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Goals and Objectives



Ellie

• 72 year old female with depression, 
fibromyalgia, and gambling disorder and 
gaming disorder
– Solitaire video games (no money)
– Social casino games (slot simulators for 

money)
– No brick and mortar gambling
– Gambling harm; time, financial, emotional 

stress



Ellie

• Conventional treatment approaches
• Biological

– Does not want prescription meds (anti-
pharma)

– Sleeps and eats well enough
– Physical exercise is difficult due to 

fibromyalgia



Ellie

• Psychological treatment
– Open to individual psychotherapy
– Prefers in-person and not open to telehealth 

therapy (some technological phobia)

• Social treatment
– Not open to GA due to fibromyalgia, fear of 

others ”invading her space”



Ellie

• After 8 sessions of supportive 
psychotherapy, very little progress made 
in gambling behaviors, mood or quality of 
life

• Ellie referred to acupuncture clinic in her 
neighborhood (5 minute drive from her 
house)



Ellie

• Begins weekly acupuncture treatments
• Continues with monthly supportive 

psychotherapy visits
• 8 weeks later

– General state is improved
– Less time and money spent on phone
– Attribute improvement to acupuncture and 

relationship with TCM physician



Current Treatments for Gambling Disorder

Biological Psychological Social



Current Treatments
Biological

• Medications
– No FDA-approved meds
– Naltrexone, Nalmefene, Lithium, N-Acetyl 

Cysteine, 
• Sleep
• Physical Movement
• Nutrition



Current Treatments
Psychological

• Individual Therapy
– Many different treatment modalities
– Which one works best?

• Family Therapy
• Group Therapy
• Principles of Addiction Care
• Principles of Behavioral Healthcare



Current Treatments
Social

• Gambler’s Anonymous
• Peer Support and Recovery
• Community activities
• Self-exclusion
• Digital Therapeutics

– Gambling blockers
– Recovery Apps



Limitations of 
Current Treatment Options

• Slow development and translation from 
idea to research to clinic
– Lack of funding, people, participants

• Co-occurring disorders often missed or 
treatment options are limited

• Demand for treatment fluctuates as most 
with gambling disorder don’t seek or don’t 
know about treatment options



Traditional Treatment Settings

• Treatment occurs “within the walls or 
virtual meeting”
– What happens outside of the office?

• Provider-client dynamic and hierarchy
– From me to you

• Therapy healing is relational
• Concepts of boundaries 

– Who made these up?



Complementary Treatments



Complementary Treatment 
(CAM)

• The term “complementary” is defined as 
“used in addition to conventional 
treatments,” and “alternative” is defined as 
“instead of conventional treatment”
– Not to be viewed as “less than or ineffective”

• “integrative” can be viewed as adding to 
conventional treatment 
– Not substituting



Role of CAM in Gambling 
Disorder Treatment

• Bring more patients into treatment 
(hesitant or resistant to traditional forms of 
treatment)
– Close treatment gap
– Increase treatment retention

• Treat co-occurring disorders 
• Expand treatment toolbox
• Honor cultural traditions and practices



Favorable Aspects of CAM

• Favorable opinion 
– Clients survey embrace these practices

• Many are already using them
• Low-tech
• Low-cost
• Low-risk side effects



How Do Complementary 
Treatments Work?

• Do they address the underlying condition 
(e.g. restore or heal?)
– What are their mechanisms of action?
– How do they work?

• How do they address co-occurring 
conditions?

• Are they a part of self-care routine or can 
they set a new baseline?



Hesitancy Toward CAM

• Not “science”- based
• Mechanisms of action aren’t clear and 

precise
• Seen as “alternative”, “soft” “not real 

treatment”
• Couldn’t I figure it out on my own?  Why 

do I need a professional to tell me this?



Complementary Treatments
( A Partial Tour)



Acupuncture:  How It Works

• Traditional Chinese medical practice that 
involves inserting thin needles into specific 
points on the body to treat pain and 
improve overall health. 

• Disrupting the body's life force energy, 
known as qi, causes illness.

• Stimulating these acupuncture points, 
practitioners aim to balance qi and restore 
yin and yang,  

