
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling is a popular leisure activity for many people. 
However, it can lead to serious consequences when 
people lose control over how much money and time 
they spend on gambling. Previous research has often 
focused on the harms experienced by people 
gambling at a high-risk level. More recent research 
has started to explore the impacts on people 
gambling at a lower-risk level.  

The ‘prevention paradox’ has been proposed in the 
public health approach to gambling. It describes a 
situation when a greater number of people who 
experience harm from gambling are defined as low-
risk for harm, rather than those who are at high-risk. 
This is because there are more people who gamble 
who are at low risk in a society. Thus, while people at 
high-risk experience more harms and more severe 
harms, those at low-risk contribute more to the 
‘burden of harm’ at a population level.  

To date, no study has tested the prevention paradox 
using a population-representative survey. This kind of 
survey recruits a large enough group of participants to 
reflect the characteristics of the larger population. 
This study tested whether the prevention paradox 
applies to gambling in Finland using a population-
representative survey of people who gamble.  

What the researchers did 

Data for this study came from the Finnish Gambling 
Harms survey. Statistics Finland administered the 
survey in 2017 to adults from three regions of Finland: 
Uusimaa, Pirkanmaa, and Kymenlaakso. Participants 
were randomly selected from a national database of 
Finns. They could complete the survey online or on 
paper, and return it by postal mail.  

The researchers analyzed data from 3,795 participants 
who had gambled at least once a month in the past 
year. Only those participants had been asked to 
complete the Problem and Pathological Gambling 
Measure (PPGM). The PPGM includes questions about 
harmful impacts, loss of control, and other issues 
from gambling. The researchers used only items 
measuring loss of control and other issues to define 
gambling risk levels. This was done to avoid 
conceptual overlap with the outcome of harms.  

Based on the PPGM, 2,992 participants (81%) had no 
control issues (score of 0). The rest included 525 
participants scoring 1–2 (14.2%), 117 scoring 3–4 
(3.2%), and 58 scoring 5 or higher (1.5%). A score of 
5+ indicated high-risk gambling.  

What you need to know 

This study examined the ‘prevention paradox’ 
using a population-representative survey of 
people who gamble in Finland. The prevention 
paradox refers to when people at lower-risk of 
harm contribute more to the ‘burden of harm’ at a 
population level than those at high-risk. This is 
simply because of a greater number of people at 
lower-risk. The researchers found that the 
prevention paradox was supported for financial, 
emotional/psychological, and work/study harms. 
The least severe harms in these domains occurred 
even in people who reported that they did not 
have any control issues with gambling. The 
prevention paradox was not supported for health, 
relationship, and social deviance harms. These 
harms tended to occur among people at high-risk 
and less so among people at lower-risk.  
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As part of the survey, participants also completed a 
harms checklist. The checklist covered 72 harms in six 
domains: financial, health, relationship, 
emotional/psychological, work/study, and social 
deviance harms.  

What the researchers found 

The large majority of participants reported 
experiencing less than eight harms. These participants 
were not likely to be at high-risk of gambling harm. 
Participants who reported many harms (20+) were 
likely to be at high-risk for gambling harm. In general, 
people at higher-risk reported more harms and more 
severe harms than those at lower-risk. 

The researchers found the prevention paradox to be 
supported for some domains of harm, but not others. 
Financial and emotional/psychological harms were 
commonly reported by both people at high and lower-
risk. In particular, the least severe financial harms 
(e.g., a decrease in available spending money) tended 
to be reported by people with no control issues. More 
serious financial harms (e.g., reduced spending for 
essential expenses) tended to occur among people 
with some control issues (scoring 1+ on the PPGM). 
This pattern was also found for 
emotional/psychological harms. Thus, the prevention 
paradox was supported for these two domains.  

Few participants reported work/study harms, but the 
prevention paradox was also supported for most 
harms in this domain. The most common work/study 
harms were taking time from work or study to 
gamble, and reduced performance at work or study. 
These harms tended to occur in people at lower-risk.  

In contrast, the prevention paradox was not 
supported for health, relationship, and social deviance 
harms. These harms tended to occur among people at 
high-risk and less so among those at lower-risk of 
harm from gambling.  

How you can use this research 

This study provides insights into the prevention 
paradox. The results support a public health approach 
to consider gambling harms as occurring on a 
continuum of gambling involvement. Policy makers 

and service providers could use this study to create 
prevention and harm reduction programs for people 
at different levels of risk.  
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About 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 safer 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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