
 
 

What this article is about 

Gambling harms are the negative consequences that 
arise from a person’s gambling behaviour. There are 
different types of harms including financial, 
relationship, work/study, health, and legal harms. 
Most prevalence surveys include questions about 
gambling harms. However, questions are either too 
general or focus too narrowly on harms that are 
experienced by people with problem gambling. Such 
harms are usually severe enough to warrant 
intervention (e.g., losing a job, getting divorce, or 
having committed an illegal act).  

Aside from people with problem gambling, those who 
gamble at a lower risk level can also experience 
harms. This article discusses harms that may be 
experienced by gamblers at different levels of risk. 
The authors propose three categories of gambling 
harms and discuss the implications for public policy 
and research. 

What was done? 

The authors review a number of recent research 
studies which suggest that harms fall on a continuum 
ranging from mild to severe. The authors propose that 
gambling harms can be classified into three categories 
and discuss the implications.  

What you need to know 

Recent research has looked into capturing gambling 
harms on a continuum. In particular, Browne and 
colleagues (2016) developed a checklist of 72 harm 
items ranging from mild to severe. For example, 
financial harms could range from reduced savings to 
bankruptcy. Health-related harms could range from 
loss of sleep to suicide. An important finding was that 

even though people with problem gambling 
experienced more severe harms, the total number of 
people with low-risk gambling was much higher. As a 
result, they contributed more to the burden of harm 
at a population level.    

Nevertheless, gambling may simply be a choice that 
people make between two activities. For example, 
people may have chosen to spend money on gambling 
rather than going to a movie. If gambling at a low-risk 
level, is this decision reflecting an addiction or merely 
a consumer choice? The authors suggest that the 72 
harm items can be divided into three categories:  

Why is this article important? 

It is not only people with problem gambling that 
experience harms from gambling. Those who 
gamble at a lower risk level can also experience 
harms. Recent research has captured gambling 
harms on a continuum ranging from mild to 
severe. In this article, the authors propose that 
gambling harms can be divided into three 
categories. Harm items in the first category may 
simply reflect substitution effects when people 
choose one activity over another. For example, 
people may choose to gamble and thus have less 
spending for other recreational activities. Harm 
items in the second category reflect opportunity 
costs when people prioritize gambling over 
important life commitments. For example, late 
bills payments because of gambling. Harm items in 
the third category clearly show a reduced quality 
of life, such as poor health and relationship 
conflict. The authors discuss the implications for 
pubic policy and research. 

Distinguishing genuine gambling harms 
from substitution effects 
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1) Substitution effects  

Substitution involves making a choice. Often, people 
have limited resources in terms of money, time, and 
effort. When they choose an activity, they may have 
to give up another. In such cases, people may have 
merely chosen to gamble. The authors identify eight 
harm items that appear to reflect substitution effects. 
Examples include reduced savings, less spending on 
other recreational activities, and less time spent with 
family and friends.  

2) Opportunity costs 

Opportunity costs occur when people prioritize 
gambling over important life commitments. The 
authors identify a group of harm items that appear to 
be opportunity costs. These items reflect the indirect 
costs of gambling. Examples include not paying bills 
on time, and less spending on food, health care, and 
education.  

3) Clear indicators of harm 

Clear indicators of harm show a reduced quality of life 
due to gambling. These items reflect the direct costs 
of gambling. Examples include gambling affecting the 
person’s health, conflict in relationship, and social 
isolation.   

Implications 

The authors argue that public policy is better 
informed by an approach that considers harms 
experienced by gamblers at different levels of risk. 
When estimating the societal impacts of gambling in 
lower risk groups, caution is needed as some harm 
items may simply reflect substitution effects. Thus, 
researchers may want to use a weighted scoring 
method. For example, reduced savings must be clearly 
associated with gambling and not simply scored as a 
harm without knowing the cause. Other items that 
clearly capture harm from gambling may still be 
scored for their presence/absence.  

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for public health, researchers, 
and other stakeholders in the gambling field. It 
suggests ways of capturing genuine harms from 

gambling and distinguishing those harms from 
substitution effects.  
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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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