
 
 

What this research is about 

The number of gambling venues in the United States 
increased starting in the 1990s. Some people may 
experience negative consequences as legal gambling 
becomes more widely available. Gambling can 
become an addiction for people who cannot control 
their gambling behaviour. As a result, they may 
develop problem gambling. Problem gambling is 
repetitive gambling behaviour that leads to negative 
consequences. Pathological gambling is a more severe 
form of problem gambling. One negative consequence 
of gambling is personal bankruptcy. Research suggests 
that people with pathological gambling are more 
likely to file for personal bankruptcy.  

Some studies show that expansion of legal gambling 
increases the number of people who file for personal 
bankruptcy. Other studies do not find a link between 
gambling and bankruptcy. Studies have different ways 
of investigating the link between gambling and 
bankruptcy, which can produce different results.  

In this study, the researchers investigated if the 
increase in legal gambling in Kentucky, United States, 
in the 1990s increased the number of personal 
bankruptcies filed between 1989 and 2001. While 
Kentucky had a long history with horse track 
gambling, no casino was present until 1993. The 
researchers also discussed and addressed four 
problems with the way studies had explored the link 
between gambling and bankruptcy in the past.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from 119 counties in 
Kentucky, United States, that were collected between 
1989 and 2001. Specifically, they used socioeconomic 
data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. 

Census Bureau, Federal Reserve Board of Governors, 
and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. They used 
divorce rates from the Kentucky Cabinet of Health 
Services Annual Vital Statistics Reports 1988-2001. 
Bankruptcy data were from the U.S. Court 
Administrators. 

The researchers identified four problems with past 
studies investigating the link between gambling and 
personal bankruptcy. The first problem is that studies 
use different data analysis techniques. Moreover, not 
all studies account for factors aside from gambling 
that could impact bankruptcy. Second, studies may 
not consider how different types of gambling affect 
people’s gambling behaviour differently. For example, 
gamblers who play electronic gambling machines are 
more likely to develop problem gambling. Third, 
studies have different ways of defining access to 
gambling. Finally, studies may not consider that it 

What you need to know 

In this study, the researchers investigated if the 
increase in legal gambling in Kentucky, United 
States, in the 1990s affected the number of 
personal bankruptcies filed between 1989 and 
2001. They analyzed socioeconomic data, divorce 
rates, and bankruptcy data from 119 counties. 
Counties in Kentucky that were within 28 miles of 
horse tracks had 9.25% more people filing for 
personal bankruptcy than counties that were 
further away. Access to casino gambling had no 
impact on bankruptcy rates. More research is 
needed to examine how access to gambling and 
the history of a gambling market affect debt and 
bankruptcy rates.  
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takes time for people to file for bankruptcy due to 
gambling. These problems could cause researchers to 
miss finding a link between gambling and bankruptcy. 

To address these problems, the researchers used a 
multivariate analysis. This means analyzing multiple 
factors at the same time to determine their effects on 
the likelihood of someone filing for bankruptcy. 
Factors included percent of young adults aged 18 to 
34, percent of older adults aged 65 and over, percent 
male, etc. The researchers considered how different 
types of gambling affected bankruptcy rates by 
comparing horse racing and casino gambling. They 
defined access to gambling by grouping each county 
into being within 25 miles of a gambling venue, 
between 25 and 50 miles from a gambling venue, and 
more than 50 miles from a gambling venue. The 
researchers also considered one-year and two-year 
lags for the time leading up to bankruptcy after a 
gambling venue was established. 

What the researchers found 

Gambling at horse tracks influenced personal 
bankruptcy rates at a county level, but casino 
gambling did not. Counties in Kentucky that were 
within 28 miles of horse tracks had 9.25% more 
people filing for personal bankruptcy than counties 
that were further away. There was no time effect on 
the link between horse track gambling and 
bankruptcy. This was likely due to the long history of 
horse racing in Kentucky. Therefore, one would not 
expect to see changes though time with gambling at 
horse tracks.  

The researchers found no link between riverboat 
casino gambling and the number of people who filed 
for bankruptcy. This might be because the casinos had 
also brought economic benefits such as jobs and 
entertainment businesses. Therefore, any negative 
impact on bankruptcy rate might be masked.   

How you can use this research 

Researchers could use this study to further investigate 
how gambling affects the number of people who file 
for personal bankruptcy. They could use some of the 
methods presented in this study. More research is 
also needed to examine how access to gambling and 

the history of a gambling market affect debt and 
bankruptcy rates.  
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Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York 
University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in responsible gambling policies, 
standards and practices. The work we do is intended 
for researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators 
and operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.   

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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