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ABSTRACT

Aims To describe the current situation of gambling in Spain, sketching its history and discussing the
regulations and legislation currently in force within the framework of the European Union (EU), and to
review the epidemiology of gambling in Spain, the self-help groups and professional treatments available,
and their potential effectiveness. Methods A systematic computerized search was performed in three
databases (EMBASE, PubMed and PsychINFO, including articles and chapters) and the reference lists from
previous reviews to obtain some of the most relevant studies published up to now on the topic of pathologic
gambling in Spain. Results Similar to other EU countries, Spain has a high prevalence of pathologic
gambling, focused on specific culturally bounded types of gambling. Expenditure in online gaming has
risen significantly in the last few years, prompting the Spanish government to draft new legisla- tion to
regulate gaming. Conclusions The gaming industry is expected to be one of the fastest growing sectors in
Spain in the coming years owing to the rise of new technologies and the development of online gaming.

Keywords Behavioral addictions, pathologic gambling, policy, prevalence, Spain, treatment.

INTRODUCTION

In this article the history of gaming in Spain is reviewed from ancient times to the present day, emphasizing
the gaming preferences of the population, limitations, regu- lation and the legislation over time. The cost
of gaming in Spain in the context of the current political and economic situation is described. Spain, as one
of the European Union (EU) state members, has participated in the com- missions on the regulation of
online gaming in Europe, which has grown rapidly in the recent years and is pre- dicted to have a greater
impact in the near future. Finally, pathologic gambling health-care units and self-help groups in Spain are
described.

Gambling has been an entertainment and leisure activity since ancient times. In fact, there is evidence that
prehistoric men liked to gamble; several anthropo- logical studies report instruments and objects that might
have been used in gambling, though they have been associated more with magic than with recreation [1].
When the Romans arrived in the Iberian Peninsula in the 3rd century BC they brought with them their taste
for gambling of all kinds, as witnessed by the dice made from bones, metal or ivory found in archaeological
excavations all over Spain [2,3]. In the Middle Ages, games such as cards, dice and forms of chess were
popular, and there were gambling houses where bets could be placed. Later, laws were passed to regulate
these establishments and to prevent their proliferation. The legislation also sought to preserve public order,
prevent usury and collect taxes for the coffers of the Crown (http://suite101.net/article/juego-y-tahurerias-
en-la-edad-media-a57029), and, in Spain, gambling establishments were banned from 1387; all types of
gambling (apart from the lottery) had to be conducted in private.

The creation of the State Lottery in the 18th century once again gave Spaniards the chance to gamble legally.
This step, intended to raise funds for the public finances, represented a turning point in the history of
gambling in Spain; the lottery became highly popular, and its practice in this country is now one of the
greatest in the world [4]. With the technological developments of the Industrial Revolution in the 19th
century, gambling underwent major changes. New forms, such as roulette, became popular and reached
Spain towards the end of the century [2]. It was not until 1922 that a total ban was imposed on gambling,
with the closure of casinos and other such venues. The ban remained in force until the end of Franco’s
dictatorship [5]. Under the dictatorship, gambling was illegal with the exception of the State Lottery,
football pools, a charity lottery managed by the National Organization for the Blind (ONCE) and horse
racing [6].



The beginning of democracy and gambling in Spain

This crucial stage in the country’s political and social development was resolved peacefully, and the reforms
of 1976 implemented policies to bring about democratic changes. Gambling was legalized in February 1977
[7]. In 1981, slot machines were licensed throughout the country, and were quickly installed in places such
as bars and restaurants in which there were no restrictions on entry. The result was a significant increase in
expendi- ture on gambling in Spain, and also in the number of gamblers [8].

Between 1977 and 1990, gaming in Spain under- went major expansion. However, with the publication of
the first data on gambling expenditure and the emerging awareness of its considerable negative effects [9],
especially in the more vulnerable sectors of society, a parliamentary committee was set up to prepare a
report on the state of gambling in Spain. Although some measures were taken afterwards, they were
insufficient to stop the gambling increase in 1994 [8] and its steady growing trend until the current economic
crisis.

