerpts from the interview with Mary: 

Mary:  I went on a trip to Italy, I worried very much about him. There was a 
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New Hope Fellowship (a Christian fellowship helping PGs) fellow 

brother whose wife went for a trip; then he went gambling. Knowing 

this case, I worried very much when I went on my trip. I reminded 

him many times; you must behave and go to church. (P16) 

Excerpts from the interview with Anna: 

Anna: For a period, I kept his cash card and took all his salary on payday. I 

then gave him the amount of pocket money he needed for a week or a 

month. And always reminded him not to gamble, reminded him not to 

borrow and anything happened talked it out. ….. Sometimes I asked 

about his situation and state of heart. Then I had more worries and 

imagination.  

Author:  What were those worries and imagination? 

Anna:  Worrying him gambling again if he came home late or had a social 

appointment, where he had been? On days of horse-racing, I was so 

scared/ frightened.  

Author:  You meant worrying about him going to gamble? 

Anna:  Yes, I worry about him going to gamble. 

Author:  What you meant by imagination? 

Anna:  Imagination? Imagined what behavior he took.  

Author:  Would it be some bad things? 

Anna:  Not life and death matters – go to kill himself – he was not this type of 

person. I just worried he would go gamble. Mainly worried he go 

gamble, I just half believed what he told me, I had more suspicion on 

him. (P 03) 
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Mary worried that the PG might gamble again while she was away on a trip. 

Anna took control over the finance of problem gambler, but apparently, she could not 

control her worrying about the most undesirable possible outcome of the PG going to 

gamble again. The PG had pleaded he would not gamble again, but their trust was 

already breached. Anna could not trust him but became more suspicious of his 

whereabouts. Ada and Mary showed their worrying for own safety if chased by debt 

collectors: 

Excerpts from the interview with Ada: 

 Ada:  “You are facing danger.” Gambler is a gambler. If he lost in 

gambling and was irritated... When you are sleeping, he could chop 

you up, and you know nothing. 

 Author:  Have you worried about him using violence (against you)?  

 Ada:  Yes. But my worrying can do nothing. I have thought about it, and I 

dare not irritate him much. He, in fact, had thrown things at me. If I 

charged him (calling the police) for hitting me, he could say he was 

just throwing things. He was such smart a person using ‘a grey area’. 

(P 08) 

 Ada obviously worried about the future violence by the PG who had thrown things 

at her before.   

Excerpts from the interview with Mary: 

Author:  When did you discover he had gambling problems and what he 

gambled at that time?  

Mary: It's in June, the incident of $300,000 credit card debts by him. Then I 

met Pinky (a friend from counselling center) for a meal. I was very 
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unhappy and very worried that I would be chased for that debt of 

$300,000, not him would be chased. Because the credit card debts 

were under my name... I was very very worried, people (bank staff) 

chased me (for repayment). (P 16) 

Mary seldom used her credit card for spending, but her gambling spouse had 

secretly used her card and had incurred against her a huge credit card debt for her to repay. 

Obviously, Mary had the fear that she could not repay the debt in one go and she was very 

worried about being chased by debt collectors. 

The fourth major area of the worry of participants was related to their concerned 

significant others (CSOs).  

Excerpts from the interview with Nancy and Irene : 

Nancy:  I would worry about the future of my two kids. And if he gambled in 

such a way, he might be chased after by debtors for his debts. I felt 

helping (my own) father to repay his debts was already very much 

hardship. I did not want myself, or my sons repeated things liked 

helping my father repay debts like before. (P 20) 

Irene:  I was frightened since he had wanted to use force (郁手) on me. I had 

declined to sign the second re-mortgage of our flat (to borrow money 

as he wished). He said my attitude was bad. I worried my son - since 

my son pushed him off to fall on the ground. My son was tall and 

worked on bodybuilding. I worried about my son. (P 06) 

 There was a spillover of conflict between Irene and her gambling spouse to her 

son who tried to protect her from the use of force from the PG. Irene’s worry about the 

father-son conflict between the PG and her adult son was episodic and had a specific 
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context of parental conflict. However, the author argues that children are always one 

of the focus of worry by female spouses who have the role as a mother.       

The fifth and last major worry of participants were worryings about their future. 

Liza and Mary shared their worry for future in the following: 

Excerpts from the interview with Liza: 

Liza:  My pressure was big. I could not talk to friends nor colleagues nor my 

parents; I could only talk to one younger sister. I felt so hard that I 

should ‘walk’ with him or let go. I had considered these things and 

struggled. 

Author:  Could you see the future at that time?  

Liza:  No I could not see (the future). There was a time I thought when I 

arrived Hong Kong would help us separate from each other? ‘Only 

myself alone.’ I have thought about. You (I) dare not think the future. 

You (I) never know what the future would be. The only thing I could 

think of is ‘rely on myself at this moment’. 

Author:  What worries for yourself you had?  

Liza:  Worrying that I had not come to Hong Kong but felt like in the 

middle I was disconnected with the ‘result’. Also, worrying was it a 

mistake we registered for marriage but always separated from each 

other.  

Author:  You seemed were having some hesitation and struggle about the 

future.  
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Liza:  Yes. At that time, nothing I could do except worrying and 

encouraging him not to quarrel with family or not to gamble anymore. 

(P12) 

Liza was born in the mainland China and migrated to Hong Kong after getting 

married to her male gambling spouse. Liza had worried about her uncertain future – 

whether she should stay with the PG or let go their marriage. She revealed she could not 

see a certain future nor dare not think of the future as things did not work out the way she 

expected. Naturally, she worried that the marriage might be a mistake leading to no future.       

Excerpts from the interview with Mary: 

Mary:  While worrying about him, I also worried what would be my way 

(自己第二時條路會變成) ahead in the future. If he re-gambled, 

then if I would leave (him). I had to face relatives, my friends they all 

would understand since I have told them, and they knew he was a bad 

boy. Now my parents knew about it. They said just give him the last 

chance; if he did not change, my father supports me divorcing him. 

My family gave support for me. But I just worried our relatives might 

have some comments. (P16)    

 Mary worried about her uncertain future which all depends on whether her 

gambler-spouse would relapse into gambling or not. Divorce or not divorce remains 

uncertain. If she divorced her spouse, she just worried about one negative outcome – 

negative comments from her relatives on her divorce.    

7.5   Impact on the Spousal-self 

 In Sections 7.3 and 7.4, I have elaborated that the ‘resource self’ and the 

‘cognitive-affective self’ of the core SELF were adversely affected by problem gambling 
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of the PG. In this section, I will focus on the impact on the couple relationship experienced 

by participants’ ‘spousal-self’. Spousal-self is one of the component selves proposed in the 

initial theoretical model of multiple-self identity of Chinese female spouses in Section 4.3. 

Analysis of participants’ narratives revealed that problem gambling could trigger a series 

of chain reactions between the couples. As a result of the breach of trust by the PG, 

spousal-self of participants was exposed to diverse impact including a decrease in positive 

couple communications, increase in marital conflicts and some cases physical and 

psychological abuse by the PG.  

7.5.1 Decrease in Spousal Communications – Silence in disharmony 

 The following excerpts from the interview with Liza illustrate this problem. 

Excerpts of the interview with Liza: 

Author:  The last thing I wanted to ask, what was the worst impact on you by 

your husband’s gambling? 

Liza:  The worst impact was the relationship of two of us was broken. I 

dared not believe his words. I did not know which of his words were 

true which untrue. Two of us, trust gone. I did not know how to re-

build (our trust).  Until this moment, I still have not much hope. (P12) 

Liza felt that the worst impact of her male spouse’s problem gambling was on their couple 

relationship regarding trust as a couple. She had found that the PG was no longer trust-

worthy and she could not believe any words from him. The author believes that breach of 

trust by the PG is the fatal blow to the foundation of couple relationship.  

Excerpts of the interview with Terri:   

Terri:  No talking from him, being couples but no conversation affected our 

relationship very much. He was hiding himself and did not talk, and 
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this affected our relationship as a couple. (P02) 

Terri revealed that there was no conversation between her and her gambling spouse 

who seemed to be hiding his gambling problems from her. 

Excerpts from the interview with Esther:  

Author:  Can you share how your husband's gambling had affected you? 

Esther:  Mainly affected couple relationship and relationship with children.  

Author:  How couple relationship was affected?  

Esther:  (We) cannot communicate. Only I speak, and he speaks nothing, and 

we cannot talk.  

Author:  What you meant “only I speak and he speaks nothing”?   

Esther:  After I spoke to him, he pretended not hearing anything. Anyway, he 

gave no responses. (What I said) Entered his left ear and came out 

from his right ear. Whatever I said, his body was here but not his 

heart. (P 10) 

Esther revealed that her male spouse’s gambling had affected their couple 

relationship and relationship with children (presumably relationship between the male 

gambler and his children). Their relationships were affected regarding interpersonal 

communication. From the author’s gambling counselling experiences, most PGs were 

preoccupied with past episodes of gambling, the memory of winning or losing incidents, 

and preparation for future gambling ventures. With such preoccupation with gambling, 

PGs are usually ‘absent’ from the present and not available for ordinary communication 

with spouses or children in the family.  

7.5.2 Increase in Spousal Conflicts 
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 The above narratives and excerpts have indicated that impact of problem gambling 

on the spousal relationship, on the one hand, caused deterioration in communication. The 

author argues that in this initial stage of disharmony, the female spouses were subject to 

more silence filled with uneasiness and tension. It was a kind of disharmony silence. 

Negative emotions accumulated due to lacking mutual and open communication. Then 

comes the stage of verbal conflicts, quarreling and even domestic violence when the 

couples come into marital conflicts more often.  

Excerpts of the interviews with Terri, Ada, Nancy, and Dorothy showed an 

increase of couple quarreling: 

Terri:  We had more quarrel then before. Like, when he washed the milk 

bottle (for the baby) but was doing it very heartlessly. Seeing this, I 

became so angry and shouted at him “why you doing this so 

heartlessly (求奇)”.  We quarreled every day. When I asked him, 

and he denied, then we naturally quarreled, all due to his gambling. 

More often (than before) and mostly because of his gambling”. (P 02) 

Ada:  He quarreled with me a lot for the money. (P 08) 

Author:  Did you quarreled a lot due to the gambling problems? 

Nancy:  Before, when I did not bother him, (we had) less quarreling. 

Afterward, more quarreling, more frequent.  

Author:  He felt you were monitoring him, then (you two) quarreled.  

Nancy:  Yes. He talked to me; I gave no reply. Then he yelled at me. I talked 

back a few lines then we quarreled. (P 20) 

 
Dorothy: It (his soccer betting) was so serious.  



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

158 

Author:  Soccer betting was there for more than ten years. What were the 

experiences in these years of (Thistoll et al.) soccer betting? 

Dorothy:  Always quarreling and unhappy at home (家嘈屋噏). So, I scolded 

him, making home so quarreling and unhappy. (P13) 

Quarreling is a kind of verbal conflict between the couples. Whether the quarreling 

is episodic or chronic, an increase of such is an indicator of impact on harmony in a couple 

of relationships. Participants’ narratives revealed that different matters could trigger their 

quarreling. Such triggers include trivial household chores, day to day concerns over 

money matters and female spouse’s monitoring over the whereabouts of PGs. In their 

quarreling, it was mainly participants scolding the PGs.      

Excerpts of the interviews or narratives from with Terri, Anna, and Dorothy : 

Terri:  I scolded him every day. Every night, I have something to pick on 

him. 

 I could not say we are different. My husband is more silent and 

speaks little, so it seems only me scolding him every day. Every day 

off work, I go home I scold him. (P 02) 

Anna: I scolded him every time I discovered he had borrowed money. 

When these happened, I would scold him. (P 03) 

Dorothy: But I was avoiding (逃避), only verbally scolding him, without 

confronting the seriousness of his gambling.   

Author:  You scolding him when you were unhappy?  

Dorothy:  I did it for his good health…. My mood was fierce and always 

scolding him. I scolded him every day and cried. (P13) 
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On one side of the couple’s quarreling was female spouses’ scolding of the PGs. Such 

scolding could be triggered by PGs’ borrowing money secretly or just functioned as a 

means of emotional relief for the female spouses.   

7.5.3 Domestic/Intimate Partner Violence or Emotional Abuse 

 This section focuses on participants’ experiences of violence and abuse. Before 

going into analysis of participants’ narratives of their experiences of violence and abuse, 

the author finds definitions of domestic violence and intimate partner violence developed 

and used in studies conducted by the World Health Organization (WHO) useful in 

assisting understanding of the impact experiences of participants in this study.     

 World Health Organization (WHO) Studies on Women’s Health and Domestic 

Violence against Women. In 2005, the World Health Organization (WHO) released a 

report titled “WHO Multi-countries Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence 

against Women”. A total of 24,000 women from 15 sites in 10 countries of diverse cultural 

settings were the interviewed to share their experience of violence and abuse. Violence by 

an intimate male partner is called “domestic violence” (DV). In the Study, DV is classified 

into physical, sexual violence and emotional (psychological) abuses (Garcia-Moreno, 

Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, Watts, et al., 2005). The author finds the working definitions of 

the three types of intimate partner violence or abuse used in the WHO Study useful 

references to assist analysis of this study on women whose intimate partners are PGs in 

Hong Kong. In the WHO Study, physical, sexual violence and emotional abuse against 

women are defined in specific acts as follows:  

Physical violence against women including: 

l being slapped or having something thrown at her that could hurt her; 

l being pushed or shoved; 
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l being hit with a fist or something else that could hurt her; 

l being kicked, dragged or beaten up; 

l being choked or burnt on purpose; 

l being threatened with, or used a gun, knife or another weapon against her.  

Sexual violence against women including: 

l being physically forced to have sexual intercourse against her will; 

l having sexual intercourse because she was afraid of what her partner might do; 

l being forced to do something sexual she found degrading or humiliating. 

Qualitative research consistently finds that women frequently consider emotionally 

abusive acts to be more devastating than physical violence. The specific acts of emotional 

(psychological) abuse by an intimate partner in the WHO Study included the following: 

l being insulted or made to feel bad about oneself; 

l being humiliated or belittled in front of others; 

l being intimated or scared on purpose (for example by a partner yelling and     

   smashing things); 

l being threatened with harm (directly or indirectly in the form of a threat to hurt 

someone the respondent cared about).  

In 2013, the World Health Organization (WHO) released another report on global 

and regional estimates of violence against women, and the findings were striking (Garcia-

Moreno, Pallitto, Devries, & Abrahams, 2013). Two of the findings are also relevant to 

provide a background perspective for this section   

l Overall, 35% women worldwide have experienced either physical and sexual 

intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence. While there are many 
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forms of violence that women may be exposed to, this already represents a 

large proportion of the world’s women. 

l Most of this violence is intimate partner violence. Worldwide, almost one third      

       (30%) of all women who have been in a relationship has experienced physical          

and sexual violence by their intimate partner. In some regions, 38% of women 

have experienced intimate partner violence.  

 The WHO 2013 Study states that the definition of ‘intimate partner’ varies between 

settings and includes formal partnership, such as marriage, as well as informal partnership, 

including dating relationships and unmarried sexual relationships. In light of the definition 

of the WHO 2013 Study, all participants in this study could be considered as engaged in a 

formal, intimate partnership of marriage.  

The WHO 2013 study revealed a global prevalence of 30% of women being 

exposed to physical and/or sexual violence by their male intimate partners. This study 

revealed about the same prevalence of about 30% (7 out of 23 the interviewed 

participants – P05, P06, P08, P10, P14, P16, and P20) of participants were exposed to 

violence and abuse by the PGs. It is argued that due to the betrayal effects intrinsic in the 

intimate relationship between the victim and the perpetrator, physical, sexual and 

emotional or psychological violence committed by trusted intimate spouse could be one of 

the most stressful and traumatic types of impact caused by the PGs.  

Impact of domestic physical violence. In this study, a total of seven out of 

twenty-three participants (about 30%) revealed that they had experienced physical 

violence and/ or emotional abuse by their PGs. Excerpts from the interviews with Esther, 

Nancy, and Irene are selected to illustrate the major common issues revealed by abused 

participants. 
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Excerpts from the interview with Esther  

Author:  What impact on you?  

Esther:  To me, it was mental injury (精神傷害). Many times, 

(silence…participant in thinking...) he spoke the language – verbal 

violence. He spoke something very difficult to listen and accept.  

Author:  Can you quote one sentence he had spoken, if you feel comfortable to 

do so. 

Esther:  “I want to jump to death (我要跳樓)”, “You died I took your 

legacy”.  

Author:  It was difficult to accept such saying – sounded money more 

important than your life.  

Esther:  Yes.  

Author:  Any other language violence (from your husband)? 

Esther:  “Kill you (participant) (殺死你)”  

Author:  Any more, this one quite scary.  

Esther:  Yes 

Author:  Were you scared at that time?  

Esther:  Outside appearance, I was not scared. Looking back, I was very 

frightened. After coming for counselling, I can see my fear (恐懼好

大) was ‘big.’ I was so scared that I felt cold and shaking. Feeling 

scared, unrest, the whole person was shrinking.  

Author:  How long you have been facing this language violence and emotional 

injury?  
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Esther:  From 2007 to 2014 before coming to Centre.  

Author:  It was about seven years. (P10) 

 Esther had been subject to forceful threats of physical violence such as “Kill you 

(participant) (殺死你)”. The PG had threatened to use a knife to chop her dead:   

Esther:  That day, I was watching TV with a child. He was teaching another 

child doing homework. He then got angry saying that the child was 

not paying attention and he tried to turn off the TV and tried to take 

my remote control. I slapped his face. He went to the kitchen and 

wanted to fight with me and picked up some weapons and said using 

a knife to chop me dead. Very terrible the whole situation.  

Author:  Did he take a knife?  

 Esther:  No, (he) just said so. He took the box with hammer and screw-driver 

in the kitchen. That day did not call the police. After counselling, 

reported once to police… I could not remember. (P 10) 

In addition to the direct threat of physical violence from her male gambling spouse, Esther 

also experienced extreme emotional stress as a mother witnessing her children beaten by 

the PG: 

Author:  Its ok. Over the seven years, how many times had you called the 

police?  

Esther:  2-3 times. Once, because his beating children (participant trying to 

remember but had difficulty in recalling those details of traumatic 

event). Once conflict with me. Once he smashed the dishes of dinner 

from the table. From my impression three times (calling the police).   

Author:  Did he hit you in those seven years?  
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Esther:  Yes, once. (P 10) 

Despite exposure to the threat of or actual psychological and emotional abuse by her PG 

husband, Esther felt too shameful to report the domestic physical violence to police: 

Author:  Did you call the police?  

Esther:  No. at that time. I thought I could bear (silence). I should say afraid 

of him. Unless I was forced to do, reporting to police was very 

shameful. I don't want other people to know our family matters.  

Author:  Not even police?  

Esther:  No.  

Author:  Was it face the problem?  

Esther:  Not face problem. I thought I could handle and give no trouble to 

others. I thought if I could handle why I should bother other people? I 

would many times suppressed inside myself. (P 10) 

Esther had been living under the stress of chronic domestic physical violence for about 

seven years. The threats were from less severe physical violence (being threatened with, or 

actually used a gun, knife or another weapon against her) to actual physical violence 

(being hit with a fist). There was an instance of violence against Esther by the PG. 

However, she did not report the incidence to the police feeling it was shameful to do so. 

Apparently, what was in her mind was a Chinese old saying ‘Shameful family matters 

never leave the door’ (家醜不出外傳). The stigma and shame of disclosing family 

problems to outsiders was a powerful barrier for her to disclose the domestic physical 

violence she had experienced. Esther had become more assertive after attending 

counselling services. She later reported the incidence of her children being beaten by the 

PG to the police. It was a kind of emotional abuse (being threatened with harm, directly or 
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indirectly in the form of a threat to hurt someone (her children) the respondent cared 

about) when Esther witnessed the beating of her children by her gambling spouse. 

Unlike Esther, Nancy reported to police that her gambling spouse physically 

abused her.   

Excerpts from the interviews with Nancy: 

Nancy:  I once was beaten by him, and I had reported to police. In marriage, 

several times he beat me.  

Author:  Did you feel his beating you was related to his gambling?  

Nancy: Yes, should be related. He lost money in gambling, and his moods 

were bad. Sometimes, we quarreled he used violence to relieve his 

temper.  

Author:  You felt he gambled and lost money, being unhappy and his moods 

turned bad and came home and had to quarrel with you, then beating 

you?  

Nancy:  Yes. Yes, Yes.  

Author:  Could you share how he beat you?  

Nancy:  Used his fist beating my head.  

Author:  You reported to police?  

Nancy:  Yes, I did.  

Author:  How many times in these 5-6 years?  

Nancy:  About 2-3 times (beating me). (P 20) 

Nancy had experienced several times of physical violence being beaten with a fist 

by her gambler-spouse over a period of five to six years. The author argues that Nancy had 

been subject to a kind of chronic stress of actual physical violence by her gambling 
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spouse. This study had revealed that participants were exposed to domestic physical 

violence by their male gambling spouses. Moreover, there was also spillover of domestic 

physical violence from participants to their adult children. 

Excerpts from the interview with Irene: 

Irene: I told him he should be responsible for his gambling problem. I told 

him I would only help once by borrowing money. If you ‘burst’ again, 

I would not help you. In the midst of an argument, he wanted to hit 

me (郁手). But my son was next to me and pushed him down. He 

(my son) witnessed the incident….. 

Author:  You did not agree with going for second re-mortgage? 

Irene:  No. I disagreed. He agreed to all terms with the bank. I needed to go 

to the bank to sign, but I did not go. We then argued at home, and he 

tried to hit me (郁手). (P 06) 

Irene’s case revealed that there could be a spillover of domestic physical violence 

originated between female spouse and male gambler-spouse to other parties in the family. 

In Irene’s case, her young adult son witnessed that his gambler-father is trying to hit Irene 

and he naturally took action to protect his mother and resulted in father-son physical 

conflict.  

7.6   Impact on the Mother-self 

 In Section 7.5, we have seen that a high proportion of participants were victims of 

domestic violence by the PGs. In this section, I would argue that the female spouses of 

PGs are not the only victims of domestic violence. Children in families troubled by PGs 

are also exposed to high risk of domestic violence as well. As such, it is argued that the 
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mother-self of participants experienced impact when their children were subject to direct 

or collateral impact from the PG. The perpetrator of such child-victim domestic violence 

could be the father PG or the mother whose stress spilled over to the children. The 

following narratives from the mother-selves of Esther and Pam revealed how their 

children were exposed to domestic violence.  

7.6.1 Domestic Violence or Emotional Abuse on Children 

The following are excerpts from the interview with Esther: 

Author:  You mentioned the relationship with children also affected?  

Esther:  Yes, affected the growing up of children. He was impulsive and 

might be after losing money in gambling; he came home would beat 

up children 

Author:  You have one elder son and three daughters. 

Esther:  Yes. The son was beaten up more (by the gambler father).  

Author:  How old was your son when he was first time beaten up by gambler-

father? 

Esther:  At that time I did not know he (gambler) was gambling, he (my elder 

son) was about three years old. At that instance, because our son did 

not write properly, so he beat him up.  

Author:  Do you think beating you son was related to his gambling? 

Esther:  I looked back, and it should be related. 

Author:  Can you describe how your husband is beating son?  

Esther:  He hit him and the worst event we had to report to the police. The 

police found the bruise. That was in 2012. In fact, 2011 (gambler) 

already beating son seriously. At that time I did not think he 
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(gambler) was affected by his gambling. Once he pushed ‘Big Twin 

(the elder twin daughter)’ to the ground.   

Author:  How old was ‘Big Twin (daughter)?   

Esther:  It was about Oct 2013 (she was) about 6-7 years old. But he did not 

hit the ‘Little Twin,’ just spoke loudly to her, scolding her.  

Author:  Did he used anything to hit his son?  

Esther:  Sometimes just used his bare hands, sometimes used chopsticks to 

beat son, breaking chopsticks. (P10) 

 Esther revealed that her elder son had been exposed to physical violence by their 

PG father whom she described as impulsive. Among her three children (one elder son and 

two twin-daughters), her elder son was beaten up most. Esther’s elder son and elder twin-

daughter were victims of physical violence by their PG father – elder son bruised by 

beating with a fist or things like chopsticks when he was only three years old, and the 

elder twin-daughter was shoved to the ground when she was 6-7 years old. The little twin-

daughter was emotionally abused by scolding at loud voice. Esther remarked that such 

domestic violence and abuses were related to male spouse’s problem gambling. 

 This study revealed that during chronic conflict and dispute between participants 

and PG, there were circumstances of spillover of emotional abuse over to baby son from 

affected mother-self. Such spillover could be a kind of displacement of negative emotions 

from the affected mother-self to her dependent children.  

