
 
 

What this article is about 

People who have gambling disorder cannot control 
their gambling and suffer many harms because of it. 
However, gambling can also cause harm for people 
who do not have gambling disorder. For example, 
they may experience financial problems, stress, and 
relationship difficulties due to their gambling. In some 
cases, gambling problems may lead to self-harm. 

There are two main categories of self-harm: suicidal 
and non-suicidal. Suicidal self-harm includes thinking 
about, planning, attempting, and committing suicide. 
Non-suicidal self-harm includes thinking about or 
physically harming oneself without intending to die. 

Gambling may lead to self-harm in a few different 
ways. First, people who are in debt are twice as likely 
to think about suicide. Since gambling can lead to 
debt and feeling like a burden to one’s family, it may 
trigger suicidal thoughts. Second, people with 
problem gambling may have poor mental health, 
which may place them at risk for self-harm. Finally, 
gambling disorder may not lead to self-harm directly 
or indirectly. Rather, some shared characteristics may 
increase the risk for both conditions. 

No research has documented current knowledge of 
the relationship between gambling and self-harm. The 
authors reviewed studies looking at gambling and self-
harm to understand what is currently known. 

What was done? 

First, the authors registered their protocol with Open 
Science Framework. Then they searched for relevant 
studies on gambling and self-harm. Their list of search 
terms for gambling included “problem gambling”, 
“pathological gambling”, “betting”, and “wagering”. 

For self-harm, their search terms included “self-
injury”, “suicide”, “self-harm”, and “self-cutting”. They 
searched for studies on the following databases: 
Medline, Embase, PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, Global 
Health, the Education Resources Information Center 
(ERIC), the Social Science Premium Collection, and 
LexisNexis Academic. They also searched through the 
Center for Research Excellence in Suicide Prevention. 

The authors found 1559 studies in their original 
search. They excluded any studies that were not peer-
reviewed, written in English, or did not involve human 
participants. They also only included studies that 
measured both gambling and self-harm. This reduced 
their sample to 149 studies. The authors then looked 
through the reference lists of these studies to find 

Why is this article important? 

Gambling can cause many harms and can lead to 
self-harm. Self-harm includes any thoughts or 
actions related to injuring oneself or committing 
suicide. This article reviewed studies that tested 
for a link between gambling and self-harm. The 
authors found 190 relevant studies, most of which 
were surveyed participants only once. Many of 
these studies showed a link between problem 
gambling and suicide attempts. One study that 
followed participants over several years found that 
people with gambling disorder were at a higher 
risk of committing suicide. Few studies looked at 
the relationship between gambling and non-
suicidal self-harm. The authors suggest several 
areas for future work, including meta-analyses 
(statistical analysis that combines study results) of 
the current literature. 
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additional relevant studies. Finally, they searched 
through specialized gambling and self-harm journals 
for relevant studies. In total, they included 190 studies 
in this review.  

What you need to know 

Most of the studies came from the US, Canada, and 
Australia. About 25% of the studies looked at a 
representative sample of gamblers recruited from a 
community or school. Many of the remaining studies 
surveyed people who were seeking treatment for 
problem gambling, substance use or mental health. 

Over half of the studies tested for a link between 
problem gambling and suicide attempts. Close to half 
of the studies also looked at gambling participation 
and suicide attempts. Many studies found a link 
between gambling participation and suicide attempts, 
although some studies did not find an association or 
reported mixed findings. Few studies tested for a link 
between non-suicidal self-harm and gambling.  

All of the studies were observational, not 
experimental. Additionally, 89.5% of the studies were 
cross-sectional, meaning they only surveyed 
participants once. This means they cannot conclude 
whether gambling leads to self-harm or vice versa. 
However, one study that did follow participants over 
many years found that people with gambling disorder 
were at higher risk of committing suicide. Thus, there 
is support for the idea that problem gambling can 
increase someone’s risk of suicidal self-harm. 

Who is it intended for? 

This review is intended for people who research 
gambling and/or self-harm. The authors suggest that 
more studies should look for a potential causal 
relationship between gambling and self-harm. 
Namely, future research should use longitudinal 
designs to follow people with problem gambling. The 
authors also suggest more research should focus on 
the link between gambling and non-suicidal self-harm.  

This review is also intended for clinicians who work 
with people with problem gambling or self-harm. 
Since many studies show gambling is linked to suicidal 
self-harm, clinicians should be aware of this link. 
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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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