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If the woman has identified that she can be contacted,
then sending a warm and friendly note to ask how she
is and encouraging her to re-contact the service may
be helpful.

Personal contact is important -
keep contact - just a note, or a
phone call - because it can take
time for you to decide yes, I'm going
to do something. It makes you feel
cared for.

Email or mail can be used to provide reqular updates
to the woman on their position in the waiting list and
information on upcoming events or activities.

3.2.2 Financial Counselling

A woman may indicate that she is ready to address
her finances. If so, it is worth setting up appointments
with financial counsellors at this point. This was
shown to be a useful starting point for women. Some
women said that they gained the confidence to seek
counselling for their problem gambling through seeing
a financial counsellor.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

m s our intake process sensitive
to the needs of socially isolated
women? )

m Do we update our practices
based on feedback from women?

m Are our intake staff members trained in
women-sensitive practices adopted in
the organisation?

A generic service provider may consider an intake
question regarding problem gambling. This could be as
simple as:

» Has problem gambling impacted on your health
and wellbeing in the past?

+ Is problem gambling currently impacting on
your health and wellbeing?

r

The Office for Gaming and Racing data
indicates that clients accessing financial
counselling for problem gambling are
predominantly women®,

-
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3.2.3 Crisis Response

Women may be experiencing a financial, job-related or
family crisis, or they may be in crisis because they have
relapsed, or fear they may soon relapse.

| got to the end of the road. | was
financially crippled. | could not pay
rent or put petrol in the car. There
was no money for the children’s
outings and clothing. The gambling
was affecting every part of my life.

In this way, a crisis can also be an opportunity.

A number of service professionals described the
importance of establishing trust, and how practical and
timely support can be a key to this.

Usually people don't come in
until they are in crisis. You can
build trust by providing some
solutions e.g. a food parcel or
vouchers, then you can work on
the ongoing issues®.

The importance of an appropriate response to women in
crisis cannot be over-emphasised. A number of women
in the WIRE research said they had contemplated, or
attempted, suicide®.

The office girl didn't hand on the
message (to the counsellor) when
| rang - that's when | attempted
suicide.

While each situation will be unique, guidelines can
provide structure to your approach to assisting
women in crisis.

Develop a crisis response policy and protocol including
some or all of the following suggestions:

Crisis response protocol

» Respond immediately to the woman. Engage
with the woman on a personal level.

» Provide a direct contact for the client's staff
member if possible e.g. give a mobile number.

)) Assess for physical and psychological safety
and do a suicide assessment.

) Explore and define the problem from the
woman'’s point of view (clarify that she is not
the problem).

Y Show you are concerned and want to
understand her feelings.

) Examine alternatives available to the woman.
) Affirm the woman’s resilience and strength.
)) Assist the woman in developing a plan of action.

) Discuss how the woman will implement the plan.

ASSISTANCE FOR SERVICES WORKING WITH WOMEN EXPERIENCING PROBLEM GAMBLING & ISOLATION 43

..................

............................



.................................................

Calm, patient and warm responses make women feel
safe, and women should be assured they will not be
forced or pressed into making a decision. Validating
the woman's experience enables the staff member to
convey to the woman that she is not the problem, that
other women have faced similar difficulties, and that
there are things she can do that will effect change.

3.2.4 Safety assessment

Services need to be aware of the incidence and nature
of domestic violence. Women experience a great deal

of pressure to keep domestic violence and sexual
assault secret, and may even feel ashamed and quilty.

It may be that a woman is frightened to tell you that her
partner is violent towards her. Or some women might
think that they deserve his violence because they have
a gambling problem. It can lead to ‘double the shame’
for women who have a gambling problem and who are
experiencing violence in an intimate relationship.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

m Does the organisation have a
crisis response strategy?

m Are relevant staff members
trained in an appropriate
response?

m If a client contacts us in great distress,
is she able to speak with a counsellor
immediately?

m What process has my service used
to develop a risk assessment tool to
assess the woman's safety and her
children’s safety?

It is important to identify if there is a risk to a woman's,

or her children's, safety. A risk assessment tool can

be developed by the organisation or adopted from
another service (e.g. a domestic violence service), so
that a consistent practice approach is employed. A risk
assessment should be undertaken to identify factors
that may jeopardise a woman or child’s physical,
emotional and/or psychological safety. If there are
risks, the staff member should then assist the woman
to make informed decisions regarding her safety. Risk
assessment and safety planning should be undertaken
with women on an ongoing basis®".
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3.3 Pathways to recovery

r

« Offer inclusive practice - Offer group work
« Ensure transparency, warmth and respect - Provide active referrals
« Offer counselling * Include family if relevant

-

Women in the WIRE research felt it is important to have
options and to know that their choices and decisions REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

would be respected. Women emphasised again and 8
again that it was the quality of the relationship they m Are the marketing messages

had with the individuals they were working with that of my organisation non-

made the most difference to them. They wanted to discriminatory and inviting to all ]
feel that the person they were working with respected groups of women?

them, wanted to hear their story, was transparent in
their practice and was supporting them to find ways to
enhance their overall sense of strength and wellbeing.

m Are staff members sensitive to
diversity in women?

m Does my service employ bilingual workers?

