
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling disorder is recognized as an addiction in the 
most recent edition of the diagnostic manual of the 
American Psychiatric Association. Previous research 
has reported that the risks of suicide attempts and 
completed suicide are high in people with gambling 
disorder. The risks are high compared to both people 
in the general population and people with substance 
use disorders.  

Gambling disorder frequently co-occurs with 
substance use disorders. The presence of a substance 
use disorder in gambling results in more complex 
treatment.  

A few research studies have found that the presence 
of a substance use disorder increases the risk of 
suicide in people with gambling disorder. In contrast, 
other studies have not found that substance use 
disorder increases the risk of suicide. The mixed 
results indicate a need for further investigation of the 
link between the presence of a substance use disorder 
and increased risk of suicide in gambling disorder. The 
researchers addressed this gap in the present study.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from the Swedish 
nationwide patient register. This register includes 
health care data for in-patient treatment and 
specialized outpatient treatment. The register also 
contains data for the cause of death. The present 
study included all individuals aged 18 and older who 
had a diagnosis of gambling disorder at some point 
from 2005 to 2016. The outcomes of interest to the 
researchers were suicide attempts or death from 
suicide. 

What the researchers found 

A total of 2,099 people were included. There were 
474 (23%) women. On average, women were 
significantly older than men. Of the total participants, 
407 (19%) reported a suicide attempt and 10 people 
died from suicide. During the study period from 2005 
to 2016, 418 (29%) patients had an alcohol use 

What you need to know 

Gambling disorder is associated with an increased 
risk of suicide. Gambling disorder frequently co-
occurs with substance use disorders. The presence 
of a substance use disorder may increase the risk 
of suicide in people with gambling disorder. Using 
the Swedish nationwide patient register, the 
researchers examined if substance use disorders 
increased the risk of suicide among people with a 
diagnosis of gambling disorder. A total of 407 
(19%) people reported a suicide attempt and 10 
people died from suicide.  

Half of the patients with both alcohol and drug use 
disorders had attempted suicide during the study 
period from 2005 to 2016. In patients with a drug 
use disorder, 36% had attempted suicide. In 
patients with alcohol use disorder, 20% reported a 
suicide attempt. In patients with just gambling 
disorder, the rate of suicide attempt was 10%. 
After taking into consideration age, gender, and 
other mental health disorders, having a co-
occurring substance use disorder remained a 
significant predictor of suicide attempts. This 
research speaks to the importance of screening for 
substance use disorders in gambling treatment 
centers. 
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disorder and 484 (23%) had a drug use disorder. There 
were no gender differences in rates of alcohol and 
drug use disorders.  

There were 270 patients with both an alcohol use and 
a drug use disorder. Half of these patients had 
attempted suicide during the study period. There 
were 214 patients with a drug use disorder. About 
36% of these patients had attempted suicide. In 
patients with alcohol use disorder, 348 (20%) people 
reported a suicide attempt. In patients with just 
gambling disorder, the rate of suicide attempt was 
10%.  

After taking into consideration age, gender, and other 
mental health disorders, alcohol use and drug use 
disorders remained significant predictors of suicide 
attempts and suicide death. These results suggest that 
while suicide is common in people with gambling 
disorder, the risk is higher if they also have a 
substance use disorder.  

Female gender, mood disorders and anxiety disorders 
were also predictors of suicide. These results suggest 
that among people with gambling disorder, women 
and those with a mood or anxiety disorder are also at 
higher risk of suicide.  

How you can use this research 

This research could be used to enhance screening for 
substance use disorders and suicide risk in gambling 
treatment centers. The results also highlight the 
importance of screening for gambling problems in 
specialized mental health and addiction treatment 
centers. Screening in primary care settings could also 
help detect gambling problems at an early stage.  
Researchers could extend these findings to examine if 
substance use disorders increase the risk of suicide in 
people with gambling disorder who are not seeking 
treatment.  
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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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