
What this research is about 

Firefighting is a risky and often stressful job. Due to 
the nature of their job, firefighters work long hours 
and also experience potentially traumatic events. This 
can put them at risk for mental health problems such 
as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Firefighters 
are also at a higher risk of alcohol use problems. Some 
people use alcohol as a way to cope with stress and 
escape negative emotions. Firefighters may use 
alcohol to cope with the stress and trauma from their 
job. Some people also use gambling as a way to cope 
with stress. Therefore, it is possible that firefighters 
may also be at higher risk of developing gambling 
problems as a result of their stressful job. 

Gambling, like alcohol, can be addictive and harmful. 
An important difference between alcohol use and 
gambling is that drinking alcohol leads to intoxication. 
Therefore, firefighters are discouraged or prohibited 
from drinking alcohol before or during their shifts. 
However, there may not be any rules regarding 
gambling. Thus, firefighters may be particularly drawn 
to gambling as a way to cope with their job. 

This study looked at gambling problems in firefighters. 
It measured the rate of gambling problems among 
firefighters. The researchers also tested whether 
gambling problems in firefighters were linked to other 
mental health problems and traumatic experiences. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers sent surveys to 1061 employees of 
the South Australian Metropolitan Fire Service in 
2014. A total of 578 firefighters completed the survey. 
Only 12 respondents were female, so they were 
excluded from the study. Thus, 566 male firefighters 
were included in the study. 

First, participants filled out the Problem Gambling 
Severity Index (PGSI). The PGSI asks about gambling 
behaviour and consequences in the past year. A PGSI 
score of 5 or more indicates problem gambling, while 
a score of 1–4 indicates at-risk of problem gambling. 

Participants also filled out questionnaires about their 
mental health. They completed the Patient Health 
Questionnaire (PHQ-9) for depression, the 
Generalised Anxiety Disorder scale (GAD-7), and the 
PTSD checklist from the DSM-5. They also completed 
the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10), and 
rated their quality of life and financial situation. 

Next they completed the Alcohol Use Disorder 
Identification Test (AUDIT). AUDIT measures harmful 
drinking and alcohol dependence. The survey also 
asked participants how often they use illicit drugs and 
prescription drugs for non-medical purposes. 

What you need to know 

Firefighters face stressful and traumatic situations 
because of their job. As a result, they may turn to 
gambling as a way to cope with stress and trauma. 
This study looked at the rate of gambling problems 
in firefighters and tested for a link between 
gambling and experiencing traumatic events and 
mental health problems. The researchers surveyed 
566 male firefighters in Australia. Overall, 2.3% of 
firefighters had problem gambling, and another 
10% were at risk of problem gambling. Firefighters 
who experienced a greater number of different 
traumatic events were more likely to have 
gambling problems. Additionally, firefighters with 
gambling problems were more likely to experience 
mental health problems, such as anxiety. 

Firefighters may be at higher risk of 
gambling problems 
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Finally, the survey asked participants about 
potentially traumatic events they had experienced 
through their job. It gave a list of different events, and 
participants indicated each one they had experienced. 
The events included responding to a fire with deaths, 
responding to a suicide or attempted suicide, being 
threatened with violence, etc. 

What the researchers found 

Overall, 2.3% of firefighters had problem gambling 
(PGSI score 5+). The rate of problem gambling was 
similar to the rates of other mental health conditions, 
including depression (1.7%), anxiety (2.2%), and PTSD 
(2.8%). An additional 10% of participants were at risk 
of problem gambling (PGSI score of 1–4). Thus, the 
overall rate of firefighters experiencing any gambling 
problems was 12.3%. This rate was higher than that 
for harmful drinking (5.8%), illicit drug use (4.2%), and 
non-medical use of prescription medication (3%). 

The researchers compared participants who had any 
gambling problems (PGSI score of 1+) to those 
without any gambling problems (PGSI score of 0). 
Participants with gambling problems were more likely 
to experience mental health problems, especially 
anxiety. Gambling problems were also linked to 
harmful drinking, illicit drug use, psychological 
distress, and low quality of life. There was no link 
between gambling problems and psychosocial 
problems such as financial, relationship, or workplace 
morale issues. 

Finally, the researchers looked for a link between 
potentially traumatic experiences and gambling 
problems. Participants with gambling problems 
reported a greater number of different traumatic 
experiences overall than those with no gambling 
problems. 

How you can use this research 

Approximately 1/10 firefighters are at-risk of problem 
gambling. This suggests a need for firefighting service 
agencies to screen their employees for gambling 
problems. They could also provide firefighters with 
supports that specifically address problem gambling.  
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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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