
 
 

What this report is about 

This is the first report in a series looking at online 
financial harms experienced by people with mental 
health problems. This report focuses specifically on 
online gambling harms. 

Many people gamble for enjoyment. However, 
gambling comes with risks, which can be extreme for 
some. In the general population, about 1% of people 
experience problem gambling and 4% are at risk of 
problem gambling. Problem gambling can lead to 
financial problems and difficulties in mental health. 
Rates of problem gambling are higher among people 
who gamble online. 

Individuals who experience mental health problems 
are more vulnerable to online gambling harms. 
Common symptoms of poor mental health can affect 
why people gamble, lose control, and their ability to 
reduce the amount they gamble. Common symptoms 
of mental health problems, such as impulsivity and 
difficulty thinking, can increase the risk of harms from 
online gambling.  

The online gambling environment also increases 
problems. This is because online gambling is easily 
accessible, especially during times when people are at 
their lowest. 

This report explores the online gambling harms 
experienced by people with mental health problems. 
The report also explores the drivers of gambling-
related harms. Finally, the report provides steps to 
reduce online gambling harms. The recommendations 
incorporate the views of people with mental health 
problems who have experienced online gambling 
harms.  

What was done? 

The researchers examined an online national survey 
carried out by Populus with a representative sample 
of adults (age 18+) in the UK. This survey was 
completed by 2,096 participants between 7–10 May 
2020. The survey asked about online gambling before 
and during COVID-19. The survey asked about 
people's experiences with online gambling. It also 
asked about their attitudes regarding measures to 
reduce online gambling problems. The report focuses 
on the 30% of participants who reported gambling 
online. It compares the experiences of individuals with 

Why is this report important? 

This report examines online gambling harms 
experienced by people with mental health 
problems. The report highlights the large 
proportion of people with mental health problems 
who experience financial, mental, and 
interpersonal harms as a result of online gambling. 
It recognizes that common mental health 
symptoms can affect why people gamble, lose 
control, and their ability to cut down. The report 
also highlights factors that contribute to online 
gambling harms, such as gambling to cope with 
mental health problems. Online advertisement 
and marketing are also noted as a driver of online 
gambling harms. Other factors of online gambling 
harm include ease of spending and the design of 
online gambling games. Lack of resources and 
difficulty seeking help also contribute to online 
gambling harms. The report concludes with 
specific recommendations made to various 
stakeholders including gambling operators and 
regulators, internet providers, and financial 
institutions.   
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and without mental health problems. The researchers 
also conducted two online surveys and a focus group 
with people with lived experiences of mental health 
problems. The participants were recruited from 
Money and Mental Health Policy Institute’s Research 
Community. This is a group of more than 5,000 
volunteers with lived experiences.  

The first survey was conducted by email between 
April 10th and May 7th, 2020. It explored online harms 
in general. A total of 255 participants completed the 
survey. This survey asked questions about harms 
experienced online.  

The second survey focused specifically on online 
gambling. Data were collected from 238 participants 
between May 22nd to June 3rd, 2020. The survey 
focused on the experiences of online gambling. 
Participant's views on preventing online gambling 
harm for people with mental health were also 
explored.  

A focus group was conducted on June 2nd, 2020. The 
focus group explored ways to reduce gambling harms 
for people with mental health problems. The focus 
group consisted of five people with lived experiences 
of mental health and online gambling problems. The 
focus group explored several topics. The first was the 
participants' experience of online gambling harm. The 
second explored how different institutions including 
online gambling operators and financial institutions 
could reduce gambling harm. The third was 
developing interventions to help people experiencing 
mental health and gambling problems. 
 
What you need to know 
The results of the survey with 238 participants with 
lived experiences of mental health problems found 
that many participants had experienced some harms 
due to online gambling. Almost half (45%) of 
participants had experienced one symptom of 
problem gambling. The most common harms 
experienced were stress, guilt, and financial problems. 

Online gambling harms 

Financial difficulties were a key harm identified as a 
result of online gambling. One in four participants 

from the Research Community reported financial 
problems, and 32% reported gambling more than they 
could afford. Almost all (92%) participants agreed that 
it is easy to spend a lot of money gambling online. 
Compared to the general population, financial harms 
could be greater for people with mental health 
problems.   

A total of 36% of participants from the Research 
Community reported being stressed or anxious 
because of their gambling. The same number of 
participants reported feeling guilty about their 
gambling. Some participants reported feeling suicidal 
because of their gambling. Online gambling could also 
impact social relationships. Fear of stigma could lead 
people to hide their gambling from their loved ones. 

Roughly half (47%) of the participants from the 
national poll said they were gambling at least as much 
as usual since the COVID-19 lockdown. One in ten 
reported gambling online more since the lockdown. 
The rate of online gambling since the pandemic was 
higher among participants with lived experiences of 
mental health problems. The shutdown of sports 
could explain why 50% reported reducing their online 
gambling since the pandemic. But this could be 
reversed with the re-opening of the economy. 

Drivers of gambling harm among people with mental 
health problems 

Participants from the Research Community reported 
that their mental health symptoms led them to 
gamble for the wrong reasons. They reported 
gambling to escape their poor mental health and to 
lift their mood. Participants also reported that the 
availability of online gambling increased this problem. 

Some participants felt they gambled as a form of self-
harm. The financial costs associated with gambling 
confirmed the negative beliefs about themselves. For 
some participants with mental health problems, 
gambling was a way to try and solve their financial 
problems. Financial difficulties are more common 
among people with mental health difficulties. 