More choices, lots of options - that's = Does my service connect clients to skilled
what you need, so you can build culturally appropriate workers either

frust - give three or four doors_that internally or externally? Is this done with
they can get in through - once in, .

. . the consent of the client?
you're off and running...

m How does my agency actively create safe
spaces where discrimination is challenged
Listening to women's stories and providing support that and actively resisted?
empowers women means being sensitive to women's
social experiences and being inclusive. This enables
women to develop their own pathways to recovery.

m Does my service target groups of women
in the region currently not accessing
the service?

......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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3.3.1 Inclusive practice - incorporating diversity

Inclusive practice is an ongoing process that involves
careful and considerate listening. Each individual is
unique.

We provide an individual response.
Each woman is different... We don't
judge women and we don't promise
what we can't deliver.

Diversity is everywhere in Australian society. As one
woman said, “you need to always think, ‘the same,
but different™.”"

It is important not to assume the woman and the
counsellor share the same understanding of the
relationship. For example, some communities feel
uncomfortable with the concept of a counsellor, or,
‘talking to a perfect stranger’. It may be that they are
unfamiliar with the idea, or that they have their own
preferred ways of solving their problems. Some women
like to have a friend or family member present when
seeing a counsellor. Others find interacting with an
organisation through social or community activities
more comfortable. Services can be responsive to
different cultural norms by realising that there are
many ways to reach people and to support them to
engage in change, e.g. using ethnic media, training
ethno-specific services to open up referral pathways,
training bilingual and bi-cultural groups.

In certain cultures, exclusion from gambling activities
can become difficult. This is a conflict for many people
since the place they gamble is sometimes where they
socialise, and it is important to have a social life.

Self-exclusion isn't really an option
- orit's areally hard one. Those are
the places where everyone goes to
socialise. If | self-exclude, then | not
only exclude myself from gambling,
but from my community also™.

rOrganisations need to be alert to the
particular needs of Indigenous communities
in Australia, whose harsh and extensive
experience of discrimination and
dispossession has had a major impact on
their emotional wellbeing. J

It is important to keep in mind, too, that certain
situations can isolate Indigenous women further.
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3.3.2 Transparency, respect and warmth

Some women are not encouraged to make informed
choices for themselves. In fact, many women are all too
familiar with other people telling them what to do. To
counter this, it is critical that a woman'’s relationship
with a service is characterised by clear, honest and
respectful communication. The counsellor can convey
to the woman that her opinions and feelings are valid
and give the woman as much control as possible over
the processes they are engaged in.

The counsellor was very open and
very honest - it was trial and error.
She said she wasn't sure of how

we were going to approach the
problem - and | was in charge of
what | shared and didn't share -
she wanted to know what was out
of bounds and what wasn't.

She consulted me, checked in as we
went along. We found a solution to
the problem.

The women interviewed in the WIRE research were clear
that in order to be able to develop trust, they need
services that are warm, friendly and non-judgmental.
They want members of staff to see them as a whole
person, not as the problem, and to understand the
struggles in their lives and be empathetic. They want
someone to take the time to listen to their stories and
to accept the validity of their opinions and feelings. The
women affirmed that it is the quality of the relationship
with a counsellor that lays the foundation for change.

Warmth and gentleness in a relationship

is important to women. Women are often
judging themselves harshly against the social
expectations that exist regarding their roles

as wives, mothers and daughters. J

They tend to take on more than their share of
emotional responsibility in their relationships.
Consequently, their need for gentleness, care and
warmth can be high. While this may raise challenges

in relation to boundaries, it is apparent that women
respond strongly to feeling that the person they work
with has an individual regard for them and is personally
interested in their wellbeing.
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3.3.3 Counselling

Within our society, women's experience and their
authority have often been marginalised. A key strategy
to facilitate women taking back their sense of control
and affirming their core sense of self is to enable them
to tell their stories. Forums include women's groups
and the documenting of women's unique and shared
experiences.