Excerpts from the interview with Pam: 

Author:  Any other aspects affected (by his problem gambling)?  

Pam :         (My) Emotions. (I) used the baby son to bluff him – shaking the 

baby asking the baby not to cry. I had a bit of depression after 
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giving birth. I knew he had a gambling problem when I was 

pregnant. So I would suddenly ask him to come home – “you having 

a woman outside?” …… Then he came home. Later I found out that 

he went to borrow money….. I always scolding my baby – ‘Don't 

cry you! Your father doesn’t care you anymore’. It's in private 

between the baby and me. After several times of treating my son like 

this, I ‘woke up’. But I never really hurt the baby just yelling at 

him. Sometimes I just yelled at the baby with him (PG) at the 

other side of the phone to scare him (PG). The baby was just six 

months old at that time but could know clearly what was anger and 

laughter. (P15) 

Pam revealed that she was left alone by the PG after giving birth to her baby son. 

She had hired a domestic helper to help in taking care of her baby. She always scolded and 

yelled at her newborn baby who was a vulnerable victim of the spillover or ventilation of 

her negative emotions like anger. She had used her baby son as a tool for emotional 

blackmail against the PG by yelling at the baby on purpose with the PG on the other side 

of the phone to listen to her emotional abuse of the baby. Mother-self is one of the 

component selves postulated in the initial theoretical model of multiple-self identity of 

Chinese female spouses in Hong Kong. Apparently, the impact of PG had affected Pam’s 

mother-self (primary victim) and in turn her newborn baby (secondary victim) as a result 

of emotional abuse perpetrated by the PG.       

7.7   Impact on the Daughter-in-law Self    

 The author has postulated a daughter-in-law self in the initial theoretical model of 

multiple-self identity of Chinese woman spouses in Hong Kong (see Section 4.3). Analysis 
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revealed that a significant number of participants, apparently speaking from their 

daughter-in-law selves, complained that parents of the PGs are responsible for the 

development of problem gambling in the PGs. Among these participants, Zoe was angry at 

her mother-in-law (MIL) for allowing her son to fall into problem gambling by giving him 

money (enabling his problem gambling) behind her back. Zoe was very unhappy at her 

MIL for concealing PG’s gambling activities from her knowledge.    

Excerpts from the interview with Zoe :  

Author:  How long had you been troubled by his gambling?  

Zoe:  Since 1990 when he started running a business in Pun Yu till now.  

Author: It was about 13-14 years.  

Zoe:  Right.  

 Author:  When you were most unhappy during this long period?  

Zoe:  At a time I was working, and he went to Macau for gambling and was 

escorted back to HK by loan-sharks after losing money. I was not sure 

whether his mother was telling lies since I did not see it for myself. It 

was his elder brother told me that. Sometimes his mother gave him 

money for spending. His mother had money. He lost money in 

gambling; his mother secretly gave him money not letting me know. 

He could not repay his debts and loan company chasing him, I had 

helped him repay $100,000 plus, and his mother had helped him too. I 

was so angry, and I told his mother not to spoil (縱容) him 

anymore….. It was his mother made me angry rather than him. She 

had the responsibility of allowing him to fall into this path of 

gambling. She (gambler’s mother) did not mention his gambling even 
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after I arrived (in Hong Kong). His mother had never told me he had 

gambled outside. 

Author:  You meant your MIL concealed from you and this made you very 

unhappy? 

Zoe:  Yes, this made me very unhappy. If I had known of his gambling 

earlier, I would have left him by divorcing him earlier, and things 

would be better for me. (P 07) 

Zoe has been troubled by PG’s gambling for about 14 years. Apparently, she did 

not trust her MIL who was telling lies to cover up her son’s gambling problem. Zoe was 

angry at her MIL’s spoiling of her son. She revealed that her MIL made her angry rather 

than the PG. Zoe held her MIL to be responsible for her son’s ‘falling into this path of 

gambling’ and it was her MIL’s faults letting her son become a PG. Zoe’s anger seemed to 

be uttering the old Chinese saying ‘kind mothers very likely ruin their sons’ (慈母多敗

兒). She felt that she was a victim of her MIL’s ‘concealment’ of the fact that she was 

married to a problem gambler.   

Similar to Zoe, Xenia was angry at the PG’s parents whom she considered being 

wholly responsible for not caring enough for the gambler’s gambling problems. Xenia 

expressed a strong sense of the unfairness because she had to take all the negative impact 

of her parents-in-law’s failure in taking care of their son’s gambling problems. On the one 

hand, participants felt that their parents-in-law were responsible for the chronic 

development of problem gambling of their sons. On the other hand, participants were very 

angry at their parents-in-law for concealing their sons’ problem gambling and not willing 

to provide any help to them. It is argued that participants’ feeling of being treated as 
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‘strangers’ or ‘outsiders’ of the in-law’s family was most hurtful and to their daughter-in-

law selves. 

Excerpts from the interview with Xenia:  

Xenia:  Your (participant’s) pain could not be told to anyone what it (pain) 

was. Even you (participant) told my friends ‘I was so bad,’ they just 

said ‘yes you are in a bad situation’. The struggle inside the heart – 

at the mid-night you wake up from sleeping and start crying.  

Author:  It happened to you?  

Xenia:  Of course it did. No one could appreciate why you were like this. 

People just tell you ‘Not to think about it.’ But it was not as easy as 

said. At these time, no one could help you (participant). What can 

you do?  

Author:  Did you feel you are lonely?  

Xenia:  You cannot tell your birth family and neither his family. I feel why 

just me taking the impact of all the troubles (點解要我食晒). I feel 

his family have a big responsibility. Why just me alone taking all the 

impact of all happening due to your son….. 

Author: Were you angry at his family?  

Xenia:  Yes. I had anger against them. Why you ( parents of a gambler) did 

not care more about your son? Your son’s problem was not a matter 

of one or two years but a long time. I just lived with him for the past 

two years. In the past ten years, you people (parents of PG) living 

with him. 

You did not know his problem?! You ever tried to care about him and 
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understand him?! No! You (parents of PG) did not. Why I have to 

take (consequences of) all the problem? (點解我要食晒). 

Author:  You felt they (gambler’s parents) have some responsibility?  

Xenia:  Not some. They should take (all) the responsibility. (P 23) 

Xenia revealed that she could neither share her ‘pain’ with her birth family nor with the 

PG’s family. Friends were not helpful either. She could tell no one, and no one could 

understand her situation or her helplessness.  

7.8   Impact on the Daughter Self 

Daughter-self is one of the component selves postulated in my initial theoretical 

model of multiple-self identity of Chinese female spouses in Hong Kong (see Section 4.3). 

It is a social norm and actual practice in Hong Kong that most Chinese female spouses 

maintain close ties with their birth parents after marriage. In Hong Kong, some young 

couples live with the birth family of the female spouses in order to save money or as 

requested by the bride to look after her birth parents. Research participant Pam and her 

gambling spouse lived with her birth parents and her elder brother after marriage. Analysis 

revealed that the PG had an impact on her birth family and daughter-self.    

Excerpts from the interview with Pam:  

Pam:  My father and I were so hurt. My father said “Hope it was not him 

(gambler) who did it. You and your baby could stay here. He 

(gambler) must not stay here.” At that moment, I was so sad, and 

tears came out. My elder brother said, “this was not the first time he 

(gambler) took money from my purse.” This time, I ‘trap’ him – 

leaving $400 in the purse and he took two hundred from it. 

(Participant cried a little bit, author empathically listening). Then my 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

174 

father was admitted to the hospital.  

Author:  Sorry, talking about unhappy things (made you cry).  

Pam:  This was heart-aching. My father begged him (my elder brother) to 

give us (me and husband) a chance. My father said to my elder 

brother, ‘your young sister wanted to have a family’. (Author gave 

tissue to Pam to wipe her tears). My father’s blood pressure went up 

since my elder brother was angry. At that moment, I felt my father 

was taking all the stress. Why an old folk had to take all these stress. 

My father fainted a bit leaning over a chair. He (my father) showed 

no response, and I was so afraid he might die. If he (my father) died, 

I would divorce him (gambler). Up to after the ‘burst’ of his stealing, 

my elder brother did not know he gambled nor the reason he stole 

money from his purse. Our relationship recovered, and we had 

communication with each other. But my elder brother and him 

(gambler) no talking at all. In the family, I took the initiative to 

mend the relationship with my elder brother improved. He (my 

father) is now about 65. If he lives up to 80, he still needs to spend 

money for ten plus years. His pension could not last that long. He did 

not want to spend his bank money and just used money from my elder 

brother and me. His bank money would be given to us when he passes 

away. At that moment, I hated seeing his face (father). It was 

because of him (gambler) making me hated seeing my father face. I 

had pressure (from him gambler). I did not know how to ventilate 

the stress, so I hated my father. I began to have a feeling that my 
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father was becoming greedy but in fact, we were wrong (in delaying 

giving money to them (my parents). I ventilated (my emotions) to my 

mother. I dared not speaking to my father. I underneath was angry at 

my father. (P15) 

Pam’s relationship with her birth parents and elder brother was affected by the 

PG’s stealing of money from her elder brother. They were all living in the same flat and 

thus the conflict was confined to the same roof. Pam’s elder brother suspected that the 

gambler had stolen money from him before and this time he ‘trapped’ him by putting 

exactly four hundred dollars in the purse and later found two hundred were missing. Pam’s 

elder brother was angry at the PG and wanted him to leave. Pam’s father begged her elder-

brother to give the PG a chance. Obviously, Pam’s elder brother and the PG were not on 

good terms. Pam mentioned taking initiatives to mend the relationship with her elder 

brother. On one hand, Pam worried about her father’s health conditions (high blood 

pressure, fainted at home and was admitted to hospital). On the other hand, Pam had 

hatred and anger at her father who asked for money from her for a post-retirement living. 

Pam mentioned it was the PG giving her stress and she somehow ventilated her stress 

through her hatred and anger against her father. She had also ventilated her emotions 

through her mother. In a word, Pam’s daughter-self had experienced the impact by the PG. 

7.9   Impact on the Social Self 

Job and colleagues at workplace are major components of people’s social lives. 

Impact on participants’ social selves involve disruption to their normal work life and social 

withdrawal. Participants had revealed that impact of problem gambling of their male 

spouses had disrupted their job performance and relationship with colleagues. Also, due to 
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face problem, feeling of shame and lack of financial resources, many participants had 

withdrawn from normal social activities with friends. 

Excerpts from the interview with Pam: 

Pam:  Work of mine was also affected. Days and nights I was sad and 

unhappy, people asked me was I sick. I just said I had a headache. 

They saw from my face I was sad and different from before…. I am 

afraid to tell people directly problems of my husband. I was in doubt 

and did not know how to talk to people.…. Facing business clients, I 

wanted to pick up my moods, but the problems just pushed me down. 

Before seeing clients, I took a deep breath to try to make myself to 

look very happy. But to that moment (seeing client) I just could not, so 

my work was affected very much…. But I felt I wanted to keep a 

distance from them (my friends). 

Author:  It's you move to keep a distance from them?  

Pam:   Yes.  

Author:  How did you distant yourself from friends?  

Pam:  I did not want to talk to them. I avoided meeting people and withdrew 

myself. (P15)   

Excerpts from the interview with Dawn: 

Dawn:  I avoided social occasions. I was afraid that people might know my 

status….. I refused social activity. People asked me about my 

husband. I had to tell lies. I did not want to. Therefore, I did not go 

out to meet friends and used excuses to refuse going out….. I felt 

unhappy when I saw people in a family. I would avoid. (P14) 
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 The study reveals that social withdrawal is a common phenomenon among 

participants. The author argues that participants’ progressive social withdrawal would 

accelerate their loss spiral and cut themselves off from social support and opportunities to 

receive peer advice on coping. 

7.10  Impact on the Assumptive Self    

Janoff-Bulman and Berger (2000) argued that while physical loss of the loved ones 

due to death or sickness could induce psychological trauma, fundamental changes or 

violations to one’s basic assumptions, world-views, feelings of safety and security are 

equally as traumatic as physical losses. Trauma could be understood as an experience of 

loss of invulnerability as a result of shattering of basic assumptions (Janoff-Bulman & 

Berger, 2000). 

 In this section, impact to participants’ assumptive self is discussed in three aspects 

– shattering of their assumptive worlds and dreams; loss of meaning of life and lack of 

sense of security and safety. 

Excerpts from the interview with Beatrice: 

Beatrice: I wanted to form a family. I came from a single-parent (mother) 

family. From growing up as a child, I wanted to have a family. I 

wanted to grow up, get married and have a husband. Now, we could 

not get married as you could not make a family of blessing. But just a 

week to go, we planned to get married, everything was in place. I 

asked him where gone the $100,000 plus. He said he opened a stock 

account for margin investment (炒孖展).  

Author:  What were your feeling in discovering the $100,000 plus had gone?  

Beatrice: Liked struck by thunder (cold laughing).  
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Author:  Shocking?  

Beatrice: Yes, feeling shocked really….. After this incident, what should I do? 

In fact, I did not want to get married. Really, not wanted to get 

married. Knowing that he (gambler) would not change even after we 

got married. I liked kids. But I did not want to have a kid yet. I did 

not have any money to buy milk powder for baby.  

Author:  Before the second incident, you still wish to have your baby?  

Beatrice: Yes. I had the wish (to have a baby). After the second incident, my 

wish dropped 30-40%. But, unhappily and unwillingly (硬著頭皮) 

I got married to him.    

Author:  In what areas were you affected in these five years?   

Beatrice: My dream or ideal (理想) gone vanished.  

Author:  What was your ideal?  

Beatrice: To form a family. Now I had no ideal, and I did not want to (form a 

family). I forced myself not to want (to form a family).  

Author:  What you meant? Could you not make it?  

Beatrice: No, (I) could not make it or realize it. Thinking whether my partner 

was him. Could he be my life-partner? Getting married was for 

promises, trust and getting a partner. When you got old, someone 

takes you to see doctor and someone to talk with you. Just a partner. I 

felt (marriage) was just as a partner. Human came alone and left 

alone. Friends or partner, having someone next to you could make 

your living more beautiful and happier. I just wanted this.  
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Author:  Two should be better than one? 

Beatrice:  Yes. Yes. 

Author:  Now you are not sure he would be your future partner until old? 

Beatrice: No. Of course, I wanted him to be good. And because of the incident 

improved better, getting stable as we were not young or old, we still 

have time. But I did not have much time for having a baby. I had 

thought about having a baby but now dared not think about this…. 

Author:  Any changes to your view of life and worldview due to his gambling 

behavior?  

Beatrice: Life view, more pessimistic. A bit ‘grey’ now. By now, I did not know 

how I     

        should move forward. (P 18)   

Beatrice was brought up in a single-mother family. As a child, she already wished 

to get married, have a husband and form a family with a father (as compared to the single-

mother family when she was a child). When she discovered her boyfriend had gambled 

away the money for their planned marriage, she was shocked. She also knew that marriage 

would not change a gambler. After marrying to a gambler-husband, her fantasy on forming 

a ‘normal’ family was shattered. She revealed that her ideal or dream to form a family had 

vanished knowing her husband was a gambler. Apparently, the PG had broken Beatrice’s 

dream of forming a family of her own and to have a baby. She had thought about having a 

baby but dared not think about it anymore as having a baby need plenty of financial 

resources. Beatrice felt she was unable to realize her ideals and dream of life in having a 

‘normal’ family with a baby after marrying a problem gambler. She revealed that her life-

view had become pessimistic or ‘grey.’ ‘Grey’ (灰) means not bright or dim. 
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Metaphorically ‘grey’ means pessimistic or lacking in hope for the future. As a result of 

chronic impact of the PG, participants usually become uncertain about their marriage and 

their future. As a result of loss of a sense of the future, participants usually adapted by 

shifting to live on a day-by-day sense of time. 

Excerpts from the interview with Terri:  

 Terri:  My husband has gambled for 20 years. I know, every night he 

checked his mobile phone seriously, that was signal to me something 

wrong happening…. I don’t think I am emotional ill. I just cannot 

control my emotions. I feel my husband was so useless.  

Author:  This feeling (my husband was so useless) make you cry? 

Terri:  Yes. 

Author:  You said you always cried. Where did you cry? 

Terri:  Crying in office and home. 

Author:  Not in your birth parents’ home? 

Terri:  Never  

Author:  Did it affect how you see this world? 

Terri:  Ah… (thinking for a few seconds) gambling really affected finance, he 

(gambler) had no money to give me, and no saving for our son. 

Giving me a feeling – living day by day is OK (一日過得一日就算

囉). I cannot see the road to future (條路) for me, him and my son.  

Author:  Cannot see the future? 

Terri:  No. I only know I have a job and my son needs to go to school next 

year.  I must save money save money. But he cannot give me money 
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every month. My husband now had zero assets. I see things so grey, 

the world so grey. I just cannot see my future. Should I stay with 

this person?  

Author:  In the past, could you see the future more? 

Terri:  Yes, in the past I could. Before I married him I have a saving of 

$2000 to $3000 each month. But now, every month no saving. (P02) 

In the past, Terri could see the future. But after marrying a problem gambler who 

has gambled for 20 years, Terri gradually sees things or the world around her turning into 

‘grey’ (灰). Similar to Beatrice, Terri had adopted a pessimistic view (‘so grey’) to see 

things in the world. Moreover, Terri’s saying ‘I just cannot see my future’ could contain 

two additional significant connotations – first, she just does not see any promising future 

that her gambler-spouse would change; second she just could not make any plan for 

herself and her son for the future due to lack of financial resources. Moreover, Terri’s self-

question – ‘Should I stay with this person?’ - reflects her lack of confidence in future of 

her marriage with the PG. Terri could not see or plan for years or months down the road 

but coped with the impact by living on a day-to-day basis instead of a ‘future’ perspective. 

In coping her gambler-spouse impact for many years, Terri has adopted a survival strategy 

which looks ‘grey’ and desperate: ‘ living day by day is OK’ (一日過得一日就算囉).’ 

Terri sees no future and thus does not expect the future. By this adaptive attitude, Terri is 

assuring herself despite the fact that she has no control over the future, she still could 

maintain a sense of control in just handling one day at a time. When the future is 

uncertain, what good does it do to plan for the future? Living today can safeguard her from 

the risk of disappointment which she had experienced a lot in the past. 
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7.10.1 Comparing “Living day by day is OK” of Participants with the ‘Living One 

Day at a Time’ of chronically ill adults 

In her study of people with chronic illness, Good Days, Bad Days: The Self in 

Chronic Illness and Time (Charmaz, 1991a), Charmaz has found the idea of ‘living one 

day at a time’ as part of the taken-for-granted discourse among chronically ill people. 

People stated the need to live one day at a time as an obvious fact but did not elaborate on 

it. Charmaz’s constructivist analysis of such implicit idea suggests the following 

meanings: 

“ ‘Living one day at a time’ is a strategy for managing chronic illness and 

structuring time. Moreover, it also provides a way of managing self while facing 

uncertainty. It gives a sense of control over one’s actions and, by extension, a 

sense of control over self and situation... Living one day at a time reveals 

emotions embedded in the experience of illness. Many ill people, especially 

older people, express greater fear of dependence, debility, and abandonment 

than of death. Living one day at a time helps to reduce the fear that the future 

will be worse than the present” (Charmaz,1991a, p.178, 180-181).       

The author argues that the strategy of ‘living one day at a time’ among chronically ill 

people is the same as Terri’s (being a chronically traumatized female spouse of PG) ‘living 

day by day is OK’. The two expressions, in fact, carry more or less the same implicit 

meaning of maintaining minimal sense of control and embedded emotions of fear, 

helplessness and fragility. The author argues ‘living one day at a time’ and ‘living day by 

day is OK’ are just the same adaptive strategy developed and adopted by people 

traumatized under different circumstances- one traumatized by chronically illness and one 

by chronic impact of PGs. This adaptive strategy ‘Living day by day is OK’ is discussed 
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more in Chapter 10 on Discussion to explore its array of meanings and experiences unique 

to Chinese female spouse of PGs in Hong Kong.   

Loss of hope is another theme discovered from the narratives of Beatrice and Terri. 

According to the online Cambridge Dictionary (2017), hope as a human capacity is ‘to 

want something to happen or to be true, and usually have a good reason to think that it 

might’(Cambridge, 2017). The common idiom or proverb ‘Hope for the best but prepare 

for the worst’ encourage people to adopt a positive (hope for the best), but make sure one 

is ready for disaster (prepare for the worst) (McGraw-Hill, 2002). The study revealed that 

impact on one component self could also affect the actualization of another component 

self of participants.  

Excerpts from the interview with Liza: 

Author:  Could you see the future at that time?  

Liza:  No I could not see (the future). ….. I thought at my age it’s time to 

have a family and baby. But after coming to Hong Kong, not plausible 

to have a baby. 

Author:  Why could not have a baby?  

Liza:  I thought and planned that after coming to Hong Kong I could have a 

baby. After facing so many problems and so much stress, advice from 

friends that it's no good for us to have a baby under such situation. I 

thus delayed the plan (to have a baby) more than a year till now. Its 

because of his gambling problem…. I was not sure would it be good 

to have a baby or not. I dare not ‘gamble’ at this moment…. 

Author:  What was your feeling?  

Liza: I had become scared and dared not have a baby. I scared me alone 
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to bring the baby in the future, without a father and I was 

scared….. I felt it would be no good to the baby. (P12) 

However, Liza expressed she could not see hope or the future, and she wanted to give up. 

She hoped to have a family and a baby (actualization of her mother-self). However, in her 

assessment, the PG was not ready to take up the role as a father with stability and security. 

She was ‘scared and dared not’ to have a baby and take up the role as a mother without the 

support of the PG. Liza’s life planning to have a family and a baby was drastically 

disrupted by the PG. The impact on her assumptive self (loss of hope for the future) had 

also thwarted the actualization of her potential mother-self when she gave up her hope in 

having a baby.  

7.10.2 Loss of Sense of Interpersonal Security 

Another theme of the impact on the assumptive self of female spouse of PGs is 

their loss of sense of interpersonal security. The sense of interpersonal security could be 

understood as a sense of being loved, protected, or cared for through social interactions or 

interpersonal relationships like married couples or intimate partners (Zhang, Chan,Teng & 

Zhang, 2015). This explores on how participants lost their sense of interpersonal security. 

Analysis of stories of Terri and Pam are as follows:  

Excerpts from the interview with Terri:  

Terri:  I see things so ‘grey,’ the world so ‘grey.’ I just cannot see my future. 

Should I stay with this person?  

Author:  In the past, could you see the future more? 

Terri:  Yes, in the past I could. Before I marry him, I have savings of 

HK2,000 to HK3,000 each month. But now, every month is so tight 

with money, no saving. I have money; I have a sense of security (安
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全感). You need money to buy a meal. I truly believe a man 

(husband) should give money to his wife. I just asked for HK200 

each week. He disliked my asking for this HK200. I asked him in 

order to give him some responsibility. (P 02) 

Before marrying to the PG, Terri had stable savings and enjoyed a sense of 

financial security. The impact of PG had depleted her financial resources. Terri revealed 

that her sense of security was gone when she was forced to repay gambling debts for the 

PG and she could make no saving as before.  

Excerpts from the interview with Pam:  

Author:  Why you went to find him at 2-3 am in the morning?  

Pam:  He did not give me money continuously. I hanged up his phone and 

went to his office and asked him to come down. He did not come 

down.  

Author:  Chasing him for salary (house-hold money)?  

Pam:  Yes. Yes. I had to take care baby and family; I was very scared and 

no sense of security. Money is less important. I really wanted to 

know what happened to him. He was lip-tight and no money to give 

me…. I lacked very much sense of security because I had no money 

with me. Before, no matter how little money I had, I must have some 

money in my bank and would not spend all money. I was not a person 

spend, and nothing left every month. This impact from him was big. I 

was so scared ( having no money), I borrowed several tens of 

thousands dollars from others. (P15) 
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Pam felt very scared and lacked a sense of security since the PG gave her no 

house-hold money to take care of their baby and family. Pam originally was a financially 

prudent person with saving in the bank and never borrowed money before. Under the 

impact of the PG, she had to borrow a lot of money from others. Another reason for her 

lack of sense of security was the non-disclosure by the PG who was ‘lips-tight’ keeping 

Pam in suspicion whether her husband was involved in taking drugs, gambling or affairs 

with outside woman.    

