
 
 

What this article is about 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected commercial 
gambling around the world. Many countries entered 
into a lockdown in March and April 2020. Land-based 
gambling venues were closed during this initial 
lockdown. Sports betting was largely unavailable as 
major sports events were cancelled. Since then, some 
gambling venues have re-opened while others have 
remained closed. There are concerns that people may 
switch to online gambling or increase their online 
gambling during the pandemic. On the other hand, 
people may gamble less due to the closure of land-
based gambling venues. The aim of this article is to 
review survey studies to date and their findings on the 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on gambling.  

What was done? 

The authors searched several databases, including 
PsycINFO, Medline, PubMed, and Web of Science 
Core Collection. They also searched Gambling 
Research Exchange’s Evidence Centre database, 
Google Scholar, and PsyArXiv preprints. To be 
included in the review, studies must collect data from 
people who gambled. They must be published after 
March 2020 and written in the English language. The 
authors found 17 studies. Seven were articles 
published in peer-reviewed academic journals, three 
were preprints, and seven were online reports.  

What you need to know 

Study characteristics 

The 17 studies were from Western countries with 
middle to upper income. Nine studies recruited 
participants from the general adult population. Six 
studies recruited only people who gambled. The 

remaining two studies recruited elite athletes and 
people who recovered from a substance use disorder.  

All 17 studies used online surveys. Eleven studies 
were cross-sectional studies that surveyed 
participants at only one time point. The remaining six 
studies were longitudinal studies that surveyed 
participants across multiple time points. All studies 
collected data during the initial lockdown from March 
to May 2020. One study used data provided by a 
gambling company to examine gambling spending. All 
the other studies relied on self-reports. Ten studies 
used the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) to 
assess the severity of problem gambling. 

Gambling during the initial lockdown 

All studies reported an overall decrease in gambling 
frequency and spending. Two studies in New Zealand 
and Great Britain also examined reasons for gambling. 
In the New Zealand study, the major reason for 
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gambling online less was financial. This was followed 
by not wanting to gamble around family, thinking one 
was gambling too much, and suggestion by someone 
to reduce gambling. The study in Great Britain found 
that people gambled online less because they had no 
desire to gamble, only gambled on occasion, and only 
bet on sports events that were currently cancelled.   

Four studies reported an increase in gambling in some 
participants, ranging from 4% to 14%. Eight studies 
reported an increase in online gambling specifically. 
The study in Great Britain reported an increase in 
online gambling from 1.5% in October 2019 to 2.3% in 
May 2020. A study in the U.S. reported a high 
percentage of 31%, and a study in Canada reported a 
high percentage of 26%. The other studies estimated 
between 11% to 20% increased their online gambling. 

Four studies reported that more severe problem 
gambling was associated with increased gambling. 
Five studies found that younger age was associated 
with increased gambling, whereas one study found 
that it was old age. Three studies found that men 
were more likely to increase their gambling, and one 
study found that it was women. Other factors 
associated with increased gambling included full-time 
employment, higher income, anxiety, depression, 
alcohol use, drug addiction, non-smoking, and 
identifying as Maori in New Zealand. However, these 
factors were reported in only one or two studies.  

The most common reasons for increased gambling 
were boredom, financial pressures, and wanting to 
win money. The New Zealand study also found that 
people gambled online more because they were 
unable to go to their usual places to gamble, needed 
relaxation, and wanted online social occasions.  

Gambling after the initial lockdown 

Three studies examined gambling behaviour after the 
initial lockdown. In Great Britain, half of the 
participants who gambled more during the lockdown 
maintained or increased their gambling further in 
August 2020. In Australia, gambling rates were 
increasing for most types of gambling by November 
2020, with some returning to 2019 levels. In New 
Zealand, the decrease in gambling was maintained in 

June 2020. Ethnic minority status, smoking, and lower 
education appeared to be associated with maintaining 
increased gambling after the lockdown.  

Who is it intended for? 

This review suggests that the impacts of COVID-19 on 
gambling are diverse. It can inform public health 
efforts to prevent and reduce gambling problems. For 
example, interventions may be targeted to people 
who have increased their gambling. Further research 
is needed on the long-term impacts of COVID-19.  
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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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