Counselling is an important and powerful tool when
supporting women experiencing a problem with
gambling or women who are affected by someone else’s
experience of gambling, particularly when it is informed
by a gender lens™. Transparency, respect and warmth
are the key aspects of practice to making women feel
safe and supported. Women also feel it important that
counsellors provide them the opportunity to reflect on
all aspects of their lives.

If people feel supported, listened to
and respected, this will lead to them
being able to do the hard work,
which is necessary to make changes
in their lives.

Many women are in situations of acute social isolation
and feel ‘out of control" in relation to their gambling

or the effect another person's gambling is having on
them'. Working with a counsellor can provide a valuable
opportunity for women to address their social isolation.
The following checklist may be of use to counsellors:

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS for counsellors working with women

®m How do | inform clients that they are in charge
of what they decide to share in the counselling
relationship?

m How do | convey to the woman that she can
take her time and that | am interested in hearing
her story?

B In what ways is it useful to integrate a gender
analysis into my understanding of women's life
experiences?

m What might reveal that a woman may have
experienced childhood sexual assault and/or
family violence? And how may this affect them
as adults?

m How do | discover whether the woman may be
subject to violence and/or controlling behaviours
from her partner or another person that she is
intimate with e.q. parent?

B How do | convey that | see her safety as a priority?

® How do | affirm women's right to autonomy
and self-determination in my practice?

® How do | show my understanding of how )
culture effects the definition of autonomy
and self-determination for women?

B What strategies do | use to find out what
social connections women already have, what
their social patterns were prior to developing
a gambling problem and what their hopes are
of developing social skills and forming social
connections in the future?

B In what ways do | challenge a woman, while
avoiding being confrontational?

B Are there opportunities for the women | work with
to share their stories with other women?

m How do | maintain support for clients even
when they make decisions that | find illogical or
frustrating?
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3.3.4 Group Work

Groups can be powerful™ and therapeutic for women.
Groups:

- are a key tool for facilitating empowerment
when working with women

+ work on a number of levels to support women
to take charge of their lives and feel good
about themselves

- deliver the opportunity for women to tell their
story and share knowledge and information

+ help women to stop believing sexist messages
and assumptions and instead locate these
within broader social discourses

* help women to ‘normalise’ their experiences
and thus reduce stigma and shame™

* provide an opportunity for women to learn
from the facilitators and from each other

« provide opportunities to develop social skills,
receive feedback, reflect and learn

- provide protection against social isolation
through connectedness with ‘like women™.

Most women in the study were interested in attending
women-only groups that were less stigmatising and
broader in focus than groups that only dealt with
gambling issues. They suggested managing stress
and how to implement self-care strategies as possible
topics for discussion. Other ideas included cooking
for fun, art therapy and assertive communication.

A number of organisations emphasised the importance
of having a range of options for women and being
aware that women may need to return to groups and
‘do them again'.

Women spoke of life changing experiences through
their group participation.

The group work addressed our

inner beliefs and coping skills. | felt
empowered... it gave me a lot to think
about... It helped me to identify my
triggers which were anxiety-based
and now | don't want to go to the
(gambling) venue... They were trying
to give strength to cope in life in
general and not just with gambling.

However, as one staff member cautioned:

Groups are dependent on the skill of
the facilitator - you need to be able
to work with the dynamics in the
group and the ground rules that have
been set.

Group work requires a commitment from the

organisation of resources, time and a high level of skill.
In addition, organisations may need to employ people

with group work skills and develop a range of models

that empower participants. It is also important to have

reqular supervision of group facilitators.

............................
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If a therapeutic group is offered it is very important
to have clear boundaries within the group. This can
be assisted by having restricted groups, e.g. women

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

only, age limited or ethno-specific, depending on the m [n what ways does my agency
needs of the community™. To be safe and empowering, enable women to participate in
groups need to give as much control as possible groups? y

to participants, so participants might be invited to
create the rules and boundaries. Groups need to be
predictable and ordered. It is important that the group
values difference and commits to respectful and non-
judgmental communication.

m How does my organisation
provide women access to a wide
range of groups, e.g. networking and
information groups, support/educational
groups and therapeutic groups?

m How can we structure groups so that
they support women in developing
social skills and friendships?

Some staff members use the potential ripple
effect of groups by running a group that
includes both education and social support,
because the women in the group will have
contact with other women outside of the
group and in this way information and

support can spread™. J

.............................................................................................................
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3.3.5 Referrals to other specialist services

There will be times when a staff member and a woman

will make a decision that it is helpful to refer the REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

woman to another agency. It may be that the referring

agency continues working with the woman or they m Do we have a referral policy that

may cease working with her once the referral has been governs when and how we refer
established. Because of the importance to women of a client, and what information )
having a warm and understanding relationship with the we provide?

service, it may be necessary for the original service to

m Does my organisation let th
provide active support in the referral process. e

client know that, if the referral is
It is important to carefully consider that all referrals unsuccessful, she can re-contact us and

are appropriate. For example, is the agency you are we will provide further assistance?
referring to empathetic to the experiences of people

who have a gambling problem? Are they sensitive to the
stigma, shame and complexity associated with problem

gambling? An inappropriate referral can cause damage

to the relationship.