Terri and Pam revealed that the loss of sense of interpersonal security among 

female spouses of PGs is very much grounded in tangible reasons – loss of financial 

resources or lack of money. No money, no sense of interpersonal security. When the PGs 

repeatedly drained away financial resources like disposable cash and insurance protection 

from female spouses for repayment of gambling debts, the female spouses’ sense of 

security is severely depleted along their financial resources. Moreover, with repeated 

borrowing, their sense of security was further undermined by the fear that they might be 

unable to clear their debts shortly. When participants’ resources-self is affected, their 

assumptive-self is also affected by the loss of sense of interpersonal security. 

In addition to a tangible cause such as lack of financial resources, there are also 

intangible causes behind the loss of sense of security among female spouses of PGs – the 

loss of mutual trust. Dishonest behaviors such as stealing of money and credit card by the 

PG constituted a breach of trust expected in a couple relationship. One participant Esther 

described her feeling of insecurity as living with a home-thief. Participants’ sense of 

security was compromised when their mutual trust was broken and when they were 

constantly subject to stress of theft by the PG.   

Excerpts from the interview with Esther:  
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Author:  Any other impact?  

Esther:  I had no sense of security, and the trust was not yet rebuilt. It's not 

easy to rebuild trust once broken. It's OK he did not give any of his 

money to me. But on family reserve and family planning, I had feared. 

In February, I could not breathe and must come for counselling. I was 

very weak and was so afraid.  

Author:  You meant if you have money, he (gambler-spouse) will come to steal 

the money?  

Esther: If I had money, I am afraid he would come to steal it. I had 

experienced a lot – stealing and stealing from him. Once, I had a 

(visa) card which had big money inside, and he did not know the 

password, but I was very afraid. I felt I could not keep the card too 

long. No sense of security because he was there…. 

Author:  You had a fear of a home-thief?  

Esther:  Yes, home thief. You can prevent thief day and night but not a home-

thief. “日防夜防家賊難防.” (P 10) 

Excerpts from the interview with Mary :  

Mary:  Before at home, no one would harm, and placing my credit card or 

purse around would not be a problem. But (I realized by now) it's not 

the case. Now, me and him two people living together, I would be 

very careful where I put my purse. Even when I took a bath, I would 

be afraid would he take (steal) my credit card? Sometimes I took my 

purse with me to the bathroom when I took a bath. Now, I locked all 

drawers that have locks. I would lock up money or any personal 
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particulars, and keep the key with me. In the morning, I took the key 

back to my office. I felt safer (putting the key there).  

Author:  There was no trust or sense of security at home?  

Mary:  No.  

Author:  A problem of the sense of security. As a pair of couples, should have 

no caution to have open drawers with money, but now it’s 

impossible? 

Mary:  No, not possible. All the keys and cards I put in my office. Then I felt 

easy to go on my trip.   

Author:  As a couple, mutual trust and sense of security affected? 

Mary:  Yes. (P 16)    

Esther had lost her sense of security as she felt the mutual trust between her and 

the PG was broken as a result of repeated stealing by the PG. To Esther, her male spouse 

was a ‘home-thief’ and a reason to feel insecure with regards to the safety of her assets. 

Similar to Esther, Mary felt trust is broken, and security is lost. At home, she afraid that 

the PG might steal money or credit cards from her. To protect her personal belongings, 

Mary had to lock up the drawers and took the keys back to her office. Both Esther and 

Mary had faced the kind of home-based insecurity as female spouses of PG. In other 

words, the PGs had shattered their assumption about security and trust they expect from 

marriage.   

Excerpts from the interview with Jenny:  

Author:  If you want the society to hear the most important voices of female 

spouses of PGs, what would you want to share with the society? 
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Jenny :  (Long silence ) To a person, the most important is a sense of security 

in this world. Even an insect needs a sense of security, not to say 

human being. He is the dearest person to me. He was also miserable 

– why he hurt me his most dear person to him. 

Author:  You feel you have no sense of security?  

Jenny:  Absolutely no. Gambling is gambling. He was so in love and addicted 

to this (gambling). I don't believe people like him are stupid. My voice 

from the heart is that – he knows he is hurting his most dear person, 

he continues doing this. (P21) 

Similar to Esther and Marry, Jenny’s assumption of security within marriage was shattered 

by the PG whom she described as “hurting his most precious person (participant)”. 

7.11   Impact on the Existential Self  

This study revealed that as a result of chronic and multifaceted impact from the 

PGs, participants had suffered some kind of existential crisis. An existential crisis is a state 

or condition at which an individual questions if their life has meaning, purpose, or value 

(James & Gilliland, 2013). 

On the one hand, participants felt their fate had been unfair to them, and they could 

not find the causes or reasons for all the hurt and harms they faced from their once 

intimate spouses. On the other hand, they could not derive any ‘meaning’ from the impact 

they experienced or they have lost the original meanings grounded on their normal lives 

before impact of PG. In his existential theory of mind Bering suggests that our minds have 

a capability that allows individuals to perceive meaning in certain life events (Bering, 

2002). The author argues that what Bering describes as ‘existential mind’ in fact refers to 

the ‘existential self’ postulated in the multiple-self model in this study. Bering (2002) 
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argues that in our daily life the existential mind takes an entire complex of a given life 

event, including the emotional products associated with such an event, and translates that 

complex into a symbolic message for the self (the existential self as postulated by the 

author). In effect, it answers the existential question “Why did this happen to me, of all 

people?” (Bering, 2002, p.5). 

 The author argues that participants expressed their frustration and desperation 

by asking existential questions of “Why?” It is suggested that people do ask “why” 

questions when they have been exposed to stressful events such as personal tragedy and 

interpersonal conflicts (Weiner & Wong, 1981). As a consequence of impact from PGs, 

participants had intepreted their marriage with a PG as a tragic experience. Out of deep 

frustration, desperation, and isolation, they are bound to ask “why” questions. 

Excerpt from the interview with Mary: 

Mary:  Why? I was not naughty, I did nothing wrong, but I met a wrong guy  

  (遇人不淑). (P16)  

Excerpt from the interview with Nancy: 

Nancy:  I asked: Why a good and stable family like this, and you have a 

stable job, why go gambling? You know gambling would make all 

unhappy. But he seemed never thinks of not gambling. (P 20) 

Excerpt from the interview with Dawn: 

Dawn:  I eagered (for PG‘s care). After I gave birth to a baby, I thought, of 

course, my husband should be by my side. Every other wife (after 

giving birth) had this (husband at their sides). I think this is normal 

(to expect this). At that time I asked “why I am this (status) ?”, 

“Why I am this (status)?”, “Why my status like this?”, “Why I was 
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different from others (wife)?” (P 14) 

The narratives from Dawn show that her mother-self, spousal-self as well as existential 

self had been affected by her gambler spouse who was absent when she was giving birth to 

her baby. Dawn interpreted PG’s absence from the perspectives of her spousal-self and 

mother-self. Analysis of the above narratives suggests that out of their desperate efforts to 

make sense from all the suffering and personal uncertainty, participants’ existential self 

asked the question “why”. van den Bos (2009) defines “personal or self-uncertainty as a 

subjective sense of doubt or instability in self-views, worldviews, or the interrelation 

between the two” (p.198). He argues that when we are faced with personal uncertainty our 

existential self would act as ‘existential meaning maker’ (p.197) and try to make sense of 

life to buffer personal uncertainty (van den Bos, 2009). Similarly, the author argues that 

when the existential self of Mary, Nancy and Dawn asked the ‘why’ questions in order to 

make sense out of their personal uncertainty. 

7.12  Discovery of a Grounded Theory of Impact on Multiple selves 

In previous sections of this chapter, I have described nine categories of impact 

experienced by the participants. From the analysis of participants’ disclosure, one very 

clear theme has emerged – the harms and hurts caused by problem gambling of male 

spouse were multi-dimensional and varied very much in kind and nature. From a 

symbolic-interactionist perspective, it is argued that such diversity and multiplicity of 

harms and hurts were experienced and interpreted by a core SELF which was comprised 

of nine component selves. The core ‘SELF’ (capital letters represent the whole and totality 

of the person) is made up of nine component ‘selves’ (small letters represent they are 

component parts of the whole and total SELF). As the concept of self is a key construct in 
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the emergent theory of impact on multiple-self, it is necessary to clarify the confusion 

between a ‘self’ and a ‘role’.   

7.12.1  Differentiation between concepts of ‘self’ and ‘role’ 

 According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary the definitions of ‘self’  

include following (Merriam-Webster, 2018): 

1. an individual’s typical or temporary character or behavior  

2. the union of elements (such as body, emotions, thoughts, and sensations) that 

constitute the individuality and identity of a person 

3. the entire person of an individual 

4. personal interest or advantage  

On one hand, the concept of ‘self’ can be understood in the behavioral level because the 

self or person can express through behaviors. On the other hand, a ‘self’ represents the 

entity, uniqueness and union of parts in a person. This definition is in line with the 

emergent multiple-self model which suggests that participant’s core SELF possesses a 

nature of plurality and heterogeneity rather than singularity or homogeneity. 

 On ‘role’, the same dictionary provides the following definitions : 

1. a character assigned or assumed 

2. a socially expected behavior pattern usually determined by an individual’s status in a 

particular society 

3. a function or part performed especially in a particular operation or process 

We can see that a role is some functions or duties imposed from the external whether it is 

related to a social, political or professional position or being responsible for part of an 

operation process. A person’s role changes from along with changes in position he or she 
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assumes. But the self of a person remains relative intact despite changes in external 

positions or roles. 

7.12.2 Multiple Impact Interpreted by Multiple Selves  

 Grounded in the lived experiences and personal narratives of participants in the 

study, but constructed at a higher level of abstraction and conceptualization, a grounded 

theory of multiple impact on the core SELF via multiple selves of the participant is 

postulated as the first findings of this study (see Figure 4). In this study, participants had 

disclosed the diversity and multiplicity of impact they had experienced. The impact are 

ranging from individual, interpersonal, depletion of tangible and intangible resources, 

cognitive and emotional, couple and familial relationship, social life, to one assumptive 

world and basic existential values. The theme that has emerged is the multi-dimensional 

harms and hurt interpreted by a core SELF which is composed of multiple sub-selves. On 

the one hand, each of the nine component selves is unique on its own. In the symbolic 

interactionist perspective, I believe that each component self is an independent 

‘interpretive self’ seeing, feeling, expecting things and reacting from a particular 

perspective defined by that particular component self. A particular impact experience is in 

fact the interpretation of a particular component self. On the other hand, all the nine 

component selves are closely intertwined and integrated in the diverse and complicated 

functioning of the core SELF. It is postulated that impact directly affecting one self would 

inevitably affect other selves. In this sense, each participant’s personality could be 

conceptualized as an expression of its core SELF on regulating relationship and reactions 

among the nine component selves.  
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Figure 4. A model of multiple impacts on the core SELF of participant via its nine component 

selves 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Coping Strategies and Emergence of the Multiple Paradigms Model 

In this study, a total of 17 coping strategies adopted by participants are identified and 

introduced in this chapter. Analysis of these coping strategies suggested that they are generated 

by three distinct paradigms operating within the participants. The author argues that the 

participants’ operating paradigms could be understood with the popular concepts of the operating 

system (OS) of the computer. For computers, OS is a software program that enables the 

computer hardware to communicate and operate with the computer software. Without an OS a 

computer and software programs would be useless. For our study participants, their operating 

paradigms enable them to react and deal with impact ‘inputted’ by their gambler spouses. The 

author found that the three paradigms are distinct from each other with its focus or centrality of 

operation. The three distinct focuses are the gambler, family/couple relationship, and the 

participant herself. Accordingly, the author names these three operating paradigms of the 

participants as the Problem-gambler centered paradigm (PGCP), Family-relationship centered 

paradigm (FRCP) and SELF-care centered paradigm (SCCP) respectively.  

For the term ‘paradigm’ mentioned above, I borrowed the term but not the exact 

meaning from Thomas Kuhn. In his seminal 1962 work “The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions”, Kuhn introduced the term ‘paradigm shift’ into the vernacular and remains a 

fundamental text in the study of the history and philosophy of science. In fact, what Kuhn did 

mean exactly by “paradigm” is not easily discernible. According to Kuhn (1970), a very broad 
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definition of a paradigm is a sociological one, encompassing “ the entire constellation of beliefs, 

values, techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given community” (Kuhn, 1970, 

p175). When applied in a scientific community, the term paradigm defines  

 “what the scientist should and should not study; the paradigm tells the scientist was, and 

where not, to look for the entities of concern to him; the paradigm tells the scientist 

what he can expect when he finds and examines, the entities of concern to him. Thus, 

the entire scientific craft is determined by the nature of the dominant paradigm. 

Furthermore, that craft will be radically altered when one paradigm is superseded by 

another paradigm” (Ritzer, 1975, p156). 

Adapted from Kuhn’s (1970) sociological sense of paradigm and Ritzer’s (1975) ideas of a 

scientific paradigm, the term paradigm, as a psychological entity, postulated by the author, 

describe a particular set of personal beliefs, values, coping behaviors and so on operating within 

the participants. Therefore, the author argues that participants’ Problem-Gambler Centered 

Paradigm (PGCP) encompasses their beliefs, values, priorities, coping behaviors and so on 

centered around the PG. The same applies to FRCP and SCCP, which put focus and priority on 

family/couple relationship and self-care respectively. All the 17 coping strategies identified from 

participants’ stories are categorized under the three operating paradigms postulated by the author. 

Before going into discussion on each of these paradigmatic coping strategies, a summary of them 

is provided at the following Table 6. 

 

 

 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

197 

Table 6 

Coping Strategies grouped under Operating Paradigms of Participants 

PG-Centered Paradigm 
(PGCP) 

 Coping Strategies  
 

Family Relationship- 
Centered Paradigm  

(FRCP) 
Coping Strategies   

 

SELF Care-Centered  
Paradigm (SCCP) 
Coping Strategies  

8.1-Avoiding Conflict  with 
the PG 

 

8.2-Tolerating and 
compromising with the 
PG 

 

8.3-Covering up to protect 
the PG  

8.4-Self-sacrifice Suicide 
to Rescue and Awaken 
the PG  

 

 

 

 

8.5-Coaching-Advising 
the PG  

8.6-Bailing Out the PG 
(Unwilling Rescuing)  

8.7-Bargaining or 
Conditional Bailing 
out the PG 

8.17-Giving Up Divorce 
for the sake of 
Children  

 

 

 

8.8- Assertive Confronting   
the PG 

8.9- Active Monitoring and 
Managing the PG 

8.10-Seeking Support and       
Help from others  

8.11-Temporary Escape and 
Distraction from the 
PG 

8.12-Emotional Detaching 
from the PG 
(separation)  

8.13- Betrayal Revenge 
against the PG   

8.14- Separating from the PG  

8.15- Mentioning or 
Contemplating 
Divorcing the PG 

8.16- Contemplating Suicide   
(ultimate escape)  
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A. Problem-Gambler Centered Paradigm (PGCP) Coping Strategies  

The Problem-Gambler Centered Paradigm (PGCP) basically encompasses participants’ 

beliefs, values, priorities, coping behaviors and adaptations centered around the PG. When 

operating under this paradigm, participants would tolerate, protect, rescue and even sacrifice for 

the PG. There are four paradigmatic coping strategies driven by the PGCP and they are discussed 

in the following sections. 

8.1   Avoiding Conflict with the PG  

Excerpts from the interview with Beatrice: 

Beatrice: I am a person with a little temper. I have a temper. But after scolding him 

(gambler), I felt no problem very soon. I am such a person; seldom I hold 

hatred against a person for a long time. This moment I felt I hated him but 

another moment I asked what you like to eat (laughing)…. When you are 

seeing him browsing those (soccer betting) websites, he might be carrying 

the load of debts, should take it out for discussion. I felt he needed some 

psycho-spiritual counselling (心靈上輔導). But I did not speak out because 

I was afraid of quarreling. I am a person who did not like quarreling.  

Author:  This was a very important factor.  

Beatrice: Yes, yes. Yes…..  

Author:  You felt you did not like conflict or quarreling?  

Beatrice: No.  

Author:  Was it an escape by you?  

Beatrice: Yes. I did escape. I escaped once there were difficulties. You would not see 
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me around, bye bye (laughing). I would not play hard against hard (硬鬥

硬，我唔會).   

Author:  You meant confrontation could help solve the problem?  

Beatrice: Yes. Not to hide the problem aside. Take it out; even he did not want to 

talk; you needed to talk about it. (P18)  

Beatrice admitted that even when she spotted her male spouse gambling, she did not 

speak what was in her mind as she was afraid of quarreling. She explained that her non-

confrontational or quarrel-avoiding responses towards her spouse’s problem gambling were her 

way of escaping from difficulties and this was not her personality to ‘play hard against hard’ i.e., 

be confrontational.  

Excerpts from the narrative of Irene: 

Irene:  He (gambler-spouse) refused to quit gambling. He did not admit himself and 

refused to come to (counselling) Centre. He objected me coming to the 

gambling counselling center. May be I had always followed his ways. Now, 

he felt that I was against him on many things. He liked controlling, not 

allowing me this and that. I was afraid of arguing with him, and so I 

refrain from doing things I wanted to do. (P06) 

Like Beatrice who was afraid of quarreling, Irene was afraid of arguing with the PG and 

thus gave up her liberty doing things she wanted to. Analysis of Beatrice and Irene’s cases 

suggests that one of the initial coping strategies commonly adopted by participants was one of 

avoiding direct conflict or confrontation. To Beatrice and Irene, on the one hand, harmony in the 

marital relationship was of greater importance than speaking up their negative experiences. On 
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the other hand, they might have underestimated problem gambling as a transient problem. 

Whether it was due to a factor of personality or underestimation of the risks associated with 

problem gambling, participants tended to show tolerance and adopt avoidance as their initial 

coping strategy driven by their PGCP. 

8.2   Tolerating-compromising with PG  

8.2.1 Tolerating the PG 

Excerpts from the narrative of Ada: 

Ada:  I was like a weak person tolerating him (gambler) for so long. I just 

wanted to show my strength at that incident (slapping him). I had a 

consciousness that time to hit him not losing control. ...Unwillingly though, 

we have to co-operate, and thus I could tolerate such pain. The couples 

living next to us already separated – the husband was a stockbroker who 

asked my husband to buy stock via him. The wife was a doctor. I was lousy 

(not as good as that wife) since I could not separate from my husband.  

Author:  Have you ever thought about separating from your husband, if you were 

better off financially?   

Ada:  I have not thought about this…. So, sometimes I kept silent to tolerate 

him. But I also needed to let him know he should not tested my tolerance - 

moving feet after gaining an inch (得寸進尺). 

Author:  You mean you were tolerating him?  

Ada:  Yes, I was tolerating him.   

Author:  Tolerating what of him?  
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Ada:    Tolerating his unreasonable behavior, pretending to be behavior (咋儍扮

懵), knowing its wrong but keep doing (明知故犯), this kind of behavior. All 

behavior I don’t want to see from him I have to tolerate him…. I 

disregarded him. My feeling for him was flattened (心淡). I do not leave 

him and do not forsake him (不離不棄). (P 08) 

Ada was coping with tolerance and admitted that she could not separate from her husband and 

had not thought about separating from him even if she would be better off financially. 

Apparently, Ada’s strong attachment to the PG had predisposed her to the choice of a tolerance 

strategy in coping with the impact of the PG. 

8.2.2 Compromising with the PG 

Excerpts from the narrative of Dawn: 

Author:  At that time you knew he had a gambling problem? 

Dawn:  Yes. I knew he had a gambling problem. That $300K was debts resulted 

from his gambling.  

Author:  How did you know the 300K dollars debts was due to his gambling? 

Dawn:  I knew it all the time. When we were dating, our entertainment was like on 

Saturday and Sunday we stayed in café to watch horse-racing. Wednesday 

(evening), we went to the horse-racing course, and I was sitting there 

sleeping. I had problems with my birth family, and I wanted to get away 

from my birth family, and after dating for a long time, I was not willing to 

go away from him. To a certain extent, I had tolerated him. 
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Author:  It was hard to let go after dating for ten years 

Dawn:  Yes…..My concern was on our relationship. “After such a long time (10 

years of dating), why he could give up our relationship so easy. I always 

hold on to him and then I compromised. He knew I did not want to let go 

our relationship. I did not want to break up. It was hard to build up what 

we had. He spotted my weak point and always said to me “sell the property 

and let’s break up”. We always quarreled. (P14) 

Dawn did not have a happy upbringing with her birth family and had a strong desire to build her 

own ideal family. She had spent ten years dating the PG before getting married to him. 

Apparently, over the years from dating to marriage, Dawn had gradually developed a strong 

attachment to the PG. She had known his gambling problems from the days of their dating. For 

the sake of her dream to build an ideal family, Dawn had adopted a tolerance coping strategy in 

response to the PG. It was her desire to have an intimate attachment or a family of her own.  This 

gave her all the reasons to tolerate the impact from the PG. Such a tolerance-compromising 

coping strategy reflected her preference to the PGCP. She was tightly attached to the PG as the 

center of her life she found it “hard to let go” the PG.  

8.3    Covering up to Protect the PG  

Excerpts from the interview with Liza:  

Author:  You knew he had a gambling problem, but you could not tell your parents. 

Liza:  Yes, I pretended to my parents that nothing had happened.  

Author:  What was your feeling at that time?  

Liza:  At that time I had a hope that I could save him, I could help him quit his 
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gambling. I was pretending (nothing had happened) but not feeling very 

unhappy. I was trying to find ways to help and save him.  

Author:  What you mean by ‘saving him’?  

Liza: Hope, he would change his mind (回心轉意) and gambled no more.  

Author:  You still had hope at that time?  

Liza:  Yes, still had hope at that time. I was covering up for him. Though I would 

not say anything good for him, I would cover up for him and did not 

disclose his problems. In the beginning, I did not want my parents to know 

his problems (to protect them from stress).  

Author:  You did not disclose the problem was to protect your parents or your 

husband or both of them?  

Liza:  Both of them. (P 12) 

Liza’s adoption of the ‘covering up-to-protect’ coping strategy reflected her preference to the 

PGCP which accords importance and priority to the PG, assuming things and people should be 

centered at and facilitating the PG with the hope that ‘he would change his mind (回心轉意).’ 

Liza protected the PG and did not disclose his gambling problem to her birth parents. This also 

kept her parents from worrying about her circumstances. Moreover, by pretending nothing had 

happened, Liza protected the PG from loss of face as well as hers.  

8.4   Sacrificing to Rescue and Awaken the PG  

Excerpts from the interview with Anna:  

Author:  When was the first thought of suicide related to your husband gambling 

problem? (10 seconds of silence, she was trying to remember)  
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Anna:  When he borrowed money from his boss. Not due to no face. I want to clear 

all debts. I do not like to owe people debt. How can I clear all debts? I felt 

very tired. Better die. There would be insurance money if I died and 

should be enough for you (gambler) to repay debts. Is it I died, and you got 

the money to repay debts, and you then wake up? My suicide – first, I do 

not want to face these anymore. Second, this is the most I can help you, 

helping you repay all the debts. Ultimately, I give you my life. My death 

would wake him (gambler) up, I think so. 

Analysis revealed that Anna had contemplated her escape and sacrificial suicide under the 

dominance of her SCCP and PGCP respectively. On the one hand, Anna had considered her 

ultimate escape by suicide as her way of SELF-caring because she was too tired to face any more 

future impact. On the other hand, under the dominance of her PGCP, Anna had wished that her 

sacrificial death could wake up the PG from his addiction and relieved him from gambling debt 

with her insurance compensation. The author argues that participants could simultaneously 

operate one or more paradigms to generate options of coping strategies.   

B.    Family Relationship-Centered Paradigm (FRCP) Coping Strategies  

The Family Relationship-Centered Paradigm (FRCP) encompasses participants’ beliefs, 

values, set of priorities, coping behaviors and adaptations centered around the family status quo, 

in particular the well-being of their children (if any). When operating under the FRCP, 

participants would try to cause changes in the PG for the sake of family status quo and children. 

There are four paradigmatic coping strategies driven by the FRCP and they are discussed in the 

following sections. 
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8.5   Coaching–advising the PG  

The following excerpts can illustrate this coping strategy.  

Excerpts from the interview with Betty:  

Betty:  We always quarreled in the beginning when things were unsettled. I wanted 

to help him to quit gambling. More positive things – I asked him not just 

sitting at home but go outside take a walk, watch TV together, not to sit in 

front of the computer. He did go to market with me. I asked him not to 

watch those things (horse-race, soccer games). At the beginning, he was 

OK…. 

Author:  Had your life-view become more pessimistic?  

