
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling problems are common in many different 
countries. In 2018, it was estimated that 1.3% of 
adults in Sweden experienced problem gambling (PG). 
Another 2.9% experienced less serious gambling 
problems. PG is repetitive gambling behaviour that 
leads to harms such as debts, relationship troubles, or 
health problems. Gambling problems affect the 
person who gambles as well as their family, friends, 
and the community. 

In 2013, the American Psychiatric Association 
reclassified serious gambling problems as gambling 
disorder alongside alcohol, tobacco, and other drug 
use disorders. There are some studies that assess the 
costs of PG to a society. These studies all suggest that 
PG costs their jurisdictions huge amounts of money. 
However, it is difficult to compare these study results 
because each study used different methods to 
calculate gambling costs. 

In this study, the researchers did a cost-of-illness 
study to estimate the societal costs of PG in Sweden 
in 2018. Cost-of-illness studies determine how much a 
disease costs a society. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers used the prevalence method to 
estimate gambling costs. The prevalence method has 
three main steps. In step 1, the researchers identified 
who their study population was. In step 2, the 
researchers identified the types of costs they would 
consider in their study. In step 3, they decided how 
they were going to calculate those costs. 

The researchers’ study population was people with 
gambling problems in Sweden. They used data from 

the Swedish Longitudinal Gambling Study (Swelogs) to 
determine how many Swedish people had gambling 
problems in 2018. The Swelogs surveyed 13,251 
adults in Sweden in 2018 (around 0.2% of the adult 
population). It used the Problem Gambling Severity 
Index (PGSI) to identify people with PG.  

The researchers compiled a list of costs by searching 
previous studies and reports. They included costs 
deemed to be relevant to Sweden in their list. The 
researchers sorted the costs into three different 
groups. Direct costs included money Sweden spent on 
resources to help people with their gambling 
problems such as gambling treatment, debt 
counselling, crime and legal costs, research, and 
regulation. Indirect costs included the value of 
resources Sweden lost because people reduced their 

What you need to know 

In this study, the researchers did a cost-of-illness 
study to estimate how much problem gambling 
(PG) cost Sweden in 2018. The researchers used 
the prevalence method to estimate the costs. 
Their estimates showed that the costs of PG were 
substantial (1.42 billion euros in 2018). Over half 
of the costs (59%) came from indirect costs such as 
reduced work performance, job loss, and death. 
Intangible costs, such as physical violence and 
distress, were also a large part of the total costs 
(28%). Direct costs for PG, such as prevention and 
treatment, were the smallest (13%). Policy makers 
could use this research to invest more money in 
creating useful prevention and treatment 
programs. These programs could help reduce the 
indirect and intangible costs of PG in the future. 
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work performance, lost their job, were absent from 
work, or died as a result of their gambling problems. 
Intangible costs included general expenses associated 
with reduced quality of life because of gambling 
problems. Intangible costs included physical violence 
and emotional distress to people with gambling 
problems and their families, and harm to victims from 
crimes committed by people with gambling problems. 

The researchers calculated each type of cost in one of 
two ways. The first way was to calculate the lump sum 
of the total costs. The second way was to multiply the 
number of people with gambling problems with an 
average cost per person.  

What the researchers found 

The researchers estimated that PG cost Sweden a 
total of 1.42 billion euros in 2018. Direct costs 
equalled 184 million euros, which was about 13% of 
total costs. Indirect costs equalled 832 million euros, 
which was 59% of total costs. Intangible costs 
equalled 403 million euros, or 28% of total costs.  

The total costs of PG in 2018 were about 0.30% of 
Sweden’s gross domestic product (GDP). GDP is the 
total value of all products and services that a country 
makes in one year. The total costs of PG in 2018 
equalled to 62% of what the gambling industry made 
in 2018. The total costs were more than double the 
amount of money that Sweden collected in taxes from 
gambling. It cost Sweden over 4000 euros for every 
person who had gambling problems in 2018.  

Alcohol use and smoking are two major public health 
issues. The researchers were not able to compare 
their estimates of intangible costs to previous studies 
on alcohol use and smoking. But, the direct and 
indirect costs of PG were about one sixth the costs of 
alcohol use and one third the costs of smoking in 
Sweden. These findings suggest that the costs of PG 
are substantial. 

How you can use this research 

Policy makers could use this research to invest more 
money in creating useful prevention and treatment 
programs. These programs could help reduce the 
indirect and intangible costs of PG in the future. 

Researchers could explore if gambling education 
programs in schools reduce the likelihood that 
children will become addicted to gambling as adults. 
Prevention and treatment service providers could let 
people know about the different types of services 
they can access to overcome their gambling problems.  
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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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