https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-d&cs=0&sca_esv=d2b59b7238d5f6ec&sxsrf=AE3TifPo-ZtNTdbyqPW2oHJT65DWf7odlw%3A1757393775454&q=qi&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj26qz98cqPAxXYJEQIHbXwEnMQxccNegQIBBAB&mstk=AUtExfCR3L8jnzgri7boYZ4eIM3Ic9ibH3FVM277EfOvjch4vUaCaVCJPRacJtTtYrOaWwpfBkd4rRR-TO08yIvls3itS0yZTo4EZniI2MJlrHWnq4mbNpFV8umLMjEzZEAF_rd5DmFMK9f7VBbUSVXzytohmTh1u4Aml32qDII9eNLoHF0fWh2m-WSjZaEKZm9TulJSIIuBbjQo2d0WniKNlqtFmsFq9_hPRaIykwswO2Hl9J9pzCE16tdmWH0Akm1Ro0gQUMKKeQEa61acg5LMvSEd&csui=3
https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-d&cs=0&sca_esv=d2b59b7238d5f6ec&sxsrf=AE3TifPo-ZtNTdbyqPW2oHJT65DWf7odlw%3A1757393775454&q=yin+and+yang&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj26qz98cqPAxXYJEQIHbXwEnMQxccNegQIAxAC&mstk=AUtExfCR3L8jnzgri7boYZ4eIM3Ic9ibH3FVM277EfOvjch4vUaCaVCJPRacJtTtYrOaWwpfBkd4rRR-TO08yIvls3itS0yZTo4EZniI2MJlrHWnq4mbNpFV8umLMjEzZEAF_rd5DmFMK9f7VBbUSVXzytohmTh1u4Aml32qDII9eNLoHF0fWh2m-WSjZaEKZm9TulJSIIuBbjQo2d0WniKNlqtFmsFq9_hPRaIykwswO2Hl9J9pzCE16tdmWH0Akm1Ro0gQUMKKeQEa61acg5LMvSEd&csui=3


Acupuncture

• Practiced for more than 2000 years. 
• scientific evidence supporting 

acupuncture’s effectiveness is variable.
• Efficacy data for a variety of conditions, 

including chronic headaches, knee 
osteoarthritis, chronic pain, dysmenorrhea 
(painful periods), and some 
musculoskeletal injuries.



Acupuncture
• Acupuncture needles are significantly 

thinner, smaller, and not hollow as 
compared to hypodermic needles  

• Needles are all about as thick as a human 
hair. 

• In place for 10-15 minutes, can be 
manipulated

• Side effects – generally, low but include 
redness, bruising, minor bleeding, or 
swelling.  



Who remembers this?

• Lori Rugle
• Tri-Meridian Treatment Center
• Residential Gambling Treatment Program 

(1990s)
• Used Acupuncture as part of residential 

treatment experience





Acupuncture: Mechanism

• Acupuncture helps regulate the reward 
system, stimulates release of various 
neurotransmitters in the brain (how?)

• induces neuroprotective effects, and 
activates certain brain areas to suppress 
impulsivity and craving, and to balance 
emotions in patients



How acupuncture could help

• With positive reinforcement, acupuncture 
can activate the GABA receptor, which 
decreases dopamine in the nucleus 
accumbens.

• With negative reinforcement, acupuncture 
stimulates the hypothalamus, increasing 
dopamine release in the nucleus 
accumbens.7

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9595637/#B7


Yoga:

• This practice combines poses, controlled 
and purposeful movements, and deep-
breathing exercises. 

• Many, many different styles / varieties



Yoga

• Yoga (to join) is a mind-body practice 
which involves following certain principles
– Personal discipline
– practicing physical postures
– breath regulation 
– sense control 
– concentration 
– meditation  
– contemplation
– absorption/stillness



Yoga



Yoga

• Studies on the effect of yoga on stress 
system showed that yoga can reduce 
stress by improving the neurobiological 
determinants of stress.

• Since yoga has been shown to improve 
brain’s reward system, stress system and 
inhibitory control, it can be speculated that 
yoga can be useful in the management of 
addictive disorders



Yoga and Gambling

• Stress Reduction:
– These practices promote relaxation, deep 

breathing, and physical movement, helping to 
calm the mind and reduce stress levels.

• Emotional Regulation:
individuals can develop a non-
judgmental attitude toward their 
emotions, allowing them to process and 
manage them in healthier ways



Yoga and Gambling

• Improved Self-Reflection:

• They encourage individuals to cultivate a 
deeper understanding of their thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviors, including the 
underlying motivations behind gambling 
addiction.



Mindfulness Meditation





What’s the Difference?

• Mindfulness is the mental state of being in 
the present moment, non-judgmental 
awareness, 

• Meditation is a formal practice used to 
cultivate mindfulness and other qualities 
like focus, attention and calmness



Mindfulness
• Mindfulness practices encourage present-

moment awareness and non-reactivity.
• For gambling addiction, as it allows them 

to pause and consider their choices before 
acting impulsively.

• Develop a greater sense of self-control, 
enabling individuals to make conscious 
decisions aligned with their recovery 
goals.



Mindfulness-based relapse 
prevention (MBRP)

Integrates carefully tailored meditation practices 
with cognitive and behavioral skills building. 

Manualized delivery
session-by-session implementation 
guidelines, sample scripts, and 
reproducible handouts and forms. 



MBRP Exercises

• An example of a typical meditation 
exercise might instruct a client to sit 
quietly, either cross-legged or on the floor, 
and focus attention on the somatic 
sensations of breathing.





