
What this research is about 

The increasing accessibility of gambling has led to 
growing concerns in the field of mental health. 
Gambling Disorder (GD) is an addictive disorder with 
cravings to gamble, being unable to stop or limit 
gambling, and a preoccupation with gambling. People 
with GD may gamble to cope with distress and to win 
back losses. They may also hide how much they 
gamble. In the United States, veterans of the US 
Armed Forces are at a higher risk for GD than the 
general population. Veterans who experience post-
traumatic stress, mood, and substance use disorders 
are more likely to have a greater risk of GD.  

Research has shown that people with 
religious/spiritual struggles may have poorer mental 
health and overall wellbeing. Religious/spiritual 
struggles include doubt, moral struggles, 
interpersonal struggles, and demonic or divine 
thoughts. Research on other types of addictions have 
studied the relationships between how often 
spiritual/religious struggles occur in people over time. 
Some research suggests that religion may also play a 
role in the thought processes of people who 
experience problem gambling. However, there have 
not been any studies done about people with GD and 
spiritual/religious struggles. This study explores how 
military veterans who are in treatment for GD may be 
affected by religious/spiritual struggles. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers analyzed survey data collected from 
157 military veterans with GD. Participants had been 
admitted to a gambling treatment program in the 
United States between 2016 and 2017. Half of the 
participants identified as being Christian. The 

remaining participants identified as atheist or 
believed in a religion other than Christianity.  

The researchers collected information about 
behaviours and thought processes associated with 
problem gambling and religious/spiritual struggles. 
Behaviours associated with problem gambling were 
measured using the South Oaks Gambling Screen 
(SOGS). Problem thought processes associated with 
gambling problems were measured using the 
Gambling Related Cognitions Scale (GRCS). Spiritual 
struggles were measured using the Religious/Spiritual 
Struggles (RSS) Scale. 

What the researchers found 

Veterans in this study were mainly middle-aged men 
who had previously served in the army, navy, Marine 

What you need to know 

This study examined the impact of 
religious/spiritual struggles among American 
military veterans with Gambling Disorder 
participating in a gambling treatment program. 
Half of the veterans identified as Christian, and the 
others as atheist or believing in another religion. 
Findings suggest that most veterans recognized 
each type of spiritual struggle assessed regardless 
of religious affiliation. Moral struggles were the 
most often identified. By the end of treatment, 
veterans who experienced decreases in false 
gambling-related thoughts had reduced spiritual 
struggles and worried less about moral struggles. 
Research on gambling disorder treatments could 
evaluate spiritual/religious interventions and 
recovery outcomes. 
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Corps, and Coast Guard. During the GD treatment 
program, there was only a slight improvement in 
demonic, doubt, meaning, and moral struggles. Only 
divine and interpersonal struggles improved notably. 
The veterans who identified as religious/spiritual 
showed significantly more struggle with demonic 
issues than those who were not religious/spiritual. 
Otherwise, religious/spiritual struggles did not differ 
between the two groups. It seemed that people who 
were religious were more likely to view their 
behaviour from the perspective of their religion.  

Of the religious/spiritual struggles measured, doubt 
and moral struggles showed some influence on the 
severity of gambling problems. Problem thought 
processes related to gambling problems were also 
linked to religious/spiritual struggles. These thought 
processes were all reduced by the end of treatment.  

At the end of the treatment program, problem 
gambling thought processes was connected to 
improvement in spiritual struggles. Veterans who 
learned not to interpret gambling outcomes in ways 
that supported continued gambling participation had 
fewer struggles in their religious/spiritual lives. 
Veterans whose positive expectations for gambling 
were reduced at the end of treatment were less likely 
to worry about the moral consequences of their 
behaviours. 

The findings of this study suggest that problem 
gambling thought processes have an impact on 
spiritual struggles. This can influence recovery from 
GD in treatment programs. Further, these findings 
show that religious/spiritual struggles occur in both 
religious and non-religious people. 

How you can use this research 

Interventions for religious/spiritual struggles could be 
added to treatment programs for gambling problems 
to potentially increase their effectiveness. These 
interventions could be included in treatment 
regardless of the population. Researchers could study 
other treatment programs for gambling problems and 
disorders that include religious/spiritual interventions 
to help recovery. 
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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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