Women also found it helpful when the original
counsellor described what she could expect and
provided a clear outline of the other agency's role
and responsibilities, so that they didn't get ‘lost in
the transition’. Giving the woman a contact name, or
having the other agency call her can also overcome
transitional difficulties. It is helpful to assure women
that if they have any problems they can re-contact
your organisation for support and assistance.

The other organisation tried to put
me through a test. | felt that she was
the policeman and | was the criminal.

You don't want to be going to a range
of services and telling your story
over and over again - or to have to
see three people to get to the one
you want to see, two hours and many
tears later.
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3.3.6 Including family

The involvement of families in a constructive way

can be an important part of the recovery and healing
process. However involvement of family members
requires careful consideration and sensitivity to the
fact that women may be protecting family members
or not letting the counsellor know about the control or
violence they experience. Sometimes families confirm
and reiterate constraining and oppressive gender
expectations, so that ideas about what it is to be a good
mother, wife or daughter loom large for many women.
In these situations the involvement of family can
become destructive.

| wouldn't bring family into the
counselling. My parents are
judgmental and that's the last thing
you need, because you already hate
yourself with a vengeance.

| had a family meeting - my parents
came. My parents were blaming
themselves. The meeting was
helpful. But the problem was it gave
my mother the idea that she had
permission to know everything about
my relationship with my counsellor.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

m What practice protocols does my
agency have concerning safety
for clients when involving family
in counselling?

m Have we recruited staff who are
trained in family practice?

m Have staff undertaken training in
domestic violence, sexual assault and
family work?

4
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3.2 Ongoing Relationships

* Provide information
+ Connect women to the community

3.4.1 Information provision

Women need accurate, independent and relevant
information throughout the period of their engagement
with an organisation. Information can enable women

to feel more in control of their situation and able to
make more informed decisions. However, it is important
to consider both the accessibility and content of the
information being provided, both from the perspective
of being sensitive to cultural difference and realising
that different women may be at different stages in their
relationship with gambling™.

Women need options for accessing information so
that safety and, if they desire it, anonymity, are
maximised. Some locations are safer than others as
places for women to access information. For example,
opportunities for a woman to anonymously collect
information from a service, or online, can be helpful.
However not all women have a computer or feel
comfortable using one. Flyers can be made available
to women at community centres, general practices,
libraries and next to gambling machines. It is often
preferable that fliers are anonymous, or not obvious;
for example, they do not have the word ‘gambling’ on
the cover.

Information needs to be provided in natural language
that does not employ jargon, but is clear and
succinct. For some women, written information is not
accessible to them, or they may require an interpreter
or translated materials®. It is also useful to provide
information in a range of formats: written (including
large print), audio, video and web-based.

+ Build awareness
- Keep the door open

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

m How do we discover the
information needs of women in
our community? )

m Does the information our
organisation produces recognise
that women are competent, skilled and
resilient?

m Does the information we provide assist
isolated women to build knowledge and
skills and have a voice?

m Do we use community forums and
networks to get information to isolated
women?

m Do we use a range of mediums to
communicate information to women, e.g.
web, email, audio, written?

= How do we provide accessible
information on the gambling industry
and its technologies?

Some organisations have developed innovative ways to
provide information to women. One rural service has a

free library women can access by mail, phone or email.
The service posts the books or resources out to women
with a pre-paid envelope, for the women to return

the material.
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Several women and service providers emphasised the
importance of radio as a means of communicating
information in rural areas and on ethno-specific
programs. Also, religious affiliations are very significant
for many women and can be an avenue for distributing
information®'.

Facts and figures are all right, but it
hits home more when it is real, and
it is hopeful... You need to go back to
basics, the direct message of what
worked for you®.

Women interviewed in the WIRE research found
information on the gambling industry and its
technology interesting and useful. Some were surprised
to learn how the machines and the odds worked.

3.4.2 Connecting women to the community

One of the key strategies for addressing social isolation
is to support women to connect with other women.
Involvement in community and group activities has
been identified as critical to the promotion of health
and wellbeing for individuals and society more
generally®. Reconnection to social support is also
recognised as a critical part of healing for women who
have experienced trauma®.

