
 
 

What this research is about 

Epilepsy is a disorder of the brain that causes seizures 
and other health problems. People with epilepsy may 
be vulnerable to problematic gambling behaviours. 
Gambling is widespread in many countries, but it can 
lead to harm when people gamble excessively. People 
with gambling problems tend to have depression, low 
self-esteem, and low self-control. These vulnerabilities 
are also evident in people with epilepsy.  

There is little research on the gambling behaviours of 
people with epilepsy. Case studies reported that 
people with both epilepsy and problem gambling 
experienced multiple health problems. Only one study 
involved 88 patients and found that people with 
temporal lobe epilepsy had more symptoms of 
problem gambling than people with frontal lobe 
epilepsy. However, the gambling behaviours of both 
groups fell within normal range and were even below 
the threshold for mild gambling problems.  

This study had two aims. The first aim was to 
determine levels of gambling and problem gambling in 
people with epilepsy. The second aim was to explore 
clinical factors that might be associated with problem 
gambling in people with epilepsy.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers reviewed the clinical records of 
patients who visited a clinic for brain disorders in the 
UK. A total of 250 patients visited the clinic over a 
period of eight weeks in February and March 2021. 
Their responses about gambling and lifestyle were 
collected as part of routine clinical review.  

Patients were asked if they had gambled more than 
two times in the previous year. If they had, the Lie/Bet 

questionnaire was used to determine if they were at 
risk of problem gambling. The Lie/Bet has two items. 
One item asks if the person feels the need to bet with 
more and more money. The second item asks if the 
person has ever lied to others about how much they 
gamble. People who endorse one or both items are 
considered at risk of problem gambling.  

Lifestyle questions included questions about body 
mass index (BMI), alcohol use, smoking, exercise, 
having a driver’s licence, and demographics. Patients’ 
post code was used to determine if they lived in a 
disadvantaged area. This would indicate poorer 
socioeconomic status. 

What you need to know 

This study examined the gambling behaviours of 
patients with epilepsy and clinical factors that 
might be associated with problem gambling. The 
researchers reviewed the clinical records of 239 
patients who were seen at a clinic in the UK. There 
were 174 patients with epilepsy and 65 patients 
with other brain disorders. Rates of gambling 
participation were lower in both groups of 
patients than the general population. However, 
50% of patients with frontal lobe epilepsy 
reported gambling. Among the 12 patients who 
responded positively to the Lie/Bet questionnaire, 
all were diagnosed with epilepsy. Nine of these 
patients were taking the anti-seizure medication 
Levetiracetam (LEV) or Brivaracetam (BRIV). These 
results suggest that patients with frontal lobe 
epilepsy may be at higher risk of problem 
gambling, especially if they are taking LEV or BRIV.  
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The researcher reviewed the records of 239 patients 
who could readily respond to the Lie/Bet and lifestyle 
questions. There were 174 patients with epilepsy and 
65 patients with other brain disorders.  

What the researchers found 

Lifestyle factors 

Patients with other disorders were older than patients 
with epilepsy. People with epilepsy were less likely to 
live alone and to have a driver’s licence. No differences 
were found for the other lifestyle factors. 

Gambling participation 

Patients who gambled were younger and more likely to 
be men than those who did not gamble. About 16.4% 
of patients with epilepsy (28 patients) and 11.5% of 
patients with other disorders (7 patients) reported 
gambling. These rates were lower than what had been 
reported for the general population in the UK. In 2020, 
it was estimated that 47% of the UK population had 
gambled in the previous four weeks. 

Among patients with epilepsy, those with frontal lobe 
epilepsy were more likely to gamble than those with 
other types of epilepsy. About 50% of patients with 
frontal lobe epilepsy reported gambling. In addition, 
28% of patients with unclassified generalized epilepsy 
reported gambling. There were no differences in other 
potentially excessive behaviours, including BMI, 
alcohol use, smoking, and exercising.  

Being male, having a poorer socioeconomic status, and 
having frontal lobe epilepsy or unclassified generalized 
epilepsy, predicted gambling participation. Frontal lobe 
epilepsy was the strongest predictor.  

Problem gambling and anti-seizure medication 

Of the 34 patients who responded to the Lie/Bet 
questionnaire, 12 patients endorsed at least one item 
(35%). All 12 patients were diagnosed with epilepsy. 
However, type of epilepsy was not related to 
problematic gambling behaviours. Nine of the 12 
patients (75%) were taking the anti-seizure medication 
Levetiracetam (LEV) or Brivaracetam (BRIV). This was 
compared to five patients who were taking LEV or BRIV 
and did not endorse any item on the Lie/Bet (22%).  

How you can use this research 

This study can inform clinicians and gambling support 
providers. The findings suggest that people with 
frontal lobe epilepsy may be at higher risk of problem 
gambling, especially if they are taking LEV or BRIV. The 
researchers suggest that clinicians ask about gambling 
behaviours as part of routine clinical review with 
people with epilepsy. Future research could examine 
how frontal lobe epilepsy may increase the risk for 
problem gambling.  
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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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