The current economic crisis and gambling behavior

Since 2008, Spain has suffered a profound economic crisis, which plunged the country into recession in
2009, mainly due to a fall of specific productive sectors, the fall in competitiveness compared with other
countries, serious problems in the financial sector and high unemployment. Overall, this fall in income and
private consumption has had a negative effect on gambling behavior. However, even though the amounts
gambled have decreased, particularly in privately managed gambling (i.e. casinos, bingo halls and slot
machines), spending on online gambling has risen significantly [7].

In 2011, the expenditure on gambling in Spain totaled €26.6 billion—2.8% less than in 2010. In terms of
dis- tribution by form of gambling, 37% was spent on state lotteries, 7% on the ONCE charity lottery, 35%
on slot machines, 8% in bingo halls, 6% in casinos and 7% online. Excluding online gambling, expenditure
would have fallen by about 9% in 2011 versus only 2.8% when online gambling is included. In fact,
expenditure on online gambling rose by 30% [7]. Nevertheless, in general terms, the per capita expenditure
on gambling began to drop in 2008 as a result of the global economic crisis, and has continued to fall since
then [10]. Regarding slot machines, which are highly popular in Spain, the amounts gambled in 2008
exceeded €14 billion, but by 2011 the figure had fallen below €10 billion [7], when the possibility of
obtaining credit and bank loans became decidedly limited [10].

THE SITUATION OF GAMBLING IN SPAIN: REGULATION AND GAMBLING POLICIES

The Royal Decree of 25 February 1977 [11] defined the legal framework for criminal, administrative and
fiscal aspects of all gaming involving the placing of bets. No substantial changes to the legislation were
made until the 2011 Act, passed on May 23 of that year, which included and regulated online gaming.
According to the DGOJ [7], even though the state already directly controlled and regulated lotteries, sports
betting and charities, the 2011 Act provides the first general legal framework for gambling since 1977. The
prime objectives of the legislation are to provide legal security for operators and gamblers, to prevent gam-
bling activity among individuals younger than the of age 18 years, to limit access to people who are
excluded from bingo halls, casinos and amusement arcades— either of their own volition or by court
order—and to prevent money laundering and the financing of terrorist activities. Since regulatory and fiscal
powers regarding gambling in Spain were transferred to the regional governments, and as this legislation
was passed at state level, it also includes the creation of a Gambling Policy Council with representatives of
both the central government and the regional governments (autonomous communities).

In a significant change, the Lottery and Gambling Agency, which had been part of the Ministry of Economy
and Finance, and had been in charge of the regulation of the gaming industry and the management of state
lotteries, was abolished by Royal Decree on 11 March 2011. The government decided to divide these two
func- tions and, currently, it is the Directorate General for the Regulation of Gambling [7] that manages the
regula- tion, licensing, supervision, coordination, control and sanctioning of gambling activities at state
level. This authority is also responsible for protecting vulnerable groups, developing policies that encourage
responsible gambling and promoting research into the area, and assessing its impact on society. The
Gambling Policy Council, attached to the DGOJ, set up a working group on 27 June 2011 entrusted with
the task of achieving con- sensus on legal, fiscal and regulatory aspects of gambling in Spain, as well as in



relation to advertising, covering offline and online gambling, and other forms of the activ- ity [7], and
promoting responsible gambling practice [12].

Consequently, the DGOJ has launched a campaign with the slogan ‘Juego Seguro’, meaning ‘Safe
Gambling’, coinciding with the granting of gambling licenses in June 2012. The objective of this campaign
is to alert citizens of the dangers of illegal gambling sites that are not licensed in Spain, and to make them
aware of the benefits of gam- bling in regulated centers.

GAMBLING REGULATION IN EUROPE: ARE THERE COMMON EU POLICIES?

The annual revenue from the gaming sector in Europe in 2008 amounted to €75.9 billion [13]. The gaming
indus- try is expected to be one of the fastest growing sectors in coming years, especially owing to the rise
of new tech- nologies and the development of online gaming. Rates of gambling addiction in EU member
countries, which have conducted studies of prevalence, range from 0.3 to 3.1% [14]—the figures for
problem gambling being much higher. In November 2011 the European Parliament approved the report by
Jiirgen Creutzmann, a German Member of the European Parliament, recommending the creation of a single
regulation for online gaming in Europe. The report proposed that there should be close cooperation between
Member States to develop common policies on consumer protection, fraud prevention and the granting of
licenses to operators in the sector throughout Europe. The report also noted that although each State may
be given some leeway in their regula- tion of the offline gaming industry, it is necessary to establish a
common commitment to the advancement of minimum Community standards in the case of online
gambling, owing to its global nature. Spain has also par- ticipated in the calls made by the European
Commission and has had several meetings with regulators in France, Italy and the UK.