Betty:  Not really. Overall I am OK. If he could change, I would not have much 

problem. Our children have grown up, and we should be positive and not 

think of bad things. I told him, you lost but should not chase (for your 

loss). Lost and let go. The more you chase, the more deadly it could be (越

想去追就越死). Lost and let go and we should look forward. (P19)  

Betty had taken coaching or advising as her coping strategy in response to impact of the 

PG. Compared to Ada’s ‘tolerance’ coping strategy, Betty’s approach as an engaging ‘coach’ was 

more active and positive in fostering a healthy and balanced couple relationship. Betty’s goal 

was to help her PG spouse to quit gambling by letting go the loss in gambling, and then engaging 

in more positive leisure replacement activities. She adviced the PG to spend time walking 

outside, watching TV together as a couple and going to market together instead of indulging 
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alone in watching gambling related horse-race and soccer games. Betty’s replacement activities 

required of ‘togetherness’ with the PG.  

8.6   Bailing out the PG as ‘Unwilling Rescuer’    

8.6.1 Bailing out by Selling Assets  

The following excerpts from the interview with Katie illustrate this coping strategy. 

Excerpts from the interview with Katie: 

Author:  Please describe what do you mean by ‘burst’ (爆煲)? 

Katie:  One day he (PG) took me to have afternoon tea. He showed me a letter that 

was his will (遺書) and told me that he was in big trouble. He proposed two 

ways to solve the problem. It would not give me any difficulty (總之唔會令

我難做). One way was to let him die and get the life insurance 

compensation for repayment of his debts. The other way was to sell our  

industrial flat which he already got a good buyer. As we are Christian, he 

thanked God for having found this buyer so soon and the sale proceeds 

could more than enough to settle all his debts. He said, either way, I could 

choose. Of course, to me, the only one way is to sell the property. (P 04) 

Katie’s gambler-spouse had incurred a huge gambling debt of about five million Hong 

Kong dollars over a span of several years. The PG had put Katie under the threat of ‘let him die’ 

or to sell their industrial property to repay his gambling debts. On the one hand, in their couple 

relationship, Katie was bound by moral obligations and responsibility to rescue the PG. On the 

other hand, being a Christian herself, Katie was bound by her Christian faith to ‘save’ her spouse 
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from such a huge debt. Katie’s own words ‘Of course, to me, the only one way is to sell the 

property’ revealed that her spousal self had to play the role of an ‘unwilling rescuer.’ 

Excerpts from the interview with Ada: 

Ada:  My husband was quite ‘smart,’ he borrowed money to gamble, not to repay 

debts. My sister’s husband (brother-in-law) was capable and requested him 

(gambler) to reveal all that he had borrowed. Then he (gambler) honestly 

told us. Originally, he did not tell us as he did not want to lose face. He 

borrowed money to maintain cash flow and for betting. Later we discovered 

his hidden problem (識穿左). That he owed a debt of about $300,000, 

then we had to sell our car parking space unwillingly. Also, my sister also 

lent us some money of $300,000. He then made monthly repayment of 

$10,000 to my sister that he had repaid for several years. At that time, he 

was feeling the shame of himself and every time he met my sister’s husband, 

he cried. But so far, he (gambler) was the same. (P08) 

In the case of Ada, she had to sell her asset (a car-parking space) to settle the debts of the 

PG. Both Katie and Ada were victims of circumstance created by the PG. They had no choice but 

to sell their assets to help repay the hidden gambling debts surfaced to their surprise. The author 

argues that on the one hand, under moral obligation and responsibility as a female spouse of the 

PGs, participants were morally obliged to take a ‘rescuer’ role. On the other hand, participants 

had revealed that they had taken on this role unwillingly.  

8.6.2 Bailing Out as ‘Victimized Unwilling Rescuers’ 

The following excerpts can illustrate this coping strategy. 
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Excerpts from the interview with Jenny: 

Author:  Do you need to help him repay debts?  

Jenny:  I was forced to help him repay debts. He made me a victim helping him 

repay debts. 

Author:  Is this a stress from debts?  

Jenny:   Yes, I had this stress.  

Author:  How long you had been forced to help him repay debts?  

Jenny:  He was a native of GZ. When we got married, he could not yet stay in HK. 

In 2011, he migrated to Hong Kong with a temporary Hong Kong Identity 

Card.  

Author:  During that time of your separation, he gambled or not? 

Jenny:  He gambled many things like Mahjong, horse-racing which he knew little, 

but mainly going to Macau which was most devastating to him. He was 

doing business, and his business was not good at that time. He was a 

businessman all along and wanted to be a rich man. (P21) 

Jenny’s narrative informs us that participants could interpret themselves as ‘victims’ 

made to rescue the PG. The author proposes a self-contradictory term ‘victimized unwilling 

rescuers’ to capture participants’ internal contradictory experiences in their bailing out actions. 

The author believes that in most spousal relationship moral obligations and responsibility are 

carried out in a mutual and voluntary basis. However, in the interpersonal context of living with 

a male PG, the Chinese female spouse is usually the ‘victim’ paying a huge cost in fulfilling such 

moral obligations and responsibility in a one-way fashion for the sake of the PG.       
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8.7   Bargaining or Conditional Bailing out the PG 

Excerpts from the interview with Irene: 

Irene:  I told him if he wanted to re-mortgage again (to borrow money from the 

bank), he needed to go to the counselling center. I had told him if he did 

not seek counselling I would not sign the re-mortgage. (P 06) 

Irene bargained with her gambler-spouse with the condition that he should seek gambling 

counselling if he wanted to borrow money from re-mortgaging their property.  

Excerpts from the interview with Dawn: 

Dawn:  He applied (re-mortgaging our property) but not approved. I then set the 

terms; he always used this to blackmail me. I acted softer to him; He asked 

me again “you ‘borrow’ (re-mortgaging) or not.” I then set the terms that 

he released his ownership (of the flat) to me.... Afterward, he released his 

share to me, and I on my name re-mortgaged the flat. I requested not to 

give him cash but repay his debts according to the debt list. I found out that 

the Inland Revenue Department had issued a letter to his company. He was 

under stress and in need of money urgently. (P14) 

This category of FRCP coping strategy (from 8.5 to 8.7) is relatively more assertive and 

SELF-protecting as compared to those under the PGCP such as ‘Avoiding Conflict with PG’, 

‘Tolerating-compromising with PG’ and ‘Sacrificing to Rescue and Awaken PG’ .  

C.  SELF Care-Centered Paradigm (SCCP) Coping Strategies   

The SELF Care-Centered Paradigm (FRCP) encompasses participants’ beliefs, values, 

priorities, coping behaviors and adaptations centered around the well-being and integrity of the 
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SELF. When operating under the SCCP, participants would adopt coping or adaptation for the 

sake of SELF-care. The SELF (in capitals) represents the participants’ whole and integrated 

person composed of the nine component selves as postulated in Chapter 7. There are nine 

paradigmatic coping strategies driven by the SCCP.  

8.8   Assertive Confrontation with the PG  

Excerpts from the interview with Mary: 

Mary:  I decided I was not leaving. Then I transferred all my anger with my 

husband to his family.  

Author:  What you meant by ‘leaving him’? Separation or divorce?  

Mary:  Yes. Once I told him if he did not tell the truth, or if he did not make up 

his mind to change, I needed not think about it but to leave (him). Once I 

had seriously talked to him. I told him that I do not worry about what would 

happen next (後顧之憂). I could leave immediately without question. Then 

he started to reflect and started to involve (himself) in the New Hope 

Fellowship. Before, he came here just an empty body. (P 16) 

Excerpts from the interview with Esther:  

Author:  How did you know he had a gambling problem?  

Esther:  He stole money, took (my) wedding gift gold items to pawn. After the ‘burst,’ 

I found the pawn ticket at home in his pocket which he had pawned (my) 

gold items.   

Author:  Why you searched his pocket?  

Esther:  Because of missing of money. He had gambled away children school fees. 
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Missing of money from my purse and bank cards to withdraw money (from 

ATM) which he tried but locked after he inputs the wrong password. The 

money from my purse was house-hold money (家用). He had taken children 

school fees. I earned the missing money. I then asked him about the 

missing money. He is just lying there and saying no words. Once his 

younger brother warned me to be watchful for my money as he (gambler) 

had gone gambling. So I was sure he had taken my money. He did not 

reply and kept silent when I asked him where gone the money. I took out 

the pawn ticket; he then admitted going to gambling. (P10) 

Esther’s gambler-spouse had stolen her household money, visa card to withdraw cash and 

gold items for pawning. In response to the PG’s dishonest behavior, Esther adopted an assertive 

attitude – ‘The missing money was earned by me’. She was assertive concerning the ownership of 

the missing money and items. She then searched his pocket and found the pawn ticket. Esther 

confronted the PG by asking him ‘where gone the money?’. When confronted by Esther, the 

gambler admitted his gambling behavior.   

Excerpts from the interview with Betty:  

Betty:  His work setting was different, and people he associated with were different. 

Before, he said he had no gambling, and I trusted him. But now he 

associated with his work colleague, and he was in big trouble. Recently, I 

noticed he was not right (好唔對路). I then pressed him that the money 

was spent by him not borrowed by his colleagues. He did not admit 

initially. I was very angry. I said if he did not make it clear I would leave 
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him alone. You needed to be honest. As a couple, you concealing here and 

there I did not like this. Being couple for many years, what we could not talk 

about. (P19) 

Though the PG denied any gambling, Betty noticed there was something wrong, and she 

asserted that he had spent the missing money on gambling but not lending to his colleagues. The 

PG did not admit until Betty further confronted him that if he did not tell the truth, she would 

leave him.  

8.8.1 The Risk and Advantages of Confrontation as Coping Strategy  

From the author’s gambling counselling experience, compared to using coping strategies 

of avoiding and tolerating PG, participants took their courage to confront their PG spouses. The 

risk of confronting the PG at an early stage of the problem could be an increase of conflict as 

well as miscommunication between the couples. However, the advantages of confronting the PG 

could be early disclosure of hidden gambling debts by the PG, and the risk of chronicity of 

problem gambling could be controlled at an early stage.      

8.9   Active Monitoring and Managing the PG  

8.9.1 Monitoring Whereabouts of PG  

The following excerpts of the interview with Pam can illustrate this coping strategy. 

Pam:   At that time, I searched two sides (caller and call receiver). I had added the 

(mobile phone) function “Follow me Follow you” by which I could check 

his whereabouts. I felt I had emotional problems. I felt I was a bit crazy. I 

was like stalking him. My heart jumped if I could not trace his 

whereabouts. Once I checked, he was at the Portland Street in Mong Kok 
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area, a place filled with women (prostitutes). I called him to turn on video 

call immediately to show his whereabouts. He should be at the Tsuen Wan 

area at that time of the day. I was a must-know-answer person. 

Author:  How long have you been tracing him with the “Follow me-Follow you”  

function for a mobile phone? 

Pam:   One to two years. I started this once I was pregnant until giving birth 

because I still did not trust him. Before, I traced him 3-5 times per hour in 

a day. I joined a monthly plan knowing I would check him frequently. I 

add the function as he did not give me house-hold money and I asked why 

his money gone. I worried he had gone to find women. I put (Thistoll et al.) 

gambling aside compared to suspecting him womanizing. (P15) 

Pam’s relationship with the PG spouse was affected mainly by his repeated lying. 

Troubled by a severe lack of trust and sense of insecurity, Pam resorted to using a mobile phone 

function to check and verify the whereabouts of the PG. Under an intense sense of fear that he 

might be gambling secretly and suspecting him womanizing, Pam started to check on the PG’s 

whereabouts every 10-20 minutes in a day. Obviously, Pam’s couple relationship with her PG 

spouse was very much affected. Pam monitored the whereabouts of the PG to prevent possible 

negative outcomes from the PG. However, such controlling coping strategy usually has a cost or 

side effects of more couple conflicts.   

8.9.2 Actively Monitoring Finance of the PG 

The following excerpts from interviews can illustrate this type of coping strategy. 

Excerpts of the interview with Anna: 
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Anna:  At that time I did not have much control, I did not purposely ransack his 

stuff. Sometimes, just out of a sudden idea, I just out of accidents discovered 

and aware of (his debts). I was so shocked when I knew he owed money and 

discovered his behavior. I then pressed him for reasons and why and then 

think out ways to prevent him from borrowing and control him in spending 

money. For a period, I keep his cash card and take all his salary on 

(Thistoll et al.) payday. I then give him the amount of pocket money he 

needed for a week or a month. (P03) 

Excerpts of the interview with Dorothy: 

Author:  How was your finance affected?  

Dorothy: We were taught how to manage our finance. He gave me all the car rental 

(income) every day for repaying the mortgage. (P13)  

Excerpts of the interview with Betty: 

Betty:  Then he passed me all his credit cards and gave me all his salary.  

I gave you $1000 per week. I started to manage his finance. (P19) 

Excerpts of the interview with Xenia: 

Author:  You mentioned ‘financial cordon’ (on the gambler), what you meant by this? 

What measures did you take after the first ‘burst’?  

Xenia:   Before the ‘burst,’ all the household expenses were handled by him, and I did 

not take care of these. But after the ‘burst’ of his debt, all his salary was 

passed to me, and I gave him HK$3000 for spending for a month. He just 

passed his salary from his bank account to mine. There was salary 
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statement to check the amount of salary. 

Author:  Any other measures after the ‘burst’?  

Xenia:   No others. Just all the household expenses to be handled by me. The point 

was ‘no money passed into his possession’. My thinking was, ‘You would 

not go gambling if you have no money’. (P23) 

The narratives of Anna, Dorothy, Betty, and Xenia revealed that one of their immediate 

coping strategies to cope with the first ‘burst’ of gambling debts was a ‘financial cordon’. 

Participants took over all the financial resources including monthly income, cash card, credit 

card, etc. from the PG. The rationale behind this financial monitoring over the PG is ‘no money 

no gambling’. Most participants learned this coping strategy from the counselling service from 

local problem gambling counselling centers in Hong Kong. Monitoring financial resources of the 

PG are believed to be an effective risk control method to prevent further gambling. Under 

financial monitoring, the PG would be given the minimum of financial resources rationed on a 

daily or monthly basis by their female spouse or partner.    

8.10   Seeking Support and Help from Others 

8.10.1 Seeking Help by Disclosing Problems to Friends 

The following excerpts are an example. 

Excerpts from the interview with Zoe:  

Zoe:   I did not want to let my own family know my problems. Letting them know 

my problems might not be a good thing. 

Author:  Would you feel better if you tell your own family about your problems?  

Zoe:   I talked to my friends which was better talking to family. My own family 
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might blame me putting too tight control on my husband. (P 07) 

Zoe’s narrative revealed that she was worried about disclosing of her problems to her 

own birth family might bring blame on her for being a controlling wife over her husband. 

Therefore, she preferred disclosing the problems to her friends who might offer listening as a 

support to her. The author argues that Chinese female spouses’ early disclosure of impact of the 

PG could be a doorway leading to various supports and resources that they needed most to cope 

with the difficulties they were facing. The following narratives of Dawn revealed a vital step in 

gaining supports needed for coping.   

8.10.2 Actively Seeking Help in Church and from NGOs 

Excerpts from the interview with Dawn:  

Dawn:  I could not eat, crying day and night. I was not a shy person. I talked to my 

colleagues and called the Caritas Addicted Gambler Counselling Centre 

向晴軒  (CAGCC)….He sometimes returned home and then disappeared 

causing my moods so confused. My relationship with him was up and down. 

Then I thought might be church people could help me. I did not have any 

religious belief at that time, just want to get some help. This church friend 

had been with me a long time. She had preached to me, but I did not pay 

attention. People are like this – until you get to a certain point, you would 

not seek help. Due to my relationship with my husband were unsettled, my 

moods were unsettled. I told my friend I wanted to go to church. From Ma 

On Shan to Shamshuipo (a local district). I had been going to church with 

my baby for a while. She was supportive, and I felt someone cared for 
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me…. I wanted to save our relationship and struggle to lend him money or 

not. The church advised me to seek gambling hotline. I did not want to dial 

the problem gambling hotline. Then I tried this line of Christian Anonymous 

Counselling Center (CACC). I have been here for counselling for more than 

four years. (P14) 

Under the impact of the PG, Dawn’s moods were confused, and her couple relationship 

was unstable. She sought help by talking to her colleagues and calling a gambling counselling 

center. When she was so down, Dawn felt the need to seek help from others. She then requested a 

friend who had preached the gospel to her and invited her to attend the church to receive some 

help. Dawn’s sought help to save her couple relationship with the PG whom she was strongly 

attached. Upon the advice of a local church, she subsequently sought help from a gambling 

counselling center.     

8.10.3 Seeking Support from Fellowship and Faith in God  

Excerpts of the interview with Liza:   

Author:  Is there anything you want to share so that others could understand the inner 

world of Chinese female spouses of PG?  

Liza:   I felt the way ahead was difficult but with God walking with us, I felt I 

could carry on. With faith, this was not just his (gambler) way but also my 

way to walk on. No matter what difficulties ahead, with faith I felt I could 

walk on. No matter what would be the consequences. I hope we all in this 

fellowship (New Hope Fellowship) could work hard together. (P12) 
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Liza found her support in the New Hope Fellowship (a Christian fellowship providing 

services for PGs and family recovery) she attended with the PG. Apparently, she found support 

from her faith in God whom she regarded as a source of support to her couple recovery. Liza’s 

narrative suggested that she felt she was not alone, but many others in the fellowship were 

working hard together towards the same goal of recovery.  

8.11  Temporary Escape and Distraction  

8.11.1 Temporary Escape by Traveling 

Excerpts from the interview with Gina: 

Gina:  For about two months, I did not want to see him. I went away to travel to 

calm down my feelings and could then slowly accept him again. I had 

asked a friend for advice, and my friends told me to observe him for any 

change and see how he behaves. I noticed he was very bad tempered when 

he was gambling. But he seemed he knew he was wrong that he cared people 

more, he also helped more in household work... I was very unhappy at the 

burst of debts. I went to friends to talk about it and went away to kill some 

time. Friends advised me on giving him a chance or not. (P01) 

When Gina was troubled and upset by the PG, she took the initiative to detach 

temporarily from him by traveling away to calm herself down. In Gina’s case, traveling or ‘went 

away to kill some time’ had provided her the effect of distraction from the troubles and worries 

caused by the PG. She had also sought advice from her friend on coping with the impact of the 

PG. The author suggests that in coping with stress from the PG, participants would explore 

multiple coping strategies to enhance their resilience.    
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8.11.2 Temporary Escape by Drinking 

The following excerpts from the interview with Queenie is an example: 

Queenie: Because of him, people think I do not respect my husband like a shrew (潑

婦). Why you people don't think what he had done, so I became so ‘crazy’. I 

had become so angry and critical. Even my own family said I was so 

negative. I became so negative, addicted to alcohol. Once I want to get rid 

of bad feelings I drink. Whenever I felt bad, I drink alcohol. I seldom drink 

before, once every few months going to bar but not getting drunk. Then I 

did not want to be troubled by money matters, I drink. It was a kind of 

ventilation (發洩).  

Author:  Was this your way to escape?  

Queenie: Yes. (P 09) 

Unlike Gina who escaped temporarily by short-trip traveling, Queenie’s escape was by 

drinking. She was not a drinker before, however, she had become ‘negative’ and ‘addicted to 

alcohol’ in coping the PG impact. Comparatively speaking, Gina’s escape was more adaptive 

because traveling had no side effects. However, Queenie’s drinking was more maladaptive and 

had brought her the harms of alcohol addiction.         

8.12   Emotional Detachment from the PG   

Excerpts from the interview with Irene:  

Author:  What you meant by become more assertive against him? 

Irene:  Not doing whatever he said (順攤)…. I had detached myself. 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

220 

  I would not arrange so many things for you (gambler). I always told him 

“you have to shoulder your responsibility, gambling is your problem, not 

mine”. 

Author:  You felt you were detached from him – with the attitude that “you go 

gambling, it’s your matters, I go traveling myself”.  

Irene:   Before, if he did not go traveling, I would not go (traveling) by yourself. No. 

In these two years, I had booked 1 or 2-day tours for us. If he did not go, I 

still go and might find someone (relatives) to fill his place. I would not 

wait for him anymore… Me now totally detached from him. (P 06)  

Irene had detached herself from the PG by traveling on her own. Before, she could not go 

traveling without him. She had become more independent and could enjoy life by herself. She 

had become less submissive and she could set a clear boundary line by telling the PG that “you 

have to shoulder your responsibility, gambling is your problem, not mine”.  

Excerpts from the interview with Queenie:  

Queenie: I did not want to face, I did not want to face. You (gambler) went to gamble 

and ‘burst’. ‘I earn and spend for myself’ is my attitude. In fact, I have 

faced his (gambler) problems for over two years. When too many unpleasant 

things happened, I did not want to face and care anymore. Also, our 

feeling for each other faded away (感情淡).   

Author:  Your ‘feeling for each other had faded away’ meant your relationship had 

changed?  
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Queenie: Yes. Before, I took him as my life partner (終生伴侶), but afterward, I felt 

he was not, and I started looking for better (partner).   

After ‘too many unpleasant things happened’ over two years, Queenie was overwhelmed 

and exhausted emotionally. She felt that their feelings as a couple for each other had faded away. 

Queenie’s coping strategy was to detach herself emotionally and financially from the PG. On 

emotional aspects, she did not want to face and care the PG anymore. On financial aspects, she 

earned and spent for herself.  

Excerpts from the interview with Fiona: 

Fiona:  Because now I have to ‘build a wall’ for myself to have protection (for 

myself). In my heart, if one day, he repeats (gambling), if I have to 

separate from him, I would not be that sad (咁難過) and not willing to let 

go (唔捨得) (participant showed emotions - a bit of crying ). I have to 

make a psychological preparation for myself…. So now there is a ‘wall’ 

between him and me. If there comes the moment that I have to let go, then I 

would not think how miserable he is, making myself feel bad, or it's my 

mistake making him into the situations at present. 

Author:  You mean you have to detach (from him) a bit? 

Fiona:   Yes. Yes, Yes. When he hit, he presented himself like a ‘dead dog’ (lost and 

miserable), and I would become soft-hearted. Now, he has no problem; he is 

an egoistic man. But if he begs me for help, he presents himself a miserable 
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person. Now I have to prepare myself psychologically not to be ‘persuaded’ 

by his miserable things. (P 05) 

Fiona’s coping strategy was to ‘build a wall’ between herself and the PG. She detached 

herself from him emotionally so that she would not be too upset or difficult to let go if she 

decided to separate from the PG one day. Moreover, by detaching herself emotionally from the 

PG, she could ‘protect’ her from being ‘soft-hearted’ and easily yielding to the PG persuasion for 

her help when he fell into troubles after gambling.   

8.13   Betrayal to Revenge against the PG  

Excerpts from the interview with Queenie:  

Author:  You mentioned he (gambler) was ‘useless’, ‘unreliable’ and even no money 

(for you) to consult a private doctor. 

Queenie: Yes, but I forgot very soon. I felt ‘helpless’ (無奈) when this man (gambler) 

could not help me. But I then blamed myself for over-spending till the last 

dollar that I could not afford a thousand dollar (to see a doctor). 

Author:  Were your views on yourself affected?  

Queenie: Yes. At that time, I was still young and being chased by men. After we lived 

together, his caring (殷勤) became less. He had a lot of bad things showing 

up to me like debts... and little things accumulated over time. I knew 

another man and went away. I then became not ‘loyal’ (唔忠心) to him. I 

wanted to live my own life.  

Author:  What you mean by ‘not loyal’ (to him)?  
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Queenie: I knew another man (boyfriend) outside while we were still together. He 

did not know I had a boyfriend outside. I started to hang out late; I started 

drinking every night. Nightlife. I never had before. He asked me not to go 

out, but I did not care. (P 09) 

Queenie found her PG-spouse ‘useless’, ‘unreliable’ and failed to provide her money to 

see a doctor. She found him not as caring as before when he was chasing her. As a result of the 

impact of ‘little things accumulated over time’, Queenie dated another man and wanted to live 

her own life. She became ‘not loyal’ to him and her ‘betrayal’ against the PG was her way of 

coping with revenge.     