A number of staff members noted that women

lacked places they could go for fun. They suggested
that women need opportunities to feel good about
themselves; to get out of the house ‘for a laugh’ and to
feel a bit special.

There are a range of strategies to promote connection.
Staff can encourage women to undertake and maintain
activities, pursuits, study or work. They can support
women in reconnecting and maintaining personal

... poker machines are designed to
ensure that over time you will lose
more money than you win. Players
have no control over this and can't
do anything to change the fact that
the odds are against them®,

Staff members agreed that providing women with
information about gambling products, their rights and
consumer safety was helpful.

For example research findings such as, “that the more
people play the pokies, the more likely they are to
develop a problem®.” Also helpful was information
for friends and family members on how to effectively
support a loved one.

and community networks, or in joining new networks.
Groups are an ideal vehicle for enabling women to join
with others in relations of mutuality rather than power
over. Other strategies include:

- Volunteering can meet women'’s social and
intellectual needs. It can give women entry into an
educational environment; it helps build confidence;
and can become a career path. There are many ways
women can volunteer and organisations can support
women to find the right option for them. Gender
specific cultural support groups can also help women.

Volunteering was good for me. It
gave me a sense of purpose and it
helped my self-esteem.
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- Networking with broader community resources such
as Neighbourhood Houses means organisations can
support women to achieve greater connection. It can
be helpful to identify with women possibilities for
social connection and to develop a plan for how this
might take place.

Peer groups are extremely helpful.
Environments where women feel that
they are achieving something are
empowering; whether it's craft or adult
education... a positive environment...
options need to be given to women, as
proof that it doesn't have to be the way
it has been®’

3.4.3 Preventative strategies

An effective systemic approach to helping women
experiencing problem gambling is to adopt the
principles of gender-sensitive practice. This entails
de-stigmatising people experiencing problems with
gambling, identifying the underlying causes, advocating
for measures to address social isolation, and providing
a means for people to connect with others in order to
learn about problem gambling and ways of tackling it,
without labelling people as the problem®.

One strategy is to promote public conversations around
women, social isolation and problem gambling in order
to raise awareness and knowledge.

- Buddy Systems are also a way individuals can find
meaningful connection by supporting others who
are travelling the same road they have travelled
in the past. Models for establishing peer support
programs exist in a range of services®. They do
require adequate resources, supervision and ongoing
organisational support.

A mentoring program would be
good - someone ahead of me, who
was helpful with employment, with
support and information. They know
the signs and symptoms... you can
pick up on those things.

Social groups or recreational activities also address
social isolation and support women in their healing
journey. Organisations might consider initiating and
supporting social groups and activities or connecting
women to existing groups and activities.

You need to create safety for people
to speak - to normalise that it
happens to a lot of people - it could
be you, it could be me, or a sister,
or brother®.

Organisations can also support community education
that identifies underlying issues for women, with the
aim of reducing the shame and stigma associated with
problem gambling.
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The experience of social isolation is common for many
women and can be extremely debilitating and painful.
When an organisation is developing strategies for
achieving social change it needs to firstly consider how
it will reach people who are socially isolated. It also
needs to reach them in a way that conveys that they
are not the problem, though they may be experiencing
overwhelming problems, and that they are capable of
making changes in their lives.

3.4.4 Keeping the door open

Many women need a sense of ongoing connection with
an organisation. However, a balance is needed between
the woman having a sense of achievement at having
reached some of her goals and no longer needing the
support of a service, and the woman's desire to know
that the service remains welcoming and sensitive to the
fact that their journey may be cyclic and incremental.

... you always need to be able to
touch base... it's too easy to get out
of control.

One of the important pathways to consolidating a
sense of strength and well-being is developing and
implementing self-care strategies or providing a

range of options for clients to care for themselves.
Many women in the WIRE research spoke about the
importance of self-care as a concept and a process that

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

m Does my organisation initiate
community development
projects that assist women
to take action and learn skills
that help them to contribute to
building community capacity?

m How does my organisation facilitate
leadership and mentoring opportunities
for women?

m In what ways do we support and
implement preventative strategies/
campaigns to fight social isolation and
problem gambling?

they needed to learn and have reinforced. Self-care is
a way of affirming self worth and can be a gentle and
powerful means of consolidating change in a woman's
life. Self-care gives a woman the tools to cope”.

Self-care shifts your awareness and
can give you strength. The more you
practice it the better you get at it,
then when you do fall by the wayside;
you have some ways to get out of the
spiral down.

Keeping the door open can take a range of modes,
but women emphasised that it was the fact that the
service cared and was interested in their welfare that
made the difference.

..................
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