EPIDEMIOLOGY OF PATHOLOGIC GAMBLING IN SPAIN

The prevalence of pathologic gambling in the adolescent and adult populations usually ranges between
0.4% and 7.6% around the world [8,15,16], with a mean preva- lence in adults of 2.2% [17]. In Spain no
national epi- demiologic studies have yet been conducted, but regional studies have been carried out in
Catalonia, Andalusia and Galicia [8]. A recent epidemiological study in Catalonia, with a sample of 3000
people, iden- tified the following lifetime prevalence of gambling: 2% at-risk gamblers, 0.5% problem
gamblers and 0.2% pathologic gamblers [18]. This report also stated that 90.2% of the Catalan population
over the age of 18 years interviewed gambled regularly, 52.2% had gambled in the past year, and 30%
gambled on a monthly basis or even more frequently. It found that the most popular lifetime forms of
gambling were lotteries (84.6%), football pools (53.7%), slot machines (24%) and private group betting on
sports events. The profile of the average gambler in Catalonia is a male of low eco- nomic status aged
between 35 and 54 years, with a sec- ondary education and a full-time job. In addition, the study found that
problematic and pathologic gamblers were primarily male, between the age of 18 and 34 years, with the
behavior beginning around the age of 18 years. Reasons for gambling were its accessibility and the need to
escape problems. Finally, increased smoking and substance use was also present.

Earlier studies in other autonomous communities obtained rates of pathologic and problem gamblers
ranging from 0.3% to 1.7% and 0.2% to 3.3% respec- tively [6,19]. Unfortunately, the tools and
methodology used differed from study to study. In some, the evaluation procedure consisted of telephone
interviews in which screening instruments were administered [18], while in others the interviews were
conducted at participants’ homes [20]. The type of instrument also used differed from one study to another:
some used the South Oaks Gambling Screen [21,22], while others used the National Opinion Research
Centre DSM-IV Screen for Gambling Problems [18,23].

THE AVAILABILITY OF SELF-HELP GROUPS AND EVIDENCE OF THEIR
EFFECTIVENESS

Currently in Spain there are several associations for pathologic gamblers (see Appendix S1). However,
there is only one state-wide group, known as FEJAR (the Spanish Federation of Rehabilitated Gamblers).
This association, founded in 1991, represents 22 organizations across the country, and has worked together
with the Directorate General of the Regulation of Gambling and European institutions on the design of
common legislation for all EU countries.

The programs run by these associations are based on the philosophy of mutual support (people who have



had the problem and have managed to overcome it can help others to do the same), and are usually
conducted by psychologists, social workers and, occasionally, physicians.

Another model based on mutual aid, but with distinc- tive features of its own, is Gamblers’ Anonymous,
the Spanish branch of which applies the same guidelines and objectives as the groups in other countries,
characterized by its 12-step, spiritually-based recovery program [24]. Currently, Spain has 32 Gamblers’
Anonymous groups in 9 autonomous communities.

Although some associations have written chapters in books describing their therapy approach, few studies
have systematically assessed the efficacy of these self-help groups in Spain [25]. Exploratory naturalistic
studies reported positive results, with over 30% rehabilitation rates, 60—-75% abstinence rates of completers
and less than 33% drop-out rates [26—28]. However, as these results have not been published in indexed
national and international journals, it is not possible to establish their methodologic validity.