8.14  Separation from the PG  

Excerpts from the interview with Queenie:  

Queenie:  It was our relationship as a pair of couple dropped ‘cold’ (冷淡左). You 

have your life, and I have my life. These changes happened and were 

reasons behind our separation. The reasons behind our separation were like 

this – I gradually did not like him as he had such (gambling) behavior. I 

felt disgusted with him and did not want to spend my life with him. I then 

wanted to try new boyfriend. I am not willing just giving out (唔甘心只付

出). I was also blamed for his faults. In fact, I was the one to bear or 

‘swallow’ many things but could not disclose (爆出呢) them. He applied for 

bankruptcy, yet his aunties blamed me causing him to bankrupt. That's what 

he told me. After separation, we were still in contact. He had borrowed 
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money from my father to apply for bankruptcy, and he had to repay my 

father and me. In my heart, he was a good man and my hatred was not up 

to a point I did not want to see him. After separation, he had a girlfriend, 

and I had a boyfriend. (P 09) 

For a long time, Queenie had been the one-way giver in their couple relationship. She had 

taken all the impact from tha PG. The warmth of their couple relationship had dropped to a 

temperature of ‘cold’ (冷淡左). She felt that their intimacy was gradually lost and replaced with 

her disgust and hatred up to the point that she wanted to leave the PG. The author argues that 

Queenie’s expression of ‘You have your life, and I have my life’ indicated a process as well as a 

product of that process. Over the course of time, the impact from the PG had gradually built up 

her sense of emotional detachment which eventually brought the couple to the point of 

separation, i.e., when ‘You have your life, and I have my life’ became a product of the process. 

After separation, Queenie had found herself a new boyfriend and a new life. 

8.15   Mentioning or Contemplating Divorcing the PG   

In the study, 14 out of the 23 participants, i.e., about 61 percent of participants in this 

study had contemplated or warned their gambler-spouse of taking divorce action as a coping 

strategy in the face of the impact from their problem gambling. Using the proposed multiple 

paradigm perspectives, we could see that the participant’s mentioning, or warning and 

contemplation of divorcing actions were their coping strategies driven by their SELF Care 

Centered Paradigm (SCCP) for self-protection and self-preservation. More importantly, based on 

the analysis of participants’ narratives of their divorce ideations, the author argues that 

participants’ mentioning or contemplation of divorce action involved more than just a single 
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thought. Instead, participants were involved in their ‘struggle process’ – described under the 

multiple paradigm theory as ‘a thinking process characterized by swings between two or three 

different even opposing paradigms’. In the following, several excerpts from participants are used 

to illustrate the proposed cognitive ‘paradigm shifts’ performed by the participants.    

Excerpts from the interview with Betty: 

Betty:  He said he would go to (stay with) his father, but he requested me not to 

divorce him. I said to him once he left, I would not let you come back. At 

that time I was very angry, and he was not honest with me. So, I said ‘Let’s 

get divorced. If you did not tell me (the fact), then divorce’. Then he 

started telling me all details. I just mentioned (divorce) so to bluff him. He 

was a person yield to hardness but not to softness (受硬唔受軟). (P19) 

Betty mentioned divorcing her gambler spouse to bluff him to disclose his gambling 

problems. To the author, Betty’s mentioning of divorcing her gambler-spouse was a Family 

Relationship-Centered Paradigm (FRCP) driven coping strategy to enhance couple 

communication.    

Excerpts from the interview with Gina: 

Gina:  People said I was very skinny, (I had) no appetite, I did not want to go into 

the bedroom until late as I did not want to be with him.   

Author:  You didn’t want to be close to him? 

Gina:  No. I did not want to accept him, for longer than two months.  

Author:  Did this affect your sex life as a couple? 
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Gina:   (ng… 3 seconds) Yes, it did. Just after it happened, I felt bad about him 

and did not want to be with him. I accepted him after seeing him changed. 

Author:  What do you mean by “did not want to be with him”? 

Gina:   At the early time, I want to divorce (him). Yes.  

Author: How strong you want to divorce him? 

Gina:  Up to a point I want to move out. If I moved out, I certainly would have a 

divorce and would not be with him anymore. Friends advised me not to 

(divorce him), and then I traveled to calm myself. (P 01) 

Under the impact by the PG, Gina lost her appetite and her health deteriorated with loss 

of body weight. On couple relationship, she lost the sense of intimacy and did not want to accept 

the PG. She initially adopted coping within her SCCP for her self-protection and reservation and 

contemplated divorcing the PG. However, upon the advice of her friends, she operated a 

paradigm shift from the SCCP towards the PGCP. She subsequently gave up her divorce ideation 

but adjusted herself with a less assertive coping strategy of ‘Escape and Distraction’ (see Section 

8.11) by traveling away to calm herself down.  

Excerpts from the interview with Dorothy: 

Author:  How long you had been depressed?  

Dorothy: It was worst at the ‘burst’ of this incident. Before, when buying this flat, we 

borrowed several hundred thousands from my mother, I had depression then 

because I could not repay the money to my mother. I still owed money to my 

mother after so many years.  

Author:  Your depression had nothing to do with your husband gambling?  
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Dorothy:  No. 

Author:   Would your husband gambling make your depression worse?  

Dorothy:  Yes, it did. Later, we re-mortgaged the flat under my daughter’s name since 

our salary (me and husband) were low. My daughter acted as guarantor to 

re-mortgage the flat and (we have to) repay for 25 years for the amount of 

$1.7M to settle all the loan-shark debts. At that time, I had contemplated 

divorcing him, going to Mongkok Marriage Centre to apply divorce with 

all documents submitted just waiting for the interview. My younger sister 

found this New Hope Fellowship (NHF a Christian gambling counselling 

center) on the internet, and we then came, and after talking to Ms. MOK 

(in-charge of the NHF), I gave him another chance. If he did not change, 

we would get divorced two years later.   

Dorothy had seriously thought about divorcing the PG and had all divorce documents prepared 

and submitted to the agency. Comparatively speaking, Dorothy had taken a step with more 

substantial action than Gina in a divorce action against the PG. After listening to the advice from 

a gambling counselor with a Christian perspective, Dorothy withheld her divorce action and gave 

the PG another chance. She was assertive in divorcing the PG in the future if he did not make 

positive changes.  

8.16 Contemplation of Suicide  

Many participants had revealed that they had thought about committing suicide as a 

coping strategy after chronic exposure to the devastating impact from the PG. Analysis suggests 

that there are different paradigmatic motivations behind their suicidal intentions. The choice or 
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disposition towards a particular paradigmatic motivation could be due to the difference in 

personality and specificity of circumstances. Analysis of motivations behind participants’ 

suicidal intentions suggests that there are three operating paradigms among participants in this 

study, namely the Problem Gambler-Centered Paradigm (PGCP), the Family Relationship 

Centered Paradigm (FRCP) and the SELF Care-Centered Paradigm (SCCP). On the behavioral 

level, all suicide is an act of ending one’s own life. But in the paradigmatic level, the same 

behavioral act could be driven by very distinct paradigms. The following are three illustrative 

examples of suicide intentions contemplated within three different paradigms. 

8.16.1 Suicide as a way of Ultimate Escape 

The following excerpts from interviews can illustrate this type of coping strategy. 

Excerpts from the interview with Xenia: 

Xenia: I had helped you (gambler) to such an extent. I did not want the feeling of 

the first ‘burst’ come to me again. The pain of the first ‘burst’ was so hard 

to bear. I did not want that feeling again. I escaped, and that was why I 

wanted to die. 

Author:  It was an escape attitude when you wanted to die when the second ‘burst’ 

happened in Japan?  

Xenia:   Yes. 

Author: You smashed your head against the wall?  

Xenia:   Yes, it was a wooden wall (laughing at her). (P23) 

Xenia and her gambler-spouse were on a trip to Japan when she discovered his second ‘burst’ of 

gambling debts. She was upset and had the impulse to hurt herself by banging her head against 
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the wall in the hotel room. Xenia wanted to die because she ‘did not want the feeling of the first 

‘burst’ to come to (her) again’. It was a kind of escape and avoidance coping strategy by which 

she wanted to cut herself off from any future impact from her gambler-spouse. Xenia’s suicidal 

thought was her ‘ultimate escape’ from the pain and trauma of the second burst of gambling 

debts of the PG. Xenia had formulated her suicidal intention in her SCCP which the aim of 

ultimate self-protection by an ultimate ‘escape’.  

Excerpts from the interview with Nancy:  

Nancy:  My emotions fluctuated very much.  

Author:  How fluctuated? Very unhappy?  

Nancy:  Sometimes very unhappy. At the worst time, I had thought about suicide 

Author:  You just mentioned ‘suicide’, could you say a bit more?  

Nancy:  I did not share much with others, and my feeling got to block up inside. I 

thought ‘just die and no eye to see this man (gambler) (死左算啦 , 無眼

睇lee個人). I did not want to think too much. I did not want to face him… 

I said ‘I go suicide’. I called him (by phone) and said, “if you did not come 

back I jumped to death”. I saw him through (睇穿 ). I was serious when 

saying this. I had thought about suicide.  

Author:  When was the incident of suicide?  

Nancy:  Last year, before I moved out.  

Author:  Now you have thought through a bit?  

Nancy:  Really (I) had thought it through. (P20) 
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To the author, ‘Escape’ is a common theme running through the suicidal thoughts of 

Xenia and Nancy. Participants’ assertions such as ‘I did not want to face him’ or ‘I did not want 

to face anymore’ suggested that they had been exhausted by the chronic impact of the PG. Impact 

were multi-dimensional and as a result they had been exhausted financially, emotionally and 

shattered regarding their couple relationship. Participants felt that all their resources had been 

depleted and had no more capacity to face any future shocks and turmoil from the PG. Along the 

principle of avoiding pain and operating within their SCCP, they adopted suicide as their ultimate 

liberation and escape from the maze or trap set by the PG. The following Section D would 

elaborate on ‘paradigm shift’ identified behind changes of coping strategies adopted by 

participants 

D.    Paradigm Shift and Change in Coping Strategies 

8.17   Giving up Divorce Action –  A Paradigm Shift from the SCCP to the FRCP  

Analysis reveals that some participants had given up their divorce action for a common 

consideration – not to make their children fatherless. By giving up their divorce intention, 

participants had operated a shift from their SCCP to their FRCP which put priority over family 

harmony, couple relationship, and welfare of children, etc. The following excerpts from the 

interviews with Esther (P10), Pam (P15) and Terri (P02) revealed that the mother-self of 

participants was afraid of depriving their children of a father and a ‘normal’ double-parent family 

by divorcing the PGs.         

Excerpts from the interview with Esther: 

Author:  What you mean by re-finding of myself?  

Esther:  I should have handled my husband’s gambling problems according to my 
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principles very early, but I was unable to carry out, don’t know why. It 

seemed something had framed me (my mind) and always in my mind “how 

would it be if children without a father, letting them feeling very bad.”  

Author:  Was it for the children’s sake?  

Esther:  Yes, always for the children (not to get a divorce). (P10) 

Excerpts from the interview with Pam: 

Pam:  I begged my elder brother to forgive us (me and my gambler spouse). I was 

scared. I did not want my son to be fatherless. My father begged my elder 

brother too. At that moment, I did not want to divorce. Divorce was 

something I wanted at a later stage. The baby was just 1-2 months old, and I 

could not take the divorce. (P15) 

Excerpts from the interview with Terri:  

Terri:  It’s easy to say. But I thought about it (divorcing gambler-spouse). If I have 

no kid, divorce was easy. But I have a 2-year old son and don’t want him 

to grow up in a broken family. My son was like a hindrance to me taking a 

divorce to him. 

Author:  If you did not have your son, any difference? 

Terri:   I will leave! I would divorce (the gambler-spouse)! (silence for a few 

seconds)  

Author:  So, your consideration is your son? 

Terri:   Yes. (P02)  

Both Esther and Pam had thought about divorcing the PG. However, after second 
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thought, they changed their minds because they did not want to make their children grow up 

without a father. Similar to Esther and Pam, Terri did not want her 2-year old son to grow up in a 

fatherless and ‘broken’ family, and thus she had reservations about divorcing the PG. The author 

argues that all three participants above had operated a shift from the SCCP to the FRCP which 

values family integrity where children can grow up in a ‘normal’ double-parents context. 

Analysis of participants who delayed or withheld divorce ideations reveals that there are several 

major considerations behind such delay or change of mind. One of the major considerations is 

the role of participants’ mother-self in providing a ‘normal’ double-parent family for the healthy 

development of their children. Apparently, the participants had an opinion that a single-mother 

family is a ‘broken family’ (see the above narrative from Terri) and a ‘broken’ family’ might be 

less desirable or conducive for children’s healthy development. The author believes that Terri’s 

assertion ‘(I) don’t want him (her 2-year old son) to grow up in a broken family’ is common 

among those participants who have children.  

The author believes that it is a common belief among most Chinese female spouses in 

Hong Kong that it is ‘broken’ or ‘less perfect’ for their children to grow up in a divorced family 

without a father figure. Though the participants were well aware of the impact of PG on the 

children, they seemed to prefer to face the risk of having a PG father for their children than the 

perceived stigmatization of letting their children grow up in a single-mother family.  

The participants’ giving up of their divorcing action was, in fact, their shift from their 

SCCP to their FRCP. Under the SCCP, divorcing the PG is for self-protection and self-

preservation while the FRCP for the welfare of children. 

The author argues that the common thing that we described as ‘change of mind’ is, in 
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fact, a shift of paradigm in the mind of the person who changed his or her mind. A few more 

excerpts from Eva, Anna, and Fiona, are quoted below to illustrate paradigm shift operated by 

participants. 

Excerpts from the interview with Eva: 

Author:  How worst your emotions were affected by your husband’s gambling? 

Eva:   At the worst time, I talked to him about getting a divorce and taking the 

daughter with me and away…. 

Author:  When did you mention about divorce?  

Eva:   Just a few weeks ago, about last month. 

Author:  If the divorce was thought about by you, then your couple relationship was 

bad?  

Eva:  Yes, I was very angry at so many times. Even my family members were 

disturbed ( by debt collectors). My family members were very mad at him 

and also afraid of what he did. 

Author:  How your family thinks of your idea of divorce?  

Eva: They agreed to it then, even now they agreed to it. But because I have a 

daughter, I have to think about the divorce again. I have thought about 

divorcing him and taking care of my daughter and bringing her up myself. 

But because of the daughter..... He had applied for bankruptcy which might 

be granted at the end of this month. He (gambler) by now had ruined his 

family and everything (家散人亡).  

Author:  Were you serious about getting a divorce?  
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Eva:   I packed my clothes and took my daughter away back to my mother home. 

Author:  You mentioned about divorce, were you determined to get a divorce?  

Eva:  No, not now, I was watching him, paying attention to him. I am now 

giving him the last chance. (P 22) 

Excerpts from the interview with Anna: 

Anna:  If we had no child (a daughter), I would be more determined to separate 

and be ‘single’ adult, let us be separated. (P03) 

Excerpts from the interview with Fiona: 

Fiona:  This time, due to the loan-sharks, I want to divorce him. However, the 

problem between us is not just him and me, but the whole family. I asked my 

daughter (about divorcing him), she said ‘no’ (divorce). Because my 

daughter disagreed with (my divorce intention), then we continued to live 

together…. but the son said it is OK (for me to divorce his father) ….. I felt 

if both of them (son and daughter) agreed with me then I would do it 

(divorcing him). Either one of them disagree, I would not do it.  

Author:  Would it (not to divorce the gambler) be against your will (委屈)?  

Fiona:  Yes. (assertive) It was. In fact. I was escaping.  

Author:  What you mean by ‘escape’?  

Fiona:   I divorce him to escape, and don't want to be hurt and shocked (打擊). If he 

repeats (gambling), we could lose our flat. Our flat was once clear of a 

mortgage. (P05) 

Eva and her birth family had suffered impact of problem gambling from the PG for about 
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five years. She had seriously thought about divorcing the PG and bringing up her infant daughter 

on her own. She had taken some actions like packing up her clothes and returning to her mother 

home with her daughter. However, after a second thought, Eva had realized that divorcing the PG 

meant making her infant daughter a single-mother child. She had the struggle between two ‘evils’ 

– making her infant daughter a single-mother child or continuing to live under impact of the PG 

with her infant daughter growing up in a high-risk double-parent family. It is argued that Eva had 

operated her swing between two operating paradigms within herself. For Anna, the following 

Figure 5 illustrates her paradigm shift.  
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SELF Care-Centered Paradigm 

(SCCP) 
 

Family Relationship-Centered 

Paradigm 

(FRCP) 

Anna’s couple-self 

contemplating divorcing the PG  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Anna’s mother-self operated under 

the FRCP (not divorcing the PG for 

the welfare of her child) 

      

Figure 5. Anna giving up divorcing the PG -paradigm shift from the SCCP to the FRCP 

 Fiona had contemplated divorcing the PG after knowing that he had borrowed money 

from loan-sharks for gambling. She regarded divorcing the PG as her ultimate escape from being 

‘hurt and shocked’ again and this was driven by her SCCP. However, in her FRCP, Fiona had to 

consider the welfare of her children and she decided that she would divorce the PG if her teenage 

children agreed with her on this matter. Fiona’s had changed her mind by shifting to the FRCP. 

Fiona’s FRCP placed priority over her role and responsibility of her mother-self in maintaining 

status quo of a family and more important the welfare of children within a ‘healthy family’ with 

double-parents. If Fiona had fixed her mind within the SCCP she would have been more 
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determined to divorce the PG without considering what her teenage children thought about her 

divorce intention. Figure 6 illustrates six of the participants who had operated a shift of paradigm 

from the SCCP to the FRCP. 

              SCCP 

  

 

 

 

                                                                            Same participants giving up divorcing the PG  
                                                                        for welfare of children after shifting to their FRCP 
 

Figure 6. Participants operated paradigm shift from SCCP to FRCP 

8.18   Divorcing the PG for Protection of Children 

Among the 14 participants who had contemplated or mentioned of divorcing the PG, 13 

of them had shifted from the SCCP to the FRCP and subsequently gave up divorcing the PG. 

However, only one participant Cammy had actually divorced the PG. Analysis by the author 

suggests that Cammy’s divorce action was driven by her FRCP which values the welfare of 

children.    

Excerpts from the interview with Cammy: 

Cammy: My husband was here (gambling counselling center) for quitting his 
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gambling. I was now working on divorce with him. I took this step. 

Author:  Are you sure of divorcing him?  

Cammy:  Yes, I am sure. Now, we (me and my two sons) are supporting his living with 

our monthly welfare money. He is working, but his income is not enough to 

cover his debts. Before, I would cry when I talked about my story. But for 

over 20 years, I had no tear to cry anymore. 

Author:  I think you have become more optimistic and came out of the bottom. Your 

story is so dramatic among the stories I heard. I seldom heard sons were 

affected. It seemed that the marriage was over since no trust between you 

and your husband? 

Cammy:  No trust. Now I must divorce him and move away from the flat from him. 

My two sons and I are moving to public housing. We would not let him know 

where we live. I am no longer his wife. I must get divorced from him 

before applying for public housing. (P17) 

 Among all the participants, Cammy and her two sons had probably suffered the most 

devastating impact from the PG. Perhaps due to chronic stress, she had developed a brain tumor 

and if medication failed to work, she might have to undergo an operation to remove the tumor. 

For about ten years, Cammy’s two sons had been troubled by debt collectors since they were 

primary school students. The elder son had been diagnosed with mental problems and had been 

put on psychiatric medication for about ten years. After suffering for so many years, she had 

decided to divorce the PG to protect herself and her sons. Compared to Gina and Dorothy, she 

had apparently suffered impact much longer and divorcing the PG became the best option for 
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self-care. She asserted that ‘I am no longer his wife. I must get divorced from him’. She had 

detached herself totally from the role and responsibility of her spousal self. Cammy’s 

determination to divorce the PG was driven by her FRCP for the wellbeing of her two sons. The 

following Figure 7 illustrates the paradigm shift by Cammy.  

SCCP-Contemplation / mentioning of divorce 

  

 

 

 

                                                                                           FRCP-Divorcing PG to protect sons 

 

Figure 7. Cammy’s paradigm shift from SCCP to FRCP  

8.19  Paradigm Shift from Escape Suicide (SCCP) to Sacrificial Suicide (PGCP)  

Excerpts from the interview with Anna:  

Author:  You said you worried, what you worried about? 

Anna:  I worried him go gambling again, worried him borrowing money. Lying to 

me, that was most hurting me (傷心), he was constantly lying to me. I chose 

to believe him and hope he makes positive changes (改好). “I helped you 

(gambler), I gave you a chance”. Every time he (the gambler) had a reason. 

Every time he had a problem, I tried to listen to him to see what he was 

    Cammy 

 

   Cammy 
paradigm shift 
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thinking…. “I am willing to face these problems with you together and not 

forsaking you”…. 

Author:  Have you thought about committing suicide? 

Anna:  Yes, I always think about this. I had thought about killing myself in 2012…. 

My husband had borrowed money from his boss in 2012; I had to face a big 

sum of debt, I thought about this…. Not due to no face. I want to clear all 

debts. I do not like to owe people debt. How can I clear all debts? I felt very 

tired, better die. There would be some insurance money if I died and 

should be enough for you (gambler) to repay debts. “Is it I die and you get 

the money to repay debts, and then you would wake up (醒) (from your 

gambling addiction)? My suicide – first, I do not want to face these 

anymore. Second, this is the most I can help you, helping you repay all the 

debts. Ultimately, I give you my life. My death would wake him up, I think 

so…. He is sick, and I accompany him to walk the right way, not just help 

him repay debt. (P 03) 

The author argues that Anna’s self-sacrifice suicide to rescue the PG represented an 

extreme type of PGCP coping strategy that she had accorded the PG importance over her own 

life. Anna was ready to take extreme action of ‘I give you my life’ (committing suicide to claim 

her insurance compensation money) to bail out the PG. She also hoped that her sacrificial death 

for the PG ‘would wake him up’ from his gambling addiction. Moreover, Anna’s notion of ‘he is 

sick’, further disposed her to act as a rescuer through her spousal self. She had assumed that the 

PG had limited self-care capability and thus limited responsibility for self-change. Anna had 
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seriously contemplated a PGCP driven sacrificial suicide for the PG (see Figure 8). 

 SCCP  PGCP 

Escape suicide  

‘I felt very tired, better die…. I do not 

want to face these anymore’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sacrificial suicidal   

‘Ultimately I give you my life. My death 

would wake him up, I think so.’ 

 

 

Figure 8. Anna’s paradigm shift from escape suicide (SCCP) to sacrificial suicide (PGCP)  

Notes: (a)The arrows pointing inwards represent suicide – the shrinking of SELF to collapse 

            (b) The arrow pointing towards the PG indicates Anna’s ‘sacrifice’ for the PG  

PG Anna’s 

suicidal SELF 

paradigm shift 
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Excerpts from the interview with Anna: 

Author:  You said you worried, what you worried about? 

Anna:  I worried him go gambling again. Worrying him borrowing money; lying to 

me, that was most hurting me (傷心), he was constantly lying to me. I chose 

to believe him and hope he makes positive changes (改好). “I helped you 

(gambler), I gave you a chance.” Every time he had a reason. Every time he 

had a problem, I tried to listen to him to see what he was thinking….” I am 

willing to face these problems with you together and not forsaking you 

“…. 

Author:  Have you thought about committing suicide? 

Anna:  Yes, I always think about this. I had thought about killing myself in 

2012…..My husband had borrowed money from his boss in 2012; I had to 

face a big sum of debt,…. I do not like to owe people debt. How can I clear 

all debts? I felt very tired. Better die. There would be some insurance money 

if I died and should be enough for you (gambler) to repay debts. “Is it I die 

and you get the money to repay debts, and then you would wake up(醒) 

(from your gambling addiction)? My suicide – First, I do not want to face 

these anymore. Second, this is the most I can help you, helping you repay all 

the debts. Ultimately I give you my life. My death would wake him up, I 

think so….. I have a daughter; I cannot die. I am responsible to my 

daughter. (P03) 
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In Section 8.19, the author suggests that Anna had operated a paradigm shift moving from 

her SCCP to her PGCP. She changed her mind from committing suicide to escape from future 

impact to committing suicide to claim insurance money to help the PG clear his gambling debts. 

In this section, the author argues that Anna gave up her suicidal intention because she felt she 

was responsible for the future and wellbeing of her daughter. Anna performed another paradigm 

shift moving from her PGCP to her FRCP because she valued and accorded priority to her 

relationship with and responsibility towards her daughter via her mother-self. Anna’s shift across 

three paradigms is shown in the following Figure 9. 
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SCCP PGCP FRCP 

Suicide to escape 

(Core SELF) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sacrificial suicide to rescue PG 

(spousal-self) 

Giving up suicide for 

daughter’s sake (mother-

self) 

Figure 9. Anna’s paradigm shift from SCCP to PGCP and FRCP 
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8.20   Contemplation of Mother-child ‘Suicide’   

Excerpts from the interview with Queenie:  

Author:  You mentioned you have borne a lot of stress, were your emotions affected?  

Queenie: I did not know I was affected (voice raised)   

Author:  Have you ever thought about committing suicide?    

