
 
 

What this research is about 

Past research on gambling harms has often focused 
on people with problem gambling. People with 
problem gambling can experience extreme harms 
from gambling. For example, they may have become 
bankrupt or lost relationships because of gambling. 
However, focusing on people who already have 
severe problem gambling does not help prevent 
people from experiencing these harms. So, newer 
research has focused on the milder harms gamblers 
experience before they have problem gambling. 

Recent studies find that even casual gamblers can 
experience harm from gambling. This means that even 
casual gamblers may need protection from gambling 
harms. However, many of these studies rely on 
‘yes/no’ or ‘all-or-none’ responses. For example, they 
might ask ‘did gambling result in a decline in your 
savings?’ and participants can answer either ‘yes’ or 
‘no’. Asking simple ‘yes/no’ questions could 
overestimate the amount of harm casual gamblers 
experience. This is because ‘yes/no’ questions do not 
distinguish whether people experience the harm to a 
small or large degree. This study tested how the way a 
survey asks about gambling harms affects how much 
harm is recorded for people with different risk levels.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 554 adult gamblers from a 
variety of countries using an online panel, including 
North America, the UK, and Australia. About two-
thirds of participants were men. All participants had 
gambled on a product other than lotteries.  

Participants filled out a survey online. First, the survey 
asked general demographic questions (e.g., age, 
gender, and work status). Next, the survey asked 

participants about their gambling behaviour. 
Participants rated how often they gambled on a 
variety of different activities, such as card games and 
sports betting. Then participants completed the 9-
item Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). The 
PGSI asks about gambling behaviour and 
consequences from the past year. It categorizes 
people as participating in recreational, low-risk, 
moderate-risk, or problem gambling. 

The final section of the survey asked participants 
about different types of harms they had experienced 
in the past year. The survey asked 63 questions about 
six different categories of harms. The categories were: 
financial, work/study, health, psychological, social, 

What you need to know 

Recent studies show that even casual gamblers 
can experience harm from gambling. However, 
these studies may not distinguish between mild 
and severe harms. This study tested whether the 
way a survey asks about gambling harms affects 
how much harm is recorded for people with 
different gambling risk levels. 

Adult gamblers completed online surveys about 
their gambling behaviour and harms they had 
experienced. Specifically, they rated each harm  
based on how severe it was and how much it was 
caused by their gambling. Overall, participants 
with problem gambling experienced more harms 
than participants who were low-risk gamblers. This 
was especially true for harms they said were at 
least moderately due to gambling. In this case, 
people with problem gambling experienced 20–40 
times more harm than low-risk gamblers.  

The importance of using scaled responses 
when asking about gambling harms 
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and other. Some of the harms were mild, whereas 
others were more severe. For example, a mild 
financial harm would be ‘reduced savings’, while a 
severe one would be ‘becoming bankrupt’. The 
researchers used a graded scoring approach. First, 
participants rated how much the harm applied to 
them on a scale from 1 (not a problem) to 5 (a very 
serious problem). They then rated how much the 
harm was due to gambling from 1 (not caused by 
gambling) to 5 (totally caused by gambling). 

The researchers looked at the amount of harms 
experienced by participants with different levels of 
risk. They also looked at whether there were 
differences between people with problem gambling 
and low-risk gambling when the harm was slightly due 
to gambling, or at least moderately due to gambling. 

What the researchers found 

Based on the PGSI scores, 23% of participants had 
problem gambling and 36% were moderate-risk 
gamblers. Another 22% were low-risk gamblers and 
20% were recreational gamblers.  

Participants with problem gambling experienced the 
most harms, followed by moderate-risk gamblers. This 
was true for harms caused by gambling, as well as 
harms in general without any reference to gambling. 
Low-risk gamblers experienced few gambling-related 
harms. The harms they did experience were often 
mild financial harms (e.g., reduced savings) and mild 
psychological harms (e.g., feelings of regret).  

The researchers compared the amount of harms 
experienced by participants with problem versus low-
risk gambling. When looking at harms that were 
slightly due to gambling, participants with problem 
gambling experienced 6–7 times more harm than low-
risk gamblers. However, when looking at harms that 
were at least moderately due to gambling, 
participants with problem gambling experienced 20–
40 times more harm than low-risk gamblers. 
Therefore, the way a study asks about harm impacts 
how much harm is recorded for low-risk gamblers. 
Previous research using a ‘yes/no’ approach has 
recorded a high burden of harm for low-risk gamblers 
because there are many low-risk gamblers in a 

population. This study shows that this effect mostly 
disappears when using scaled response options.     

How you can use this research 

This research shows that the way a study asks about 
gambling harms can affect its conclusions. Thus, 
researchers could use scaled response options when 
asking gamblers about the harms they experience. 
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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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