TREATMENT AVAILABILITY FOR PATHOLOGIC GAMBLING AND EVIDENCE OF ITS
EFFECTIVENESS

Since the legalization of gambling in Spain in 1977, the incidence of pathologic gambling has been high.
Special- ists, staff at hospital centers, gamblers’ associations and politicians have become increasingly
aware of this disor- der, its social implications and the need for treatment. Resources for research, and for
psychiatric and psycho- logical care for this disorder have been made available in recent years, especially
in outpatient settings. In the late 1980s, the psychiatric service at the Hospital Ramoén y Cajal in Madrid
and the Department of Psychiatry at Bel- lvitge University Hospital in Barcelona opened the first units
specializing in the treatment of this disorder. More units and health centers for pathologic gambling fol-
lowed, some of which were already involved in the treat- ment of substances addictions and extended their
care services to include the disorder. By way of example, in Catalonia (in the north-east of the country,
with a popu- lation of 7 565 603 inhabitants [29]), there are 10 spe- cific hospital units that deal with
pathologic gambling (8 centers are for adult population and 2 for adolescents). Moreover, the treatment of
pathologic gambling in Cata- lonia is integrated into the public health system as a psy- chiatric disorder.
Elsewhere in Spain, there are research units attached to clinical psychology departments in uni- versities in
Santiago de Compostela, Madrid, Valencia and the Basque Country. Therefore, there is a network of state-
funded health-care services throughout the country, which offer free health-care and universal access to all
inhabitants. Reflecting the intense activity of these hospital and university units, several handbooks and
workbooks on pathologic gambling have appeared in recent decades [30—-37]. Since the 1990s several
confer- ences and meetings have been held, bringing together pathologic gambling specialists, patients,
families, social workers and other mental health professionals to discuss their experiences, research and
programs. In terms of treatment models, therapies based on cognitive behavio- ral models are the most
frequently applied owing to their proven effectiveness in the medium-to-long term [38—44]. Relapse rates
between 15% and 25% have been observed, and drop-out rates between 15% and 30% owing to a range of
variables, such as motivation [43], severity [45] and comorbidity associated with the disor- der [41,42].
These figures are similar to those found in English-speaking countries. Moreover, some follow-up studies
using cognitive behavioral therapy approaches have obtained good responses, especially in pathologic slot
machine gamblers [40,41,45].

In the context of pathologic gambling therapy, certain cultural issues specific to Spain merit particular
attention. For many Spanish people, spending time in a bar (pub) is their only leisure activity. Particularly
at certain ages and in certain cultural environments the bar is the social meeting place par excellence and
almost all bars have at least one slot machine. Therefore, finding alternative entertainment is a key treatment
objective. Some patients feel that the only alternative to going to the bar is to stay home and get bored, so
it is essential to involve them actively in their treatment and to encourage them to seek other stimulating
recrea- tional activities in which the temptation to gamble is far lower or non-existent.

Some authors have found that the efficacy of the therapy is related to the procedures used [38,42], whereas
others have associated success/failure with patients’ motivation [43], their neuropsychological func- tioning
[46], or temperament and personality traits [41]. In the last 5 years certain new therapeutic strategies based
on the new technologies have been analyzed by Spanish researchers [47,48]. Grants for investigating new
treatments, risk factors and clinical aspects of pathologic gambling are frequently being funded by the



Spanish Ministry of Health (Instituto Salud Carlos III- FIS), the Ministry of Science and Innovation, and
the European Union Framework Programme.

The effort placed by professionals to improve the knowledge of the disorder in Spain has resulted in the
appearance of many studies on the topic in international journals. These studies, led by Spanish researchers,
assess the severity, comorbidity, individual and shared risk factors, and treatment response, along with other
factors related to pathologic gambling (e.g. [49-52]).

CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this article has been to expose the gam- bling situation in Spain. Based on a historical
perspec- tive, we review the evolution of this activity from antiquity to the present. Likewise, we discuss
the regu- latory policies of the gambling sector, carried out by the Administration’s and the EU’s attempts
to devise common policies in this area. The regulation of online gaming in Spain has been a milestone in
the politics to promote responsible gaming, even though there is still a long way to go. While the gaming
sector has suffered a significant recession in the last few years owing to the severe economic situation
present throughout Europe, especially in Spain, the monetary expenditure in online gaming has risen
significantly. Similar to other EU coun- tries, a high prevalence of pathologic gambling has been observed
in Spain. As described, specific culturally bounded types of gambling (e.g. slot machines) are the most
frequently used. Finally, the available health-care resources in Spain (both those relying on public health
services and self-help groups) and the research being carried out in various hospitals and university groups
across the country are presented.
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