Queenie: Yes! (assertive tone) Especially after giving birth to my son.  

Author:  Such (suicidal) thought related to his gambling?  

Queenie: Because I did not want to face him. I did not want to suffer so much (咁辛

苦) due to you (gambler-spouse)….. After giving birth to my baby, he had a 

relapse. In early 2015, I had thought about suicide, after his relapse in 

gambling, I had very strong hatred (against him). 

Author:  What was the motive behind that idea of (your) suicide?  

Queenie: I did not want to face anymore (唔想去理).I felt his sense of remorse (悔意

唔大) was not strong….. I could not affect the baby, but he (baby) was 

affecting me.  

Author:  You felt weak but had a responsibility to take care of him (baby)? 

Queenie: Yes. I felt very exhausted. At that time, I wanted to end my life.  

(participant crying in tears)  

Author:  Sorry that the interview reminded you of unhappy things.  

Queenie: I expect still a long time in future (for me) to cry.  

Author:  But fortunately you did not take action to end your life. 
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Queenie: I felt (if I die) my son would be under him (gambler-spouse) and that 

would be a big problem. Once at the Centre (gambling counselling center) I 

was very upset and said to him, “if I die I would take my son to die with 

me. I would not let the son be brought up by you. I would not let your 

(family) side raises my son”. (P09) 

 Analysis revealed that driven by her SCCP, Queenie had thought about committing 

suicide as a way of escape from future impact of relapse by the PG. Different from Xenia and 

Nancy, Queenie’s suicidal ideation had also considered the future of her new-born infant baby – 

“if I die I would take my son to die with me. I would not let the son be brought up by you 

(gambler-spouse). I would not let your (family) side raises my son”. She displayed a desperate 

mother-self attitude in ‘protecting’ her infant baby by not leaving her son behind to fall into the 

negative influence of the PG or by his family. In Hong Kong, we have seen many cases where 

mothers ended the lives of children before their suicide. Queenie’s contemplation of taking her 

son to die with her reflected her total lack of trust or security in the PG. Queenie’s mother-self 

operating within her FRCP decided not to leave behind her son to the PG nor his family whom 

she did not trust. The following Figure 10 depicts Queenie’s paradigm shift from her SCCP to 

FRCP  
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 SCCP  FRCP 

 Queen's suicide of SELF as an 

escape 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 10. Queenie’s paradigm shift from the suicide of core SELF as an escape (SCCP) to 

the contemplation of mother-child suicide (FRCP) to ‘protect’ her son 

 
8.21  Paradigm shift –  from Contemplating to Giving up Suicide  

 In Section 8.17, the author has pointed out that one of the main considerations for 

participants to give up divorce action was their children – not to make them grow up without a 

father or grow up in a ‘broken’ family. The author argues that underlying the change in coping 

strategy from ‘Contemplation of Divorcing the PG’ to ‘Giving Up Divorcing the PG’ was a 

paradigm shift from the SCCP to the FRCP which values the importance of status quo of the 

family for the development of children (see Figure 6). In this section, analysis reveals that 

Queenie had given up her suicidal intention because she worried if she died, her son would be 

brought up by the PG or his family.  

Infant son 
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mother-self dying with 
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Excerpt from the interview with Queenie: 

Queenie: I expect still a long time in future to cry.  

Author:  But fortunately you did not take action to end your life. 

Queenie: I felt (if I die) my son would be under him and that would be a big 

problem.  

Author:  So, your son was the reason for you to continue to live on?  

Queenie: Yes. Once I had this son, I wanted to raise him up well. I made up      

my mind I won’t let your CHAN family (husband side) say anything wrong 

about my son. (P 09) 

 Analysis revealed that Queenie had changed her mind (changed her operating paradigm) 

three times. First, after being exposed to the chronic impact of the PG, Queenie’s spousal self 

had ‘felt very exhausted’ and ‘did not want to face anymore’ (唔想去理) she wanted to end her 

life. The author called the first stage the ‘contemplation of escape suicide’ formulated in her 

SCCP employing suicidal as her final escape. The second stage is ‘contemplation of mother-son 

suicide’ – ‘I felt (if I die), my son would be under him (PG) and that would be a big problem’. 

She did not want to leave her son behind to the PG’s bad influences or neglect. She operated a 

paradigm shift from the SCCP to the FRCP where her mother-self contemplated to die with her 

son together as a way of ‘protecting’ her son. In the third stage, she changed her mind and 

wanted to live on to bring up her son by herself. She ‘wanted to raise him up well’ to fulfill a 

mother-self ’s responsibility. The author describes this an ‘intra-paradigm shift’. The following 

four figures (see Figure 11, Figure 11A, Figure 11B and Figure 11C) can illustrate the three 

stages of paradigm shifts performed by Queenie respectively. 
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Stage 3 - giving up suicide to raise son 
up well 

Figure 11. Queenie’s paradigm shift and intra-paradigm shift  

  

‘Because I did not want to 
face him. I did not want to 
suffer so much (咁辛苦) due 
to you (gambler-spouse)…. I 
did not want to face any more 
(唔想去理)….Yes, I felt very 
exhausted. At that time, I 
really wanted to end my life’.  

‘I felt (if I die) my son would 
be under him (gambler-
spouse) and that would be a 
big problem…. I was very 
upset and said to him 
(gambler-spouse) “if I die I 
would take my son to die 
with me. I would not let the 
son be brought up by you. I 
would not let my son be 
raised by your (family) 
side”’. 

Intra-
paradigm 
shift 

paradigm 
shift 

‘I felt (if I die) my son 
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Figure 11A. Stage 1-Queenie’s contemplation of escape suicide 
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Figure 11B. Stage 2-Queenie’s contemplation of mother-son suicide 
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Figure 11C. Stage 3-Queenie’s intra-paradigm shift to giving up suicide to raising son up herself 

8.22   No Suicidal Contemplation  

 Analysis reveals that participants who had never contemplated any suicide had valued 

and accorded priority to their children and birth parents, driven within their Family Relationship 

Centered Paradigm (FRCP). Considerations such as the future welfare of children and negative 

impact on birth parents appeared to be participants’ protective factors against the risk of self-

harm. The following excerpts from the interviews illustrate this discovery. 

Excerpts from the interview with Dawn: 
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Dawn:  When I had the baby boy, I never thought of suicide (tears came in 

participant and author showed where the tissue box was). My baby son had 

saved me. My colleague worried for me – only my son and me at home. But 

very funny, I never thought about (suicide) with my son.  No, nothing at 

all. Looking back, I then knew I was a very positive person. At that moment, 

I had no such idea (of suicide) at all. I thought my son was innocent and 

very miserable (好慘) and also very cute. My feeling was ‘I could not let 

go (the baby)’ (唔捨得). (P14)  

Excerpts from the interview with Eva:    

Author:  Have you ever thought about suicide?  

Eva:  No. I would not hurt myself, why I should hurt myself, rather it's better 

he(gambler) kill himself. (Participant started into a laugh) I want to kill 

him, (laugh...). I was so angry and said to him, “why you do not kill 

yourself,” I was angry at this point. He (gambler) said he had thought 

about suicide but afraid of dying. I was all for the daughter…. What can I 

do if I lose my job? How can I bring up my daughter? (P 22) 

 Eva had never thought about committing suicide despite all the impact she had suffered 

from the PG. Obviously, she was very angry at the PG and wished he kill himself. Eva had a 

daughter and felt that she must keep her job so that she could earn money to bring up her 

daughter. Central to Eva’s FRCP was her sense of responsibility to bring up her daughter. Eva’s 

FRCP gave her a strong purpose of living and kept her mind away from any suicidal ideation.   

Excerpts from the interview with Pam:   
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Pam:  I had lost a bit of control (in dealing with his problem), but I treasure my 

family members very much so I would not do things to hurt myself. I 

would not cut my hand, my parents would ache and I afraid of dying too. I 

would not hurt myself for parent's sake. I would consider many things 

(family members), so I would not cause harm to myself. I was just bluffing 

him (gambler) when I said, ‘I would kill myself on the road if you still don't 

come down from office’ in that incident. (P15) 

 Pam revealed that she would not hurt herself because she treasured her birth family  

members especially her parents very much. Pam had developed a very good relationship with her 

parents during her upbringing. Even though after marriage, she still accorded high regards to her 

parents feeling and concerns. Apparently, Pam’s FRCP which values relationship to her birth 

parents had been an important protective factor against her risk of suicide. Analysis of the 

narratives from Dawn, Pam and Eva revealed that participants who had never contemplated 

suicide were those who operated FRCP which values wellbeing of, and the relationship between, 

parents and children. 

E. The Emergence of Theory of Multiple Paradigms  

Analysis of the 17 coping strategies adopted by participants has led to the emergence of 

three operating paradigms employed by Chinese female spouses of PGs namely the Problem-

Gambler-centered paradigm (PGCP); the SELF Care-centered paradigm (SCCP) and the Family 

Relationship-centered paradigm (FRCP). The author argues that PGCP is the part of mindset, 

priorities, perspectives, values and concerns centered around the PGs. In contrast to the PGCP, 

the SCCP is centered around the overall preservation, protection and well-being of the 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

254 

participant’s SELF integrity including emotional stability, financial independence, internal 

harmony among component selves and external relationship with outside world. The FRCP could 

be conceptualized as a middle ground between the PGCP and the SCCP. The FRCP mainly 

generates coping strategies for protection and preservation of the family and children such as 

family status quo, integrity of couple relationship and wellbeing of children. 

Participants’ adoption of diverse coping strategies suggests that they coped with multi-

dimensional impact from the PG by shifting among their multiple paradigms. A day-to-day 

example to illustrate the concept of paradigm shift is shifting gear when driving under different 

road conditions. Each paradigm predisposes participants towards a distinct goal of coping. 

Different strategies were employed over time for three distinct paradigmatic goals: (1) to 

preserve the overall integrity of the core SELF, (2) the well-being of the PG and (3) the status 

quo of family. Based on findings of the study, the author postulates a model of the nine 

component selves and three operating paradigms. The model is depicted in Figure 8.9.  

The model of the three operating paradigms is grounded on participants’ narratives and 

stories on the coping strategies they had adopted over years of impact. In the model of multiple-

self and multiple paradigm (MSMP), the PGCP focuses on taking actions for rescuing the PG 

while the SCCP on self-protecting and self-preservation. The FRCP mainly puts priority over 

couple relationship, family status quo, and welfare of children in particular. In their PGCP, the 

PG was their focus of concerns and they adopted coping strategies such as avoiding conflicts 

with and rescuing the PG, and maintaining an attachment with the PG despite all of the 

interpersonal impact and loss of personal resources. Coping strategies driven by the SCCP were 

relatively the ‘opposite’ of those driven by the PGCP. In their SCCP, the participants used coping 
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strategies such as confrontation, detachment and even relationship dissolution for their own 

protection and wellbeing in the long run.  

Participants’ choice and changes of paradigmatic coping strategy depended on many 

factors including personality of participants and PGs, stage of problem gambling, amount of 

gambling debts incurred, whether there are children in the family and so on. It is argued that the 

influences of Western values such as autonomy and responsibility of self-care have somehow 

predisposed participants towards SCCP coping strategies such as detaching from or divorcing the 

PGs, while the influences of Confucianism values towards those the under PGCP. The FRCP 

apparently is a mid-ground realistic orientation aims to preserve family status quo and maintain 

protection of children. The author argues that there are no objective advantages of one paradigm 

over the other. Paradigm shift and changes of coping strategies were participants’ adaptation to 

diverse impact from the PG. They subscribed or shifted to a particular paradigm which they 

thought could work best for their coping in a particular impact situation.
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Figure 12. A grounded model of three operating paradigms and nine component selves 
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F. Negative Case Deviant from Theory of Three Operating Paradigms   

Excerpts from the interview with Katie:   

Katie:  In 2003-2004, my son was about nine years old at Primary 4, he had an 

affair with a woman. Their relationship has lasted for about one and 

half year. But it is nothing to do with his gambling behavior.... His 

gambling behavior seemed to have no big impact on life routine of the 

family because I am in charge of the sale proceeds balance of around 

HKD2 million that could support our living and our son’s education 

expenses. 

Author:  Is it the issue of money that affecting your relationship with him? 

Katie:  Our relationship is complicated. It is not only because of money. I did 

not give him money about three years ….. That makes my life easier 

today, and that’s why I could say his problem gambling behavior has 

not been affecting me too much. Not like other spouses who did not 

have enough money for household spending and even had to borrow 

money from others to repay the debts for the PG. (P04) 

 Katie appeared to be the least affected participant among all the 23 Chinese female 

spouses of PG in the study. It appeared to the author that Katie’s component selves such as 

resource-self, cognitive-affective self, mother-self as well as her social self had relatively 

remained unaffected by the PG. It is argued that Katie was relative ‘immune’ from the impact 

of the PG because she had somehow emotionally detached herself from the PG after she 

found out that he had an affair with a woman outside. Apparently, upon her discovery of the 

PG’s extra-marital affair, Katie had shrunk herself from operating the PGCP. Unlike most of 

the other participants who had devoted themselves around the PGCP, Katie had mainly 
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operating her living and coping under her FRCP and her SCCP. Under these two paradigms, 

she had not given money to the PG for three years. On the one hand, Katie had protected her 

resource-self and standard of living by controlling the proceeds of sale after selling their 

industrial unit. On the other hand, she had fulfilled the role of her mother-self since she 

retained sufficient funds for her son’s future education. In short, Katie was a negative case in 

the sense that she was not a 3-paradigm operator. Katie’s case had provided support to the 

proposed 3-paradigm theory that maladaptive coping were mainly resulted from what the 

author described as ‘paradigm fixation’ at the PGCP while lacking adaptive shift to the FRCP 

or the SCCP.  
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CHAPTER NINE 

Participants’ Advice to other Chinese Female Spouses of PG 

 In Chapter Eight, a total of seventeen coping strategies adopted by participants are 

discussed. In this chapter, advice that participants considered worth offering to other affected 

Chinese female spouses of PGs is discussed. After conducting the first seven interviews with 

participants, the question ‘can you share any advice for other affected Chinese female 

spouses of PG?’ emerged into the mind of the researcher. The researcher then decided to add 

the question to collect ‘participants’ advice’ in the remaining interviews. A total of 12 pieces 

of advice on coping strategies were collected from the participants. These advices represent 

the coping strategies that they wish they had adopted. In giving such advice, participants put 

themselves in a position relatively detached and independent from their male gambling 

spouses. Analysis of the 12 pieces of advice (see Table 7) revealed that the majority of them 

belong to the SCCP. It is argued that participants’ SCCP oriented advices have reflected the 

influences of Western values such as autonomy and self-care. Moreover, the finding of these 

SCCP oriented advice was in contrast to the findings in Chapter 8 that the participants’ 

dominant coping strategies were driven by the PGCP.     

9.1   Advice #1 -‘Self-care’ , ‘Self-love,’  ‘Set boundary’  etc 

Excerpts from the interview with Anna: 

Author:  What advice you can give to another Chinese female spouse of PG? 

Anna:  Love and care yourself. Draw boundary. (P 03) 

Excerpts from the interview with Irene: 

Author:  Do you have any advice to other Chinese female spouses of PG? 
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Irene:  Treat yourself better; Don’t always focus on a gambling problem. It is 

easier to change my life attitude and value…. I would advise other 

female spouses be good to themselves, more willing to spend, eat and 

buy reasonably. Enjoy life while you can (及時行樂). Don’t (do 

everything) all just for the sake of the gambler. (P 06) 

 ‘Self-care’ or ‘Self-love’ is one of the main themes identified from the advice of 

participants. This theme did not emerge from the analysis of the diverse coping strategies 

adopted by all participants. Apparently, participants’ advice for other female spouses 

represented those lessons learned with hindsight. It is argued that participants’ advice on 

‘self-care’ and ‘self-love’ were their counter-factual advice which they wish they had adopted 

but in fact did not during their struggle. This advice suggests other affected Chinese female 

spouses have a paradigm shift from the PGCP to the SCCP.  

9.2   Advice #2 - ‘Let go the gambler,’  ‘Self-change is easier.’    

Excerpts from the interview with Nancy: 

Nancy:  Most important if one could do something of own interest. We would 

have a sense of fulfillment if you could do good on things you feel 

interesting. For the time being, let go (the gambler) (暫時放下). I 

knew I have to recharge myself. (P20) 

Excerpts from the interview with Irene: 

Author:  Do you have any advice to other female spouses of PG? 

Irene:  Treat self better. Don’t always focus on a gambling problem. It’s easier 

to change my life attitude and value. (P06) 

Excerpts from the interview with Queenie: 



EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE SPOUSES OF PROBLEM GAMBLERS  

 

 

261 

Queenie: But you (female spouses) should not hold high hope that he (PG) could 

change. Depends on the character of the gambler. (P 09) 

Apparently, most participants had underestimated the chronicity of gambling 

addiction and over-estimated PGs’ motivation to change. Irene’s realization that ‘It’s easier to 

change my life attitude and value’ was probably the insight she acquired after a long period of 

struggle to change her gambling spouse. Irene’s advice suggests self-change (under the 

SCCP) is a better way of coping than a preoccupation with changing the PG (under PGCP).  

 After the burst of the hidden gambling debts, most affected Chinese female spouses 

were desperate to change their gambling spouses by enrolling them into gambling 

counselling services hoping the PG could quit their gambling addiction once and for all. 

Female spouses usually ‘force him (PG) to see counselling’ without realizing that most PGs 

lack in motivation to quit their gambling or they are not yet into the stage of contemplation 

(Prochaska & DiClemente, 1982). The findings of this study suggest that affected Chinese 

female spouses should give more consideration to self-care under the SCCP than changing 

the PG under the PGCP. 

9.3   Advice #3 - ‘Walking away by Going on Trip, Doing Things of Interest, etc.’   

Excerpt from the interview with Nancy: 

Author:  What advice would you give to other female spouses?  

Nancy:  From my stand-point, if possible, walk away (行開下) and personally 

have some quiet moments would be good. If you feel so tough in facing 

the gambler every day, like my case, I felt very tough, and I walked 

away, and I could feel better and supported my own emotions.   

Author:  What you meant by ‘walking away’? Separation?  
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Nancy:  Not necessary ‘separation’. Could be taking a trip, or going back to the 

home village (in China) for a week or a month, or working or acting as 

a volunteer. Meeting a group of people would be more relaxing. Bad 

emotions could be half gone (from outside). Most important if one 

could do something about (her) own interests. We would have a sense 

of fulfillment if you could do good on what you are interested in. For 

the time being, let go (the gambler) (暫時放下). (P 20) 

 Nancy’s advice to ‘walk-away’ suggests taking a timeout to detach from the conflicts 

and struggles with the PGs. She believed that having a timeout and ‘personally having some 

quiet moments,’ could improve negative emotions. Also, engaging in activities such as 

volunteer work could also help. 

9.4   Advice #4 –  ‘No bailing out or Financial Enabling to the PG’   

Excerpts from the interview with Katie: 

Author:  What advice can you give to other female spouses of PGs?  

Katie:  Control the finance of the family. Don’t give money to the gambler to 

settle his debts. Don’t trust what he claimed that he would not do it 

(gamble) again. If you do, you have to repay his debt first. And he will 

repeat the same (gambling) behavior. (P04) 

Excerpts from the interview with Beatrice: 

Author:  The last question: What advice you want to share with female spouses of 

PG?  

Beatrice: Not to be soft-hearted (唔好心軟). Because I was soft-hearted, his 

explanations that he did not want to affect people, his explanations 
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made me soft-hearted and (I) helped him repay debts and borrowing 

money for him. Each time he asked me to borrow money for him, I 

trusted him and willingly and no regret I borrowed from him…. The 

point was not to ‘enable’ (唔好助長 ) him. I felt I had been 

‘enabling him’ (in gambling). (P18) 

 Katie’s advice stressed the importance of no bailing-out, i.e., self-preservation of 

financial resources while Beatrice advice on no financial enabling of the PG. Both Katie and 

Beatrice’s advice indicated that bailing out and financially enabling the PGs as coping 

strategies are useless in bringing any positive changes and recovery of the PGs.  

9.5   Advice #5 - ‘Confrontation not Tolerance with the PG’   

Excerpts from the interview with Queenie: 

Author:  At the closing of this the interview, anything you feel important that you 

want to share with other female spouses of PGs? 

Queenie: Don’t overlook the little ‘problems’ discovered at the beginning of  

the problem. When things accumulated, it could be disastrous. Those 

‘Ah Q is thinking’ – it's OK ... it's OK. No! Never OK. You (as a spouse) 

have to teach him like teaching a son. But you should not hold high hope 

that he could change. It depends on the character of the gambler.  Never 

think he just borrowed ‘small amount’ of money. Once discovered his 

problem. Must face it seriously and don’t take it easy. Don't think for 

him (gambler) good then tolerate (唔好死忍難忍) (P 09) 

Excerpts from the interview with Beatrice: 

Author:  You meant confrontation could help solve the problem?  
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Beatrice: Yes. Not to hide the problem aside. Take it out; even he did not want to 

talk; you needed to talk about it…..   

Beatrice: Should tell him (gambler) your feelings for him to listen. (P18) 

 Queenie’s advice suggests that it is important to confront the PG at the early phase of 

his problem gambling when impact was relatively less serious. She had learnt the lesson that 

a tolerance mentality towards the PG i.e. ‘it’s OK’ would only lead to serious consequences 

later. Similarly, Beatrice advised others to confront the PG by expressing their feelings even 

though the PGs would not like to face their feelings of hurt.  

9.6   Advice #6 –  ‘Monitoring and Controlling the PG’   

Excerpts from the interview with Eva: 

Author:  Is there any advice you have for other female spouses of PGs who were 

just at the early stage of noticing problems or suspecting a problem of 

gambling? 

Eva:  More attention and observation on the gambler, or even checking on 

his phone. Attention and Observation (on the PG). (P22)  

Eva’s advice was active monitoring and checking on the behavior of the PGs. Such advice 

was more assertive than confrontation and not tolerating the PGs. Self-assertiveness is a core 

attitude under the SCCP which assumes that female spouses being responsible and capable of 

bringing positive changes, not leaving things entirely in the hands of the PG.  

9.7   Advice #7 - ‘Helping the PG Explore Interests other than Gambling ‘   

Excerpt from the interview with Beatrice: 

Author: The last question: What advice you want to share with other female 

spouses of PG? 
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Beatrice: I felt he (gambler) needed some psycho-spiritual counselling  

(心靈上輔導)…. Also, help him to explore other interests.  

Author:  You felt helping him to explore other interests could be helpful to him.  

Beatrice: Yes, should be of help. I had explored some, but I did not force him to do 

it. Like jogging and hiking. (P 18)  

 There were three pieces of advice given by Beatrice. The first two pieces – ‘No 

financial enabling to the PG’ (see Section 9.4) and ‘Confrontation – talking about the 

problems and speaking up own feelings to the PG’ (see Section 9.5) belong to her Self Care 

Centered Paradigm (SCCP). The third piece of advice ‘Helping PG explore interests other 

than gambling’ (see Section 9.7) belongs to her PGCP. This third advice surely was not 

gambling enabling but growth facilitating. The author stresses that participants operating 

under their PGCP could generate adaptive as well as maladaptive coping strategies. 

9.8    Advice #8 –  ‘Seeking Counselling / Learning from other Female Spouses of PG’  

Excerpts from the interview with Katie: 

Author: What advice you can give the other female spouse of PG?  

Katie: Must seek professional help from counselling center. Learn from the 

experiences and sharings of other female spouses of PGs (過來人).  

                (P 04) 

Excerpts from the interview with Xenia: 

Author:  What advice would you give to other female spouses of a gambler?  

Xenia:  Seek help. These counselling could help at least (let you) happy in the 

day you come. You should take the initiative to seek help and not hide 

away. Seeking and talking to a third party professional could help to 
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some extent. A night of happiness counts a night. Self-care is necessary. 

Seek professional help as soon as possible. (P 23) 

 Both Katie and Xenia advised other female spouses to seek help from professional 

counselors at local gambling counselling centers. From Katie’s experiences, listening to 

sharing from other affected female spouses was useful. Xenia’s ‘a night of happiness counts a 

night’ revealed that though PGs would not change overnight, counselling services could 

provide a break from the chronic stress caused by their gambler-spouses.     

9.9    Advice #9 - ‘Having a Religious Belief ’    

Excerpts from the interview with Nancy: 

Author:  Any things you felt important and want to share (with other female 

spouses of PGs)? 

Nancy:   If the female spouses could have a religious belief, it would be better.  

Author:  Why?  

