
 
 

What this research is about 

Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) is the most 
common mental health disorder worldwide. MDD is 
linked to reduced overall health, lower quality of life, 
and increased risk of death. It has also been linked to 
alcohol misuse and suicidal thoughts. In addition, 
there is a strong link between problem gambling and 
MDD. One study found that 24% of people with MDD 
also experience problem gambling. 

Suicide is a major public health concern. Close to fifty 
thousand people die from suicide each year in the 
United States. People who have MDD are at higher 
risk of suicide. Additionally, people with problem 
gambling are at higher risk of suicide. This could mean 
that there are direct links between MDD, problem 
gambling, and suicidality. Suicidality covers both 
suicidal thoughts and suicide attempts.  

This study looked at hospital patients who have MDD. 
Specifically, it compared patients who have both MDD 
and gambling disorder to those who have MDD with 
no gambling disorder. The researchers tested whether 
patients with both MDD and gambling disorder are at 
higher risk for suicidal thoughts and attempts than 
those with only MDD.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used patient data from the 
Nationwide Inpatient Sample (NIS). The NIS is the 
largest database of inpatient care in the United 
States. The researchers used data on patients who 
had been admitted to hospitals from 2006 to 2017. 
The dataset includes information like the primary 
reason a patient was admitted to the hospital. It also 
includes information about any other diagnoses the 
patient received while at the hospital.  

The researchers included patients who were at least 
18 years old and who were admitted to the hospital 
because they had MDD. Within this group, the 
researchers compared patients who were also 
diagnosed with gambling disorder at the hospital to 
those who were not. Specifically, they tested whether 
patients with both MDD and gambling disorder had 
more suicidal thoughts or attempts than those with 
only MDD. They also compared other traits between 
the two groups of patients, such as their age, sex, and 
alcohol use. Finally, the researchers looked for any 

What you need to know 

Many people suffer from Major Depressive 
Disorder (MDD). MDD is linked to lower quality of 
life and an increased risk of suicide. There is also a 
strong link between problem gambling and MDD, 
as well as between problem gambling and suicide. 
In this study, the researchers looked at data from 
hospital patients with MDD in the United States. 
They compared patients who had MDD and 
gambling disorder to those who only had MDD. 
They found that patients who had both MDD and 
gambling disorder were more likely to be male, be 
older, be obese, and have alcohol use issues. They 
were also more likely to have suicidal thoughts or 
have attempted suicide. The researchers also 
found that the number of patients with both MDD 
and gambling disorder decreased from 2006 to 
2017. However, the number of suicidal thoughts 
and suicide attempts in patients with MDD and 
gambling disorder increased from 2006 to 2017. 
Thus, gambling disorder appears to increase the 
risk of suicidal behaviours in patients with MDD. 

 

Gambling disorder may increase the risk of 
suicide in patients with depression 
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changes in the characteristics of patients with MDD 
across years. 

What the researchers found 

From 2006 to 2017, 6646 patients with MDD and 
gambling disorder were admitted to hospitals in the 
US. Additionally, just over 4 million patients with MDD 
and no gambling disorder were admitted. The 
researchers compared MDD patients with and 
without gambling disorder. They found that patients 
who also had gambling disorder were more likely to 
be male, be slightly older, be obese, and have alcohol 
use issues. In contrast, patients without gambling 
disorder were more likely to have drug use issues. 

The researchers also compared suicidal behaviours 
between MDD patients with and without gambling 
disorder. They found that patients with gambling 
disorder were more likely to have had suicidal 
thoughts. They were also more likely to have 
attempted suicide. Thus, gambling disorder appears 
to increase the risk of suicidal thoughts and attempts 
in people with MDD. 

Finally, the researchers looked at the characteristics 
of patients with MDD across years. They found that 
the number of MDD patients who also had gambling 
disorder decreased across years. However, the 
number of suicidal thoughts and suicide attempts by 
patients with MDD and gambling disorder increased 
across years. The rate of gambling disorder decreased 
among patients who were White but increased in 
Black and Hispanic patients. Regionally, fewer patients 
were admitted in the Western part of the US for both 
MDD and gambling disorder over the years. However, 
more patients were admitted in the Southern US. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that gambling disorder is linked 
to increased suicidal behaviours in people with MDD. 
It suggests that researchers and clinicians could try to 
understand how to reduce suicide risk in people with 
MDD and gambling disorder. They could also focus on 
creating suicide prevention programs for people with 
MDD who gamble. Clinicians who work with people 
with MDD could assess them for gambling problems. 
Additionally, policy makers and gambling associations 

could raise awareness of suicide risk for people who 
have 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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