Gamblers vs SUD on 
Mindfulness

• The gambling-disordered patients 
exhibited significantly lower levels of 
mindfulness, emotional regulation, stress 
coping, and impulse control compared to 
the non-gambling-disordered group

• May require unique strategies of 
mindfulness







Plant-Based Medicine

• Herbal remedies / phytotherapy
– Nutraceuticals

• Natural products that may help with 
symptoms such as pain, mood disorders, 
or irritable bowel syndrome and a whole 
host of other conditions



Mushrooms



Psychedelics
• Classical psychedelics, both plant derived and 

synthetic compounds, include serotonin-2A 
receptor agonist drugs that have powerful dose-
related effects on perception, cognition, and 
emotion.

• Examples include lysergic acid diethylamide 
(LSD), psilocybin and ayahuasca. 





Psilocybin

• Psilocybin (4-phosphoryloxy-N,N-
dimethyltryptamine) comes from certain 
types of mushrooms

• When a person takes psilocybin, their 
body converts it to, psilocin.

• Psilocin attaches to and activates the 
serotonin 5-hydroxytryptamine 2A (5HT2a) 
receptor



How people use

• Today, people ingest mushrooms in 
search of  a unique, interesting, 
enlightening, and/or spiritual experience.

• Others take very small amounts of the 
substance regularly, a practice called 
microdosing, trying to improve their mental 
state and productivity.





Notes from users



Current thinking from 
American Psychiatric 

Association



Psilocybin and 
Addictive Disorders

• Preliminary research indicates that 
psilocybin may be helpful in treating 
substance use disorders, including 
tobacco use disorder. 

• NIDA is funding a large, multi-site study on 
the effectiveness of psilocybin versus a 
nicotine patch, in combination with 
therapy, to help people stop smoking.

• Brain plasticity = teach people new things



Psilocybin and 
Gambling Disorder

• Romero P, Czakó A, van den Brink W, 
Demetrovics Z. Psychedelic-assisted 
therapy for people with gambling disorder? 
J Behav Addict. 2024 Feb 28;13(1):6-11

• Gibraltar



Psilocybin and 
Gambling Disorder

• Dr. Romero --
– Psilocybin-assisted therapy may help people 

affected by GD by increasing self-awareness, 
promoting introspection, and facilitating a 
spiritual experience that can help individuals 
break free from negative thought patterns.



Psilocybin Situation

• Schedule I drug
• States are decriminalizing
• Rise of “big mushroom” 
• How similar to the story of medical 

cannabis?
• Does this add to the toolbox or distract 

from the toolbox?



Traditional Chinese Medicine



Traditional Chinese Medicine

• In Chinese Medicine, addictions are 
caused by underlying physical and mental 
imbalances that need to be identified and 
addressed to ensure a successful, long-
lasting recovery and avoid relapse.

• Formal training and a wide range of 
practices of healing are utilized 
(acupuncture, massage, herbs, crystals)



TCM Approaches

• As well as rebalancing neurotransmitter 
and hormone
– addiction to stimulating substances may be 

treated by ‘clearing heat, calming the spirit 
and nourishing yin and blood’, while 
dependence on sedative substances may be 
treated by ‘moving qi, transforming phlegm 
and nurturing the Heart ZF’.



What This looks like at UCLA



Animal Assisted Therapy







Animal Assisted Therapy
• The simple act of petting animals releases an automatic relaxation 

response. Humans interacting with animals have found that petting 
the animal promoted the release of serotonin, prolactin and 
oxytocin- all hormones that can play a part in elevating moods.

• Lowers anxiety and helps people relax. Provides comfort. Reduces 
loneliness. Increases mental stimulation. Assist in recall of 
memories and help sequence temporal events in patients with head 
injuries or chronic diseases

• Can provide an escape or happy distraction. 
• Can act as catalysts in the therapy process.  
• May reduce the initial resistance that might accompany therapy.





Animal Assisted Therapy

• The results of the study indicate that, 
overall, the therapeutic alliance is 
enhanced with the addition of a therapy 
dog: the AAT group had a more positive 
opinion of the therapeutic alliance, 



Weighted Blankets





Weighted Blankets



Blue Light Blocking Glasses

. 





Blue Light Blocking Glasses

• Wear 2 hours before bed
• Simulates darkness, correct circadian 

rhythms
• Enhance melatonin production
• Counters the stimulating effects of screens
• Improve sleep = improve recovery



My Personal Favorite





Future Directions of 
Complementary Treatment

• Should and how will insurance companies 
be involved?

• How will the research to be done?
• How do you regulate quality, consistency 

of complementary treatment?
• What does an integrated model look like?
• What will you do differently?



Resources



77

California Gambling Education 
and Treatment Services 

(CALGETS)

problemgambling.ca.gov
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Q and A



Contact Information

Timothy Fong MD
UCLA Gambling 
Studies Program
 310-488-3916

tfong@mednet.ucla.edu

twitter: @fongster98

mailto:tfong@mednet.ucla.edu
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