Nancy:  If I did not attend church and being a Christian, I would have given up 

my marriage very early. I could hang on till now because I attended 

church frequently. I heard the sermon, and I reflected and might be I 

have done wrong things myself. If I had a religious belief, I could think 

more clearly. Also, you could find a group of people in the church. They 

could understand you well.  

Author:  In your case, religious belief had helped you a lot?  

Nancy:  Yes. (P 20) 

 At the time of the interview, Nancy had already separated herself from the PG. She 

had received support from attending church. She had contemplated ‘giving up’ her marriage, 
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but by attending church, she acquired strength to ‘hang on’ to her marriage. Legally speaking, 

she was still in a marriage relationship though she had separated herself from the PG. By the 

influences of church services and sermons, Nancy had shifted to her FRCP by neither staying 

with nor divorcing the PG. Such a shift to her FRCP had provided her with a temporary 

solution to her dilemma - ‘staying in the marriage is a pain, getting divorced is a shame’. To 

Nancy, separation under FRCP seemed to be her best dilemma solving coping strategy which 

was also acceptable to her Christian faith.  

9.10  Advice #10 –  ‘Separating from PG, Trust PG no more and Treat Self Better, etc’   

Excerpts from the interview with Fiona  

Author:  My last question. Do you have any advice for other female spouses of 

PGs? What to do to make things better if they just discover husband’s 

gambling problems? 

Fiona:   Immediately to separate from the gambler (not sure tone, participant 

gave a few laughs). Not to give (him) any chance. (The gambler-spouse 

is) Not trust-worthy anymore. Not trust-worthy anymore... If (it was 

the) the first burst, I would give him a chance. Treat yourself well, the 

one next to you is not trustworthy anymore. 

Author:  You are giving this advice to another wife, (was it you) all along did you 

treat yourself well over all these years? You did not treat yourself well?  

Fiona:   No, I did not (treat myself well). Sometimes I was very sacrificing.  Very 

sacrificing myself to... I sacrifice myself to give to my family. 

Author:   Family means who?  

Fiona:  Husband and children. Like buy something to eat, and I would not eat 
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but let them eat. Or sometimes when I was a bit tired but if they like (to 

eat), I will make for them (to eat). I am like this. (P05) 

 The author’s question on participant’s assertiveness ‘you did not treat yourself well?’ 

had enabled Fiona to reflect deeper about her past coping strategies under her PGCP. She 

admitted that sometimes she was ‘very sacrificing,’ i.e., sacrificing herself very much to 

provide her family with things they needed. She revealed that the cost of her self-sacrificing 

was a kind of self-neglecting that she had not been treating herself well enough over the 

years. She did not treat herself with enough self-regard to the extent that she would feel guilty 

if she spent money on buying clothes for herself or enjoyed a normal breakfast by herself. 

Fiona’s advice - ‘Immediately to separate from the gambler’, ‘Not to give (the gambler) any 

chance’, and to regard the gambler-spouse as ‘Not trust-worthy anymore’ was the opposite of 

what she had done in her coping with the impact on her own life. 

9.11   Advice #11 –  ‘Divorcing the PG upon Discovery of Gambling Problems’   

Excerpts from the interview with Cammy: 

Author:  Any advice for female spouses of PGs? 

Cammy:  Once discovered he has gambling, should divorce (him). This path 

should be taken early not late like me. I regretted. Once you discovered 

him a (problem) gambler, should not stay together. It would be lifetime 

trouble for myself and children….. Help given (to gambler) was in 

vain…. The female spouse should never give room for affection (唔好

留情). (P 17)  

 Cammy advised other female spouses to divorce the PG once they discovered his 

gambling problem. The author argues that such assertive and decisive advice was derived 
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from her painful suffering over a long period of twenty years. She regretted that she had 

taken such a long time to tolerate and help the PG to change. To Cammy, divorce was her last 

resort after all her efforts were in vain.   

 Cammy’s case raised one very important question - why divorce seems to be a 

‘forbidden’ action or option for Chinese female spouses of PGs? Perhaps the proposed 

Multiple Paradigm Theory can answer this question. It was because the majority of Chinese 

female spouse are culturally predisposed towards the PGCP. For the participants divorcing 

the PG could be seen as a deviant option when the Chinese Confucian culture values family 

integrity over individual freedom. The author argues that Cammy’s decision to divorce the 

PG-father was made by her mother-self for the wellbeing of her sons under her FRCP rather 

than by her spousal-self under her SCCP.          

9.12  Advice #12 - ‘Not to have Children’     

Excerpts from the interview with Anna: 

Author:  Your husband had gambled, borrowed money and pawned things. Had 

these things affected your view of yourself, your world-view, your 

religious belief and the ways you view other people?  

Anna:   Pessimistic, with regards to all things. I remembered my difficulties; I 

advised people not to have children. 

Author:  You have a daughter? 

Anna:   Yes, five years old. 

Author:  Why you like to advise people not to have children? 

Anna:   It is a financial problem. If you are not financially sound, do not have 

children. From my experiences, my husband gambled, and my living 
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has become very tight (financially). His gambling affected my daughter 

and me very much…..Once you had a child, you need a lot of money. I 

became pessimistic. If I did not have a child, I would be freer. More free 

to live. Due to money problem, I felt having a child did not suit me. I 

always think, if you allow me to start all over again, I would not have 

children…. Don’t victimize the little child (唔好累左小朋友). (P 03) 

The author suggests that Anna’s pessimism on having children can be appreciated 

from the inter-play of her spousal-self, resource-self, and mother-self. The following 

narratives from Anna could be understood as voices from her different sub-selves: 

Anna:  It is a financial problem. If you are not financially sound (resource-self), 

do not have children (mother-self). From my experiences, my husband 

gambled (spousal-self) and my living have become very tight financially 

(resource-self). His gambling affected me (spousal-self and resource-

self) and my daughter very much (mother-self). 

 As a result of bailing out the PG, Anna had suffered depletion of her financial 

resources and her mother-self was restricted in providing her daughter with traveling and 

activities like most mothers can do. More importantly, Anna probably had a deep feeling that 

her daughter was a ‘victim’ and this was the experience behind her advice ‘Don’t victimize 

the little child’ (唔好累左小朋友). Specifically, Anna’s mother-self had become 

‘pessimistic’ because of the chronic burden of gambling debt repayment. She was unable to 

live out her mother-self with the joy and sense of achievement like other mothers. The author 

argues that Anna’s mother-self was advocating preventive ‘protectionism’ i.e. the best way to 

protect children from impact of the PG is not to have them at the first place. The 12 major 
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types of advices from the participants and the paradigm they belonged to are summarized in 

the following Table 7. 

Table 7 
 
Participants’ Advice for other Affected Chinese Female Spouses of PGs 
 

Participants’ Advice for  

other affected Chinese female spouses of PGs  

Paradigm Type of 

the advice 

#1- ‘Self-care’  SCCP 

#2 - ‘Self-change’  SCCP 

#3 - ‘Walking away by going on a trip, doing things of 

interests’  

SCCP 

#4 - ‘No financial enabling to the PG’ SCCP 

#5 - ‘Confrontation not tolerance with the PG’  SCCP/FRCP 

#6 – ‘Monitoring and controlling the PG’ SCCP / FRCP 

#7 - ‘Helping PG explore interests other than gambling ‘  FRCP/PGCP 

#8 – ‘Seeking counselling / learning from the experience of 

another female spouse 

SCCP/FRCP 

#9 - ‘Having a religious belief’   SCCP 

#10 – ‘Separating from PG, trust PG no more and treat self 

better’ 

SCCP 

#11- ‘Divorcing PG upon discovery of his gambling problems’  SCCP 

#12 - ‘Not to have children’    SCCP 
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CHAPTER TEN 

Discussion, Implications and Future Directions 

 

10.1  Review of Study Findings 

  This study centered on the lived experiences of 23 Chinese female spouses of PGs in 

Hong Kong. In the process of exploring and understanding their experiences and how they had 

coped with various impacts, this grounded theory study discovered two major findings. First, 

based on my analysis of the multi-dimensional impact emerging, I have constructed a model of 

a core SELF with differentiation of nine sub-selves (see Figure 3). Second, based on my 

comparison and sorting of the 17 diverse coping strategies adopted by the participants, I have 

theorized that participants’ choices of coping strategies were driven by their preference among 

three operating paradigms. The three operating paradigms emerged are the Problem Gambler-

Centered Paradigm (PGCP), SELF Care-Centered Paradigm (SCCP) and the Family 

Relationship-Centered Paradigm (FRCP). The postulated models of multiple selves and 

multiple operating paradigms provide a new perspective on the concept of self. It is argued 

that the two models are not independent of each other. They are the two levels embodied and 

integrated within the dynamics of the ‘SELF’ which is conceptualized as composed of nine 

operating sub-selves and three operating paradigms. The author believes that the interplay 

between the three operating paradigms and the nine component selves could be very complex. 

In the following Table 8, the author attempts to describe the relationship between the multiple 

paradigm level and the multiple-self level of the SELF. 
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Table 8 

Links between the Nine Multiple Selves and the Three Operating Paradigms 

 

Component Selves 

SELF Care-
Centered Paradigm 

(SCCP) 

Family 
Relationship-

Centered Paradigm 
(FRCP) 

Problem Gambler-
Centered Paradigm 

(PGCP) 

Resource-self ✔   

Cognitive-affective self ✔   

Daughter-self ✔   

Social self ✔   

Mother-self  ✔  

Spousal self   ✔ 

Daughter-in-law self   ✔ 

Assumptive self ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Existential self ✔ ✔ ✔ 

 
The author believes that the findings of this study have only provided a limited 

discovery on the complexity of the SELF. The above table presents only the ‘dominant links’ 

between the multiple selves and the three coping paradigms. For example, the mother-self 

bears a strong link to the FRCP which is centered on family status quo and protection of 

children. The cognitive-affective self is naturally linked to the SCCP which covers the realm 

of psychological well-being of the SELF. Both the Assumptive and Existential selves are 

linked to the three paradigms. They are responsible for operating basic assumptions and 

meaning-making respectively and such functions are applicable to all three paradigms.  
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10.2   The Grounded Theory of ‘Multiple Selves and Multiple Paradigms' (MSMP) 

New Perspective for Understanding Impact and Coping Actions  

 On impact of problem gambling. Findings of this study are consistent with results 

of other recent studies on impact of problem gambling. Dowling and colleagues’ study (2015) 

on family impact as reported by treatment-seeking problem gamblers revealed that there were 

five themes :(1) financial issues, (2) stress and distress, (3) loss of/damage to relationship, (4) 

trust issues, (5) no or little impact. Generally, their findings suggest the most common family 

impact relate to financial, emotional and relationship issues. It is argued that the findings of 

Dowling and colleagues correspond with the findings of this study on (1) impact on the 

‘resource-self’, (2) ‘cognitive-affective self’ and (3) relational selves (such as spousal self, 

mother-self and daughter-self) respectively in the MSMP model. A recent study conducted in 

Hong Kong (Chan et al., 2016) on help-seeking family members who were female partners or 

ex-partners of gamblers had identified psychological distress, fair or poor health, poor or 

neither good nor bad quality of life as the major categories of impact. These results 

correspond with impact on cognitive-affective self (e.g. psychological distress) and impact on 

resource-self (e.g. impact on health and quality of life) discovered in this study.     

 On coping strategies. A total of 17 paradigm-driven coping strategies have emerged 

in this study. Early study on coping behavior of wives of alcoholics had used the Coping 

Questionnaire (CQ) (Orford et al., 1975) which consisted of three main categories of coping 

namely :Engaged, Tolerant-Inactive and Withdrawal. The Coping Questionnaire (Orford et 

al., 1998) was used for studies on coping by wives of men with drug and alcohol problems in 

contrasting socio-cultural settings (Orford et al., 2001). A shorter version of the CQ had been 

used in studies on family coping of gambling impact (Chan, Dowling, Jackson, & Shek, 
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2016)(Orford, 2002 ). In Orford’s study (2001) related to alcohol and drug problems, wives 

of men with alcohol problems and in Mexico City, and wives of men with other drug 

problems in South West England reported particularly high levels of both engaged and 

tolerant-inactive coping. Some coping actions identified in Orford’s study (1998b) seem to be 

similar to some of the paradigmatic coping strategies emerged in this study. A comparison of 

them is provided at the following Table 9. 

Table 9 

Comparing Coping Actions in Orford’s Study and Paradigmatic Coping Strategies emerged 

in this Study 

Coping Actions by Wives of Alcohol/Drugs 
Users (Orford et al., 2001) 

Paradigmatic Coping Strategies by wives of 
PGs in Hong Kong 

Engaged   

(1) ‘Made it clear you won’t accept his 

reasons or cover up for him’;  

(2) ‘Tried to limit her use by making some 

rules about it’ 

SCCP/PGCP 

(1) Actively confronting the PG  

(see Section 8.8) and  

(2) Active monitoring and managing the PG 

(see Section 8.9) 

The Tolerant-inactive  

(1) ‘Made excuses for him, covered up for 

him, or taken the blame’;  

(2) ‘Tried to keep things looking normal, or 

pretended all was well’ 

PGCP/FRCP 

(1) Covering up to protect the PG  

(see Section 8.3) and  

(2) Avoiding conflict with the PG  

(see Section 8.1).  

The Withdrawal  

(1) ‘When she was under the influence, left 

her alone’ and  

(2) ‘Avoided her as much as possible’  

 

SCCP  

(1) Temporary escape and distraction from the 

PG (see Section 8.11) and  

(2) Separating from the PG 

   (see Section 8.14).  
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The high levels of both engaged and tolerant-inactive coping in Orford’s (2001) study could 

be partly explained as a paradigmatic shift between different paradigms such as from the 

SCCP to the PGCP. On the one hand, by engaging the users/problem gamblers, the wives 

attempted to bring control or even changes to the problematic behavior of the users/gamblers. 

Their ultimate paradigmatic goal could be SELF care or protection. On the other hand, the 

tolerant-inactive coping actions could be driven by the PGCP or FRCP which centered 

around the users/problem gamblers or status quo of couple relationship and family harmony 

(see Figure 13).    

 

 

 

Paradigm Preference 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Orford’s (2001) 

Diverse Coping 

Actions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

Figure 13. Change of coping actions as explained by shift in paradigm  

 

 It is argued that the concept of paradigm shift can provide a new explanation of the 

existence of diverse or even opposite coping actions (e.g. Engaged vs Withdrawal) adopted 

SCCP/PGCP PGCP/FRCP 

Paradigm shift 

Engaged coping Tolerant-Inactive 
coping 
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by affected family members. For future studies on coping of affected family members of 

alcohol/drugs users or problem gamblers, paradigmatic purposes behind such coping actions 

should be explored for a better paradigmatic classification of diverse coping strategies. 

 On the concept of self. The conceptualization of such a new model of self as 

encompassing multiple governing paradigms and multiple executive sub-selves is consistent 

with existing theories and concepts of self, shared in many other studies. For example, in the 

study on shame by Dickerson and Gruenewald (Dickerson & Gruenewald, 2004) shame is 

conceptualized as an adaptive psychobiological response that results from threats to the 

individual’s “social self”. Threats to “social self” in particular involved social rejection and 

other events that threaten the individual’s self-esteem, social status, and sense of belonging 

(Dickerson & Gruenewald, 2004). In the grounded theory study conducted by Van Vliet 

(2008) on shame and resilience in adulthood, it was found that the self could bounce back 

from the impact of shame by a process of self-rebuilding. It was suggested that the self could 

rebuild by performing five interrelated coping strategies, i.e., connecting, refocusing, 

accepting, understanding, and resisting (Van Vliet, 2008). Moreover, the model of multiple 

selves proposed in the present study is consistet with the premises taken by Baumeister 

(1998), who viewed the self as encompassing multiple dimensions: (a) the executive or 

agentic nature of self in its power and ability to make choices, take action, and regulate its 

responses and behavior; (b) interpersonal aspect, which develops through social interactions 

and constructs roles and relationships that help shape the individual’s identity; and (c) 

reflexive consciousness, which is the ability of the “I” to perceive and reflect on the “me” 

(Baumeister, 1998). I would argue that the new model of multiple-self can enhance and 

explain Baumeister’s (1998) view of self with greater clarity and precision. First, using my 

multiple paradigms and multiple selves models, Baumeister’s first view on the self’s power 
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and ability to make choices, take action, and regulate response and behavior could be 

delineated into two levels – the paradigmatic decision-making level and the executive and 

agentic level. The new model postulated in this study suggests that the self can make 

decisions at the paradigmatic level and implements such decisions at the multiple selves 

levels through different roles in different interpersonal contexts. Second, Baumeister’s view 

on the interpersonal aspect of the self neatly corresponds to my first finding of the multiple 

selves models. Among the nine sub-selves identified in this study, five exist in an 

interpersonal context – spousal self, mother-self, daughter-in-law self, daughter-self and 

social self. Third, Baumeister’s view on the reflexive ability of the I-self to perceive and 

reflect on the me-self could be better refined with the aid of the new multiple-paradigm 

model proposed in this study. My multiple-paradigm model of the SELF can explain 

Baumeister’s idea of ‘reflexivity’ as the capability of the self in shifting between the I-

paradigm and the me-paradigm. In my study, it is suggested that the SELF has the power and 

ability to shift between three postulated paradigms. In brief, the new model of multiple selves 

and multiple paradigms has the strength of high relevancy to other concepts and models 

established on self.  

10.3   Implications for Counselling Practice 

10.3.1 A Self-based Theoretical Framework for Impact Assessment 

In helping Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong Kong, to cope with the various 

impact from their spousal problem gambling, counselors can use the constructed grounded 

model of Multiple-self Multiple Paradigms (MSMP) in two ways. First, the MSMP model 

can provide a self-based framework for impact assessment. Based on the assessment made 

for an individual client, the counselor can then design subsequent self-specific therapeutic 

interventions along with other traditional therapeutic approaches like Cognitive Behavioral 
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Therapy (CBT) and Family Therapy (Dickson-Swift et al.) as a therapeutic module. In 

general, most traditional therapeutic plans are formulated according to the assessment made 

at the symptomatic level. For example, an individual could be treated for depression if he or 

she is diagnosed to be in a state of mixed depression according to criteria in the DSM-5. In 

fact, the current DSM-5 criteria for mood disorders consist mainly of manic and depressive 

symptoms (Koukopoulos & Sani, 2014). To the contrary, the MSMP model is not a symptom-

oriented model, but a self-based framework with strong humanistic orientation in seeing the 

client as capable and responsible for the enhancement of his or her multiple selves. The 

following Figure 13 is an application of the new multiple-self model on a participant of the 

study.  

 By applying the multiple-self theoretical framework to assess the impact experienced 

by Esther (P10), a clear picture of the holistic SELF (see Figure 14) can enhance both the 

counselor for formulating treatment plans as well as the client for a better understanding of 

the multi-dimensional impact she experienced. Based on the multiple impact identified, the 

counselor can further explore with the client which sub-self is most stressed and should 

receive priority for treatment and therapy. In the example of Esther, the size of the circle for 

her mother-self was the smallest compared to other sub-selves. In this framework, the smaller 

the self-circle means the greater the perceived impact from the PG.  
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Figure 14. Applying the Multiple-Self model for Impact Assessment on Esther  
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 In this model, all the nine component selves are integral parts of the core SELF (the 

double-headed arrows in Figure 14 between the core SELF and the component selves indicate 

that they are constantly and mutually interactive with each other. Since they are all inter-

related, when one component self is empowered and supported, there would be a positive 

spillover effects to other parts of the core SELF. The model is consistent with the spirit of 

positive psychology which focuses on personal strength rather than individual pathology. It 

gives hope to clients that strengthening of one component self could naturally benefit other 

parts of the SELF. With this understanding, the person in question would be more motivated 

to take self-by-self incremental self-improvement action in coping with multiple impacts one 

day at a time. 

10.3.2 Paradigm Shift Therapy (PST) 

The following are steps suggested for implementation of a set of PST.  

1. Gambling counselors (counselors) can use the multiple selves perspective of the MSMP 

model for assessment of the multi-dimensional impact on affected family members.  

2. Based on results of the multiple-self assessment, counselors can co-develop traditional 

treatment and self-enhancement plans with clients to enhance recovery of the affected 

selve of the clients. 

3. The counselors can use the proposed MSMP (see Table 6 and Figure 12) to help clients 

review their paradigm and coping strategy preference in the past. It would be helpful to 

assist client to develop awareness of any ‘paradigm fixation’ the term I use to describe 

affected members showing extreme and excessive adherence to the use of coping 

strategies under one or two particular paradigms instead of shifting among different 

paradigmatic coping actions for maximum adaptability  
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4. After enhancing clients’ awareness of past paradigm preference, counselors could then  

empower clients by informing them that they do have choices of shifting to other 

paradigms. For example, if one client tried very hard and long with coping strategies 

driven by the PGCP but in vain, the counselor could help the client to try paradigm shift 

by exploring coping actions under the FRCP and the SCCP.  

5. To assist clients to make paradigm shift, counselors can help clients review and reflect 

on the pros and cons from fixation to a particular paradigm. The counselors can advise 

clients that best coping strategies require adaptive shifting among different paradigms. 

From the author’s gambling counselling experiences, most affected female spouses of 

PG show fixation at the PGCP. However, shifting from the PGCP requires their 

detaching (i.e. Withdrawal actions) and becoming more independent from the PG 

emotionally, psychologically or even physically. It is a question to be answered by future 

researches whether female spouses of PG in contexts of Asian Confucian familial values 

like Hong Kong are generally predisposed towards the PGCP. 

 From the postulated theory, shifting paradigm means changing the focus of concerns 

by acting on new priorities and perspectives. By shifting among paradigms, the clients could  

naturally see more options for coping strategies. It is assumed that affected female spouses or 

family members’ effective coping depends on their mobility in shifting among operating 

paradigms. In short, the core roles of PST are to enhance awareness of any paradigm fixation 

and encourage paradigm shift to cope with multiple-dimensional impact. The proposed PST 

was put in trial at a local Christian faith non-profit organization that provided services to 

problem gamblers and their affected family members. Based on the theory of MSMP 

emerged in this study and the general framework of PST (Section 10.3.2), a 5-session self-

recovery workshop (see Appendix K) for family members of PG was conducted from January 
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to March 2018. Average attendance in each session was 12 participants. At the end of the 

series of workshop, participants reported that they had developed better awareness of their 

past coping strategies and paradigm preference, and were readier to make paradigm shift in 

the future to cope with impact from the PG.    

10.4    Limitations 

By using a qualitative approach, this study allowed participants the time and space 

they felt safe and comfortable to share their own voices about their impact experiences as 

female spouses of problem gamblers. The participants were asked to talk about their 

experiences retrospectively and some participants had difficulties in recalling past events. 

The reasons could be either the events happened long time ago or the recall was influenced 

by the emotions associated with their memory of what happened to them. The 23 participants 

interviewed were recruited on voluntary basis from five gambling counselling centers serving 

different geographical locations in Hong Kong. The variety of source of participants went 

some way to control sample bias for this study. However, the study was limited by the small 

size of the sample which inevitably poses limitations in generalizing the findings to similar 

female populations in other settings. Since most participants were working and had family 

responsibilities, it was difficult to request supporting agencies to arrange focus groups. It is 

suspected that new themes could possibly emerge in focus groups where participants could 

feel acknowledged and understood by other female spouses of problem gamblers.  

10.5   Future Directions 

By exploring the impact experiences of Chinese female spouses of PGs in Hong 

Kong, a grounded theory or model of Multiple Self Multiple Paradigms (MSMP) was 

discovered in this study. The theory provides a 2-in-1 conceptual framework for 

understanding the multi-dimensional impact experiences and diverse coping strategies of the 
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participants. The multiple-self framework can guide practitioners and counselors to make a 

comprehensive self-based assessment of impact. The multiple-paradigm model suggests that 

therapeutic changes at an individual’s paradigmatic self could be conducive to positive 

behavioral changes like the adoption of more adaptive and protective coping strategies. 

Among the strengths of this study are the demographic breadth of participants sampled and 

the advantages of the researcher’s counselling skills for effective engagement with 

participants in data collection of the study. More similar qualitative research on impact 

experiences and coping strategies of Chinese female spouses of PGs in other Chinese 

populations like Taiwan and China PRC would be helpful for the development of a formal 

theory that could be generalized to a broader Chinese context. The extent to which this local 

theory constructed in this study could be applied to the Western populations needs to be 

explored.  

