
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling is repetitive gambling behaviour 
that leads to negative consequences. Gambling 
disorder (GD) is a more serious form of PG. People 
with GD often suffer from mental health problems, 
alcohol or drug addictions, and money issues. They 
may be more likely to commit suicide or break the 
law. People with GD may also be more likely to have 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). PTSD is a 
mental health condition that some people may suffer 
after a traumatic event. Military veterans may be 
especially likely to suffer from PTSD.  

Evidence suggests that male veterans with PTSD 
symptoms are more likely to develop gambling 
problems 10 years later, compared to veterans 
without PTSD symptoms. Military veterans in the 
United States are more likely to suffer GD over their 
lifetime than the general American population. 
Veterans with GD often have alcohol or drug 
addictions and mental health problems such as PTSD, 
depression, and suicidal thoughts. However, few 
studies have investigated GD among veterans. 

Not all veteran clinics assess veterans for addictions 
such as GD. As a result, veterans’ mental health 
problems and addictions may only be detected when 
they have severe symptoms. There is a need for clinics 
to regularly assess veterans for GD so that veterans 
can get the help they need to recover. The Brief 
Biosocial Gambling Screen (BBGS) is a brief 
questionnaire to assess people for risk of GD. It can be 
useful in busy primary care clinic settings. In this 
study, the researchers investigated the proportion of 
U.S. veterans that have GD. They also explored 

whether veterans with GD are more likely to have 
other medical and mental health problems. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers reviewed electronic medical records 
of 267 veterans who were patients of the Bedford 
Veterans Affairs Medical Center (VAMC) Primary Care 
Behavioral Health (PCBH) clinic in Massachusetts, 
USA. All veterans were new patients to the clinic and 
attended their first appointment. The researchers 
reviewed notes that clinicians took during the 
veterans’ first appointment. They also reviewed the 
veterans’ scores on a variety of questionnaires. The 

What you need to know 

In this study, the researchers investigated the 
proportion of veterans that have gambling 
disorder (GD). They also explored whether 
veterans with GD are more likely to have other 
medical and mental health problems. The 
researchers reviewed electronic medical records 
of 260 veterans who attended the Bedford VAMC 
Primary Care Behavioral Health (PCBH) clinic for 
the first time. The researchers found that about 
one-third of the veterans gambled in the past 
year. There were no differences in mental health, 
medical issues, or drug and alcohol addictions 
between veterans who gambled in the past year 
and veterans who did not gamble. About 2% of the 
veterans they studied were at risk of or actually 
had GD. Policy makers can use this research to 
work with treatment service providers to ensure 
people with high risk are screened for GD (e.g., 
people with alcohol addiction, PTSD, relationship, 
and money problems). 
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post-traumatic stress disorder checklist – civilian (PCL-
5) assessed veterans for PTSD. The Patient Health 
Questionnaire (PHQ-9) assessed veterans for 
depression. The Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7) 
assessed veterans for anxiety. The BBGS assessed 
veterans for symptoms of problem gambling. 
Clinicians also assessed veterans for GD using a 
modified questionnaire based on the DSM-5 criteria.  

Of the 267 veterans, 260 veterans were screened with 
the BBGS. The researchers compared the 
demographic characteristics, mental health, medical 
issues, and alcohol and drug use addictions between 
veterans with and without gambling problems.   

What the researchers found 

About one in three veterans gambled in the past year. 
The most common gambling games they played were 
the lottery and scratch tickets. Of the veterans who 
gambled in the past year, 15 spent more than $100 
per month on gambling. Yet, many of those veterans 
did not think their gambling was a problem. Five 
veterans were at-risk of GD based on the BBGS. Three 
of the five veterans were later diagnosed with GD. All 
three veterans with GD had suicidal thoughts. These 
findings suggested that about 2% of the veterans 
were at risk of or actually had GD. 

The researchers did not find any differences in mental 
health, medical issues, or drug and alcohol addictions 
between veterans who gambled in the past year and 
veterans who did not gamble. 

How you can use this research 

Policy makers can use this research to work with 
treatment service providers to ensure people with 
high risk (e.g., those with alcohol addiction, PTSD, 
relationship issues, and money problems) are 
assessed for GD. Researchers can explore whether the 
BBGS is useful in identifying veterans and active 
military people with gambling problems. Researchers 
can also investigate forms of GD treatment that are 
helpful for military people and veterans. There may 
be under-reporting of gambling problems among 
military patients. More research is needed to 
determine the reasons why military patients do not 
disclose their gambling problems. 

About the researchers 

Shane W. Kraus is affiliated with the Department of 
Psychology at the University of Nevada in Las Vegas, 
Nevada, USA. Marc N. Potenza is affiliated with 
Connecticut Council on Problem Gambling, the 
Connecticut Mental Health Center, and the 
Department of Neuroscience and Child Study Center 
at Yale University School of Medicine in Connecticut, 
USA. Tu Ngo, Kendra Pugh, Katarina Bernice, and 
Steven D. Shirk are affiliated with the Edith Nourse 
Rogers Memorial Hospital in Bedford, Massachusetts, 
USA. Steven D. Shirk is also affiliated with the 
University of Massachusetts Medical School in 
Massachusetts, USA. For more information about this 
study, please contact Shane W. Kraus at 
shane.kraus@unlv.edu.  

Citation 

Kraus, S. W., Potenza, M. N., Ngo, T., Pugh, K., 
Bernice, K., & Shirk, S. D. (2020). Screening for 
gambling disorder in VA primary care behavioral 
health: A pilot study. Issues in Mental Health Nursing. 
Advance online publication. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01612840.2020.1793249  

Study funding 

This study was funded by the Massachusetts Gaming 
Commission.

 

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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