Advertisements with special offers, such as free bets, 
were reported to increase gambling. Most 
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participants from the Research Community reported 
they always or often see gambling advertisements 
(73%), and that it was impossible to avoid 
advertisements (85%). 

Based on the national poll, one in three participants 
with mental health problems reported difficulties 
controlling their online gambling. This was higher 
than the 23% of people without mental health 
problems who reported the same difficulties. About 
half of the participants from the Research Community 
reported gambling when not well. Most participants 
(85%) agreed it is difficult to stay in control of their 
gambling when unwell. 

Almost all participants (94%) from the Research 
Community reported it is easy to gamble online at 
any time. This is problematic for people with higher 
impulsivity, which is a common symptom of poor 
mental health. It is also easy to make deposits on 
online gambling sites. But, some participants felt that 
online gambling operators make it hard to withdraw 
money.  

Most (82%) participants from the Research 
Community agreed that online gambling is more 
addictive than offline gambling. Many features make 
online gambling more addictive. These include 
nudges through time pressures and offers such as 
bonuses. The offers can draw in people with mental 
health problems. Online gambling also lets people 
make larger bets and plays at faster pace than offline 
gambling.   

In the national poll, 40% of people with mental health 
problems felt they were not spending real money 
while gambling online. Among participants without 
mental health problems, one in four felt they were 
not spending real money. Many Research Community 
participants also mentioned this issue. 

In the research community sample, most (71%) said it 
is hard to reduce their gambling. Symptoms of poor 
mental health can often make cutting down difficult. 
Failing at attempts to cut down gambling can further 
lead to guilt, shame, and mental health difficulties. 
Symptoms of poor mental health such as avoidance 
can make seeking help difficult. Earlier interventions 

may help in this regard. Although tools to control 
gambling exist, many people are not aware of them 
and their use is low. Participants who used the tools 
in the research community sample noted some 
drawbacks. For example, the 24 hour cooling period 
when changing deposit limits was thought of as not 
long enough. 

Who is it intended for? 

This report is intended for all stakeholders of online 
gambling. The stakeholders include gambling 
operators and regulators, financial institutions, 
internet providers, and people with mental health 
difficulties who gamble.   

What does the report recommend? 

The results from the Research Community suggest 
strong support to take steps to prevent online 
gambling harms. The report makes several 
recommendations that may affect all those who 
gamble online. The changes may be especially helpful 
for people with mental health problems. Specific 
recommendations are made to different stakeholders: 
for example, gambling operators, financial 
institutions, and internet providers. Relying on the 
voluntary nature of these recommendations is likely 
to be unhelpful. So, governments may need to make 
some of these recommendations mandatory.   

Recommendations for online gambling operators 

Online gambling operators should make safety a 
default step rather than relying on customers to opt-
in. Safety features could include enforcing mandatory 
spending and money limits. People who reach their 
limits should be provided with support services. 

Operators should also use the data they have to 
identify people at risk of online gambling harms and 
offer support. This can reduce the barriers of seeking 
help that people with mental health problems 
experience. Operators should also be proactive and 
intervene immediately. Such action was supported by 
most participants in the Research Community. 
Interventions should be supportive, personalized, and 
monitored. 
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Operators should not advertise gambling during the 
pandemic. This was supported by six in ten 
participants in the national poll. People with poor 
mental health were more likely to agree with this. This 
recommendation is extended to online advertising 
platforms such as Facebook and Google. 
Recommendations are made for advertising platforms 
to work with people with lived experiences of 
gambling problems, to design a tool to block gambling 
adverts. 

Recommendations for Internet service providers 

Internet service providers could brand content 
blocking tools as a way of protecting adults and not 
just children. This would reduce the shame and stigma 
of using these tools. This could be part of the service 
providers’ strategy of protecting vulnerable 
customers. Content blocking tools could be especially 
helpful for people with mental health difficulties 

Recommendations for financial service providers 

About half (47%) of participants in the national poll 
supported banks protecting people from online 
gambling harms. Fortunately, many financial 
institutions have begun to do so. 

Recommendations are made for financial institutions 
to be proactive. Four in ten Research Community 
participants supported that their banks take 
immediate action to protect them. Banks could also 
use gambling transaction blocks to cap spending. This 
could help protect people with mental health 
problems. The tools should be flexible to meet 
people’s unique needs. Only one in three participants 
in the national poll reported being aware of tools 
offered by their banks. Some Research Community 
participants raised concerns that such tools are not 
reaching people who would benefit from them most. 
Banks should make such tools easy to find and use.  

Lastly, financial institutions could consider setting safe 
gambling spending limits. This should be made 
mandatory rather than be opt-in. These limits should 
be designed to protect people from spending money 
they cannot afford.  

 

Future of online gambling regulation 

Several recommendations are made to help with 
future online gambling regulation. The first is to focus 
on player safety. Gambling reforms should first focus 
on player safety. Default limits would protect the 
most vulnerable while not affecting most players. The 
second recommendation is to put more responsibility 
on the gambling operators. Almost all (97%) 
participants from the Research Community agreed 
with this measure. In addition to default limits, other 
opt-in limits would be helpful. Gambling operators 
should make these opt-in limits easy to find and use. 
A recommendation is made to adjust the design of 
online gambling games to minimize harm. The last 
recommendation is for the gambling industry to 
extend their voluntary ban on advertisements. 
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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 responsible gambling and policies 
to reduce harm from gambling. Learn more about 
GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing info@greo.ca. 
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