 In conclusion, this is the first qualitative study to explore the multi-dimensional 

impact experienced by Chinese female spouses of problem gamblers in a westernized Asian 

context of Hong Kong. This study has revealed that the impact experienced by participants 

were multi-dimensional. In response to the impact, participants had deployed a variety of 

coping strategies under different guiding paradigms. Based on such findings, a grounded 

theory of Multiple Selves and Multiple Paradigm (MSMP) is developed. Finally, based on my 

observations in casinos that there is a trend towards an increase in Chinese female gamblers, I 

suggest that future qualitative studies could investigate how Chinese male spouses of female 

problem gamblers perceive and cope with impact of problem gambling. It would be 

interesting to explore whether affected Chinese male spouses of female problem gamblers 

would deploy different coping strategies and exhibit different mobility in shifting among their 

guiding paradigms than affected Chinese female spouses in general.   
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Appendix A 

Initial Interview Question Set  

Research Topic: Experiences of Female Spouses/Partners of PGs 

Initial open-ended questions: 

1. Could you describe the events that led up to the discovery of the gambling problem?  

2. What were your initial reactions when the gambling problems had surfaced? 

3. What was it like knowing that your partner has a gambling problem? 

4. What were the changes, if any, to your life after the outburst of the problems? 

5. How would you describe how you viewed the relationship with your partner and life 

in general afterward? 

6. How would you describe the difference, if any, of the ways you see yourself before 

and after the discovery? 

Intermediate stage questions: 

1. What, if anything, did you know about ‘problem gambling’ before? 

2. Tell us about your initial thoughts and feeling when you learned about his/her 

problem gambling. 

3. How, if at all, have your thoughts and feeling about your (future) changed since the 

discovery? 

4. What changes occurred in your daily lives since then? 

5. Who else, if anyone, was affected? And in what way their situations affected you?   

6. Tell us about how you learned to handle the situation. 
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7. Tell us how you would describe the (person you are now)/ the relationship between 

you and the partner now). What do you think that most contributed to the present 

situation? 

8. Could you describe the most important lessons you learned from having a problem 

gambler as a partner? 

9. What helps you to manage the problems you faced? 

10. Who has been the most helpful to you during this time? How has he/she been helpful? 

11. Has any organization been helpful? How has it been helpful to you? 

12. Where do you see yourself in two years (five years, ten years as appropriate)? 

Describe the person you hope to be then. How would you compare the person you 

hope to be and the person you see yourself as now? 

 

Ending questions: 

1. Tell us about how your views of yourself, others and the world in general/ ways of 

doing things may have changed since you have experienced all the above you 

mentioned 

2.  How have you grown as a person since 1995? Tell us about your strengths that you 

discovered or developed through facing the gambling problem of your partners. 

What do you most value about yourself now? What do others most value in you?  

3. After having these experiences, what advice would you give to someone who has 

just discovered that his /her partner is a problem gambler? 

4. Is there anything else you think we should know to understand spouses/partners of 

problem gambler better? 

5. Is there anything you would like to ask me? 
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A Code for Coding (Charmaz, 2006)  

• Remain open  

• Stay close to the data 

• Keep your codes simple and precise 

• Construct short codes 

• Using gerunds to preserve actions and processes/sequences 

• Compare data with data 

• Move quickly through the data 

Glaser (B.G. Glaser, 1978) shows that coding with gerunds helps the researcher detect 

processes and stick to the data. Using gerunds help gain a strong sense of action and 

sequence. 

Initial coding – line-to-line coding 

 Line-by-line coding means naming each line of your written data (B.G. Glaser, 1978). 

Coding every line may seem like an arbitrary exercise, yet it can be an enormously useful 

tool for grounded theory method (Charmaz, 2006). There are a few flexible strategies helpful 

for line-by-line coding: 

• Breaking the data up into their component parts or properties 

• Defining the actions on which they rest  

• Looking for tacit assumptions 

• Explicating implicit actions and meanings 

• Crystallizing the significance of the points 

• Comparing data with data 

• Identifying gaps in the data 
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 For using the grounded theory method, the researcher should be critical about the 

data collected. The following questions help the researcher to be critical enough to see 

actions and to identify significant processes: 

• What process(es) is at issues here? How can I define it? 

• How does this process develop? 

• How does the research participant(s) act while involved in this process? 

• What does the research participants(s) profess to think and feel while involved in this 

process? What might his or her observed behavior indicate? 

• When, why, and how does the process change? 

• What re the consequences of the process? 
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Appendix B 

Interview Guide  
for Understanding the Impact on Chinese Female Spouses of  

PGs in Hong Kong 
 

 Steps Remarks 

1 
Objective 

To listen to the stories, narratives and experiences of 
female spouses/partners of PGs to understand their 
actions/reaction and processes as a consequence of the 
PGs’ behaviors. The interview would last about 45 
minutes to about one hour .  

 

• Mark 
date/time/venue 
of interview 

2 
Opening Protocol – 5 min. 

• Greeting participants and thank them for coming to 
the interview 

• Introducing myself and a female co-interviewer (if 
present) 

• Briefing them on the research objective, rule of 
confidentiality, audio-video set-up for the interview, 
length of the interview (max 1 hours 45 min) and 
subsequent analysis of the content  

• Giving the ‘plain language statement and the 
‘informed consent forms’ for the participants to sign 

• Asking consent from participants for researcher to 
call and make clarification by phones after the 
interview 

• Answering any questions before proceeding 

Other Resources - 

Digital recorder 

• Back up- 
recording by 
researcher 
mobile phone 
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Appendix B (cont’d) 

3 
Interview - 45 min. 
• Could you describe the events leading up to the 

discovery of the gambling problem? (theme- 

events at the pre-discovery stage) 

• What were your initial thoughts, feeling and 

reactions when the gambling problems had 

surfaced? (theme-initial discovery stage) 

• What were the changes, if any, in your daily life 

after the onset of the problems? (themes – loss of 

resources – COR Conservation of Resources 

theory) 

• How your partner’s gambling problems affected 

the way you see yourself, the world and people 

around you? (theme - shattering of assumptive 

worlds i.e. self-worth, world’s benevolence and 

people are reliable)  

• How would you describe your relationship with 

your partner afterward? (themes – non criterion 

A1 (i.e. non life-threatening) relational trauma, 

betrayal impact, loss of intimacy) 

• How would you describe the ways your emotions 

were affected as a consequence of your partner’s 

gambling problem? (theme – anticipatory grief, 

anger etc)  
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Appendix B (cont’d) 

4 
Demographic data collection – 5 min. 
 
• Collect demographic information of the participants 

at the end of the interview when rapport is well 

established with the researcher  

• Assign unique serial number in ‘Personal 

demographic data’ (no name)  

• Update the master list with name of the participant 

and their corresponding serial number 

 

5 
Closing remarks – 5 min. 

• Inform participant that the researcher may call them 

for clarification in the future, make note if any 

participant objects to this request 

• Ask if there is any question the participant may have 

regarding the interview 

• Thank the participants for their time and willingness 

to participate in the study 

Inform center-in 

charge about end of 

interview 

 End of Interview Guide  
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Appendix C 
 

List of Local Gambling Counselling Centers contacted for Recruitment of Participants 
 

 Name of Centers /NGOs Contacts Participants recruited 

1 
香港明 展晴中心 * 24997828 2 

2 
基蔭家庭服務中心  31881123 Nil 

3 
病態賭博防止會  82038148 Nil 

4 
香港路德會社會服務處青亮中心* 26617048 4 

5 
基督教新希望團契 # 31051797 4 

6 
基督教匿名輔導中心 # 23867833 4 

7 工業福音團契問答題賭徒 
復康中心 

27980180 Nil 

8 
錫安社會服務處勗勵軒輔導中* 27039811 9 

9 
香港戒賭中心  24266262 Nil 

10 
循道衛理中心  25204933 Nil 

11 
東華三院平和坊  28274321 Nil 

 
Remarks 

   * - social services agency funded by the HKSAR government to provide gambling      

counselling services 

    # - voluntary social services agency with no funding from the HKSAR government 
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Appendix D1 
Sample of Recruitment Letter sent to Heads of Centers / NGOs (English version)  

 
 
Mr YU Xu Kan 
Board Chairman, Christian Anonymous Counselling Centre 
Unit B1, 4/F, Chou Chong Comm., Bldg., 
422-428 Castle Peak Road, Kowloon. HK 
 

Request Assistance in PhD research –  
Understanding the Impact on Chinese female spouses of  

PGs in Hong Kong 

Dear Mr YU 

I am currently enrolled at the University of Melbourne to conduct a doctoral 
research on a topic related to spouses/partners of PGs. As you are aware, I have been 
involved in counselling PGs in Hong Kong since 1999. I have noticed that most 
spouses/partners of PGs are subject to a spectrum of devastating impact. Their hurts and 
losses are well recognized yet formal studies are scarce in particular for families in the Hong 
Kong context. The aim of my research is to understand how spouses/partners are affected and 
my method is to derive an understanding from their own accounts of their experiences. 

With your kind assistance, I would like to conduct interviews with spouses/partners 
of PGs who have come to your Centre for assistance and services.  Only one participant 
would be interviewed each time and the process would be video-taped for subsequent 
analysis. The purpose of the study, rule of confidentiality would be explained and written 
consent of the participants would be obtained. I hope your Centre could help invite 5 to10 
participants to participate in the research. Attached is a letter from Professor Alun Jackson, 
the Chief supervisor of my research and the ‘Interview Guide’ for your reference.   

 Looking forward to your support in this meaningful study. 

Sincerely, 

Signed 

Edward KWAN 

PhD candidate (Melbourne), MPA., BA., BSW., PCPsych., MBPsS, CGC, AFHKPCA 
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Appendix D2 

Sample of Recruitment Letter sent to Heads of Centers / NGOs (Chinese version)  

 

基督教互助輔導中心 
香港九龍青山道 422-428號 
秋創商業大廈 4/F B1 室 

二零一三年九月	

邀請協助博士生硏究- 
了解香港問題賭徒的女性配偶/伴侶所經歷的影響 

敬啟者： 

本人正就讀於墨爾本大學及進行有關問題賭徒配偶/伴侶的博士研究。自1999年起，
本人一直有參與輔導香港問題賭徒的工作，並注意到大多數問題賭徒的配偶/伴侶均受
到一系列嚴重的負面影響。這些傷害雖是眾所周知，但在香港家庭進行的相關研究為

數甚少。是次研究希望從配偶/伴侶自身經歷出發，從而了解問題賭博如何影響他們。 

本人欲與前來貴中心求助的問題賭徒配偶/伴侶進行一對一面談。過程亦會被錄影
作分析之用。事前會向參與者解釋研究目的及保密協議，並得到他們的書面。貴中心

的參與對是次研究甚為重要，希望貴中心能協助邀請5至10位參加者參與研究。附件為
研究總監Alun Jackson教授的邀請信和面談大綱，以供參考之用。 

 期待您對是次研究的支持！ 

此致   基督教互助輔導中心 

余先生 

關活佳 謹啟  
澳洲墨爾本大學博士研究生,  

MPA., BA., BSW., PCPsych., MBPsS, CGC, AFHKPCA 
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Appendix E1 
Plain Language Statement (English) 

                       Explanatory Statement  

Title: Understanding the Impact Experience of the Chinese Female Spouses/Partners of PGs 
in Hong Kong  

This information sheet is for you to keep 

 This study is a PhD research project being undertaken by Mr Edward Wood Kai 
KWAN enrolled in the University of Melbourne. The study seeks to explore and understand 
the adverse experiences of being female spouses of PGs in the Hong Kong community. We 
are conducting this study because very little is understood about the experience of this 
significant group of people in our community. It is hoped that the results of this study could 
consequently help improve current services and treatment for female spouses/partners of 
PGs. 

You are invited to participate in this study because you or your spouse/partner have 
sought help to deal with the impact of problem gambling. We believe that you would be most 
qualified and appropriate to provide us with invaluable insight into the experiences as female 
spouses of PGs. 

This study aims to recruit a total of 30 female adults (aged 18 and above) who once 
were or are being spouses/partners of PGs in Hong Kong. Very likely you are approached and 
invited by the staff of the gambling counselling centre at where you are receiving services or 
treatment. As participants, you are invited to participate in an interview to answer a few 
simple questions on your experiences as female spouse/partner of problem gambler. The 
interview would be audio-recorded for subsequent analysis purpose. The entire interview is 
estimated to last about 45 to 60 minutes. This project has been approved by the Human 
Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of the University of Melbourne. While the interviewer 
would try their best to conduct the interview in a way that does not cause you distress, you 
may feel uncomfortable in the course of the interview.  

 If this is the case, we encourage you to inform our interviewers of any discomforts 
during the session so that the interview can be paused or discontinued. Please do NOT feel 
guilty if such situations were to occur. Please also note that choosing to participate or not will 
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have no impact on the quality of treatment you receive, and that you have the right to 
withdraw information at any stage of the project until it becomes processed. Involvement in 
this study is strictly voluntary in nature and we respect your decisions whatever they may be. 

 The information you provide will be handled with care. All data collected will be 
stored in a locked filing cabinet for 5 years. The findings of the study may be published in 
journal articles, mentioned in student reports/theses, and presented at conferences; but your 
individual identity will not be disclosed. Reference to findings will only reflect group results 
and not individual responses. Findings from the study will be released in a sensitive manner, 
to ensure that any form of stereotyping is minimized. The privacy of your information will 
only be breached if it involves reasonable threat to your safety or the safety of others; in 
which case the researchers have a duty to perform the compulsory reports. If you would like 
to be informed of the result of the group research, please contact Professor Samson TSE an 
external co-supervisor of this project at the Social Work and Social Administration 
Department of the University of Hong Kong at 39171071, or email samsont@hku.hk 

If you would like to contact the 
researchers about any aspect of this study, 
please contact the Chief Investigator: 

If you have any concerns about the conduct of 
this research project, please contact: 

Prof. Alun C Jackson  
Professorial Fellow, Problem Gambling 
Research and Treatment Centre 
Melbourne Graduate School of Education, 
University of Melbourne  
c/o Heart Research Centre 
PO Box 2137 
The Royal Melbourne Hospital VIC 3050 
Australia Tel: +61 03 9326 8544  
Email: aluncj@unimelb.edu.au  

The Executive Officer 
Human Research Ethics  
The University of Melbourne 
Parkville 3010 VIC Australia 
 
Tel: +61 3 8344 2073             
Fax: +61 3 9347 6739  
  
 
 

 
On behalf of the research team, we thank you 
 
Professor Alun Jackson                                    Professor Samson TSE 
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Appendix E2 

Plain Language Statement (Chinese version) 

研究解  

研究名稱:了解香港問題賭徒對其女性配偶／伴侶之影響  

此文件由參與者保存 

此研究是關活佳先生於墨爾本大學修讀博士課程所進行的研究計劃，目的是了解香港

問題賭徒為其女性配偶或伴侶所帶來的負面影響。由於相關本地研究為數極少，我們

希望透過是次研究了解賭徒的女性配偶或伴侶的經歷和感受，以改善現有的支援及治

療服務。 

是次研究透過賭博輔導中心聯絡求助者的女性伴侶，並希望邀請他們參與是次研究。

我們相信你是合適的人選，分享作為賭徒女性伴侶的經歷。本研究計劃邀請三十位年

滿十八 曾為或現為問題賭徒女性伴侶的本地市民，大部分均由賭博輔導中心作初步

接觸。參與者將會和研究員進行一次面談，回答幾條關於作為問題賭徒女性配偶的簡

單問題。過程會被錄音作分析之用。整個面談約需 45至 60分鐘。 

研究已獲墨爾本大學研究(人類)操守審 委員會審批。研究員會盡力令面談舒適地進

行，但過程中亦有機會引起你的不快。若遇此情況，請告知研究員以暫停或終止面談，

並請不要為此而 疚。你有權於研究分析階段前任何時候退 研究，而不會影響所得

之支援服務質素。參與純屬自願，我們尊重你任何決定。 

所提供的資料會保密處理，並存放於上鎖儲物櫃達五年。研究成果有機會於學生論文、

報告、學術期刊或研討會中發表。在任何情況下，研究結果只反映所有參與者的整體

趨勢，你的個人資料及身份並不會被揭露，我們會小心處理硏究結果的發報以避免引

起任何標籤或偏見。只在你本人或其他人士人身安全受威脅的情況下，研究人員才會

基於保障生命安全的責任，考慮違反保密原則。 

如欲知悉研究結果，請聯絡研究督導輔主任香港大學社會科學研究院,社會工作及社會
行政學系 謝樹基教授 (電話：39171071 或 電郵 samsont@hku.hk) 
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如欲了解更多研究詳情，請聯絡研究負責

人： 
如就研究方式反映意見，請聯絡： 

 
Prof. Alun C Jackson  
Professorial Fellow, Problem Gambling 
Research and Treatment Centre 
Melbourne Graduate School of Education, 
University of Melbourne  
 
c/o Heart Research Centre 
PO Box 2137 
The Royal Melbourne Hospital VIC 3050 
Australia  
 
電話: +61 03 9326 8544  

電郵: aluncj@unimelb.edu.au  

 
Human Research Ethics  
The University of Melbourne 
Parkville 3010 VIC Australia 
 
電話: +61 3 8344 2073             
傳真: +61 3 9347 6739  

  

 

 

 

謹代表研究組致以衷心謝意 ! 

             Alun Jackson 教授                                     謝樹基教授                                                                  
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Appendix F1 

Consent Form 

Melbourne Graduate School of Education 

Consent form for persons participating in a research project 

Title: Understanding the Impact Experience of the Chinese Female Spouses/Partners of PGs 
in Hong Kong  

	

Name of participant: _________________ 

Name of investigator(s): Mr KWAN Wood-kai Edward; Professor Alun C. Jackson; Associate 

Professor Samson TSE 

1. I consent to participate in this project, the details of which have been explained to me, 

and I have been provided with a written plain language statement to keep. 

2. I understand that my participation will involve an interview and I agree that the 

researcher may use the results as described in the plain language statement.  

3. I acknowledge that: 

 (a) the possible effects of participating in the interview have been explained to my 

satisfaction (ie. Due to the sensitive nature of the topic, I may feel some distress, but I am 

aware that I can pause or discontinue the interview at any stage and I am aware that if 

necessary I will be provided with the contact details of a counselor); 

 (b) I have been informed that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time 

without explanation or prejudice, and to withdraw any unprocessed data I have provided; and 

that my decisions to do so will not impact the quality of treatment I receive; 
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 (c) the project is for the purpose of research: to gain a better understanding of the 

impact of PGs on their spouses and to develop a measure of this impact in order to provide 

effective counselling services to the spouses / partners of PGs;  

 (d) I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be 

safeguarded subject to any legal requirements; and that my identity would remain 

anonymous; 

 (e) I have been informed that with my consent to the interview the data obtained will be 

stored at University of Melbourne and will be destroyed after five years;  

 (f) I have been informed that a copy of the research findings will be forwarded to me, 

should I wish this. 

I consent to this interviewer-administered questionnaire □ yes   □ no (please tick) 	

I	wish	to	receive	a	copy	of	the	summary	project	report	on	research	findings				□	yes				□	no	(please	

tick)	
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Appendix F2 

 Consent Form (Chinese) 

 
澳洲墨爾本大學教育研究院 

研究計劃名稱:	研究名稱:了解香港問題賭徒對其女性配偶／伴侶之影響  
參與研究同意書 

	
參與者姓名：_________________	
	
研究人員：關活佳先生、Alun	C.	Jackson教授及謝樹基副教授	
	

1. 我同意參加是次研究項目。研究人員已經向我解釋當中的細節，並提供了簡明的書面
聲明作保存之用。	

	
2. 我明白我的參與包括一次與研究人員的面談。如書面聲明所言，我同意研究人員使用
研究所得的資料。	

	
3. 我知悉：	

(一)	研究人員已向我解釋參與面談時可能 生的影響	(由於話題具一定敏感性，我可能會感到
有些不快，但有權隨時暫停或終止面談，必要時研究人員亦會為我提供輔導員的聯絡資

料)	;	

(二)	我知道我有權隨時退出是次研究項目，而不需解釋或遭受偏見。我亦有權收回我所提供的
未處理數據。我的決定不會影響我所得的治療質素	;		

(三)	是次研究目的希望了解問題賭徒對其配偶/伴侶的影響及發展一個影響量表，從而為問題
賭徒的配偶/伴侶提供更有效的輔導服務	;		

(四)	本人知道所提供資料的保密性會受到法律保護，我的身份將保持匿名	;	
(五)	本人知道在我的同意下，研究面談所得數據將被保存在墨爾本大學五年，之後會被銷毀	;	
(六)	本人知道在我的要求下，我可得到一份研究結果的副本。	

	

我同意參與是次由以上研究人員進行的硏究。 				□是 				□否 											(請以ü號表示)	

我希望收到一份研究結果的報告摘要。 										□是 				□否 												(請以ü號表示)	
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Appendix G 
Participant – Background and Particulars Form  

 

Serial Number 編號:_____________ Date of Interview 會面日期:_________________ 

  

1. Sex 性別 :  □ F女                        2. Age 年齡: ___________ 

3. Level of Education 學歷: □ Primary 小學 / □Secondary 中學 / □ Tertiary大專文憑 
 
4. Marital Status: Married/ Married under Common Law/ Separated/ Divorced/ Widowed 

婚姻狀況:    □已婚 / □已婚 (普通法) / □分居 / □離婚 / □喪偶 

 5. Children: □Yes 有  □No 沒有 

 If yes,  number of children   如有，子女人數: ______(男)_____ (女) 

 

6. Length of time felt concerned about the gambler’s behavior  
已因賭博人士行爲而有所關注多久:_______________________ 

 

7. Employment status: Full-time/ Part-time/ Homemaker/ Retired/ Unemployed/ Disability/ 

Other 

就業狀況: □全職 / □兼職 / □自僱/ □退休/ □待業/ □其他: __________________ 

 

8. Have you sought any help/support to cope with the problems you face as a result of your 

spouse /partner’s gambling  

你有沒有就所面對的問題而尋求任何協助/支援                                         □ Yes 有         

□  No 否 

8a. If yes, please indicate what type of help/support you have sought so far (can tick more 

than one kind) 

如果有，請指出你到目前為止曾尋求的協助/支援（可選多於一個） 

□ Support from immediate family members家庭成員的支持 

□ Support from relatives親戚支持 
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□ Support from social friends 朋友支持 

□ Making call to help-line/ hotline 致電求助熱線 

□ Formal gambling counselling (private or public), 正式戒賭服務 (私人或公共服務) 

□ Emotional or marital counselling, 情緒或婚姻輔導 

□ Taking psychiatric medication服用精神科藥物 

□ Others 其他 :＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

 

9. Do you have outstanding debt due to his/her gambling?  

你可有因為他/她的賭博而還有未償還的債務？                                        □ Yes 有         □  

No 否 

 

9a. Are you re-paying the outstanding debt? 

你是否正在償還那些債務？                                                                        □ Yes 有         □  

No 否 
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Appendix H 

Summary of Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 23) 

Characteristics Number  % 

Age 

20-30 

31-40 

41-50 

51-60 

61-70 

 

1 

10 

5 

 5  

2 

 

4.4 

43.5 

21.7 

21.7 

8.7 

 

Education 

   Primary level 

Secondary level 

Tertiary level 

 

2 

18 

3 

 

8.7 

78.3 

13.0 

Marital Status 

Married 

Separated 

Divorced 

 

20 

2 

1 

 

86.9 

8.7 

4.4 

Have children in family 

Yes 

No 

 

18 

5 

 

78.3 

21.7 
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Number of children in family (N = 18) 

One 

Two 

Three or more 

 

11 

4 

3 

 

61.0 

22.0 

17.0 

Number of years felt concerned 
about the gambler’s behavior   

0-5 

6-10 

16-20 

21-25 

26-30 

More than 30 

 

10 

8 

2 

1 

1 

1 

 

43.5 

34.6 

8.7 

4.4 

4.4 

4.4 

Employment 

    Full time 

Part time 

Unemployed 

Retired 

House-maker 

 

12 

5 

1 

2 

3 

 

52.2 

21.7 

4.4 

8.7 

13.0 

Help/Support sought so far 

Support from immediate family members 

Support from relatives 

Support from social friends 

Making calls to help-line/ hotline 

Formal gambling counselling 

Emotional or marital counselling 

Taking psychiatric medication 

Others 

 

15 

9 

12 

12 

19 

13 

3 

 6 * 

 

 

65 

39 

52 

52 

83.0 

57.0 

13 

26.0 
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Outstanding debts due to gambling of 

male spouse gambling 

Yes 

No 

 

 

 

16 

7 

 

 

70.0 

30.0 

 

Repaying Debts 

   Yes 

   No 

 

14 

9 

 

61.0 

39.0 

 

Note. * Out of the six participants who had indicated they had sought ‘Others’ help, five 

indicated ‘church’ and one indicated ‘church friend’.  

 

 

 


