
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling is repetitive gambling behaviour 
that leads to harms. Financial troubles and debts are 
quite common. It is estimated that adult prisoners are 
five to ten times more likely to gamble 
problematically than the general population. People 
with problem gambling may commit crimes to fund 
their gambling or to pay off gambling debts. Yet, 
problem gambling is often not assessed or treated in 
prison settings, in comparison to other problems like 
substance use. 

This study was the first to examine how common 
problem gambling was among Finnish prisoners. The 
researchers explored the associations of problem 
gambling with substance use and crime-related 
factors (e.g., type of crime, previous prison sentence). 
They also explored the type of support prisoners 
would like to receive for problem gambling.   

What the researchers did 

This study took place in two different types of prisons 
in Finland. One is a closed high-security prison in 
Turku. The other is an open prison in Vanaja. Prison 
guards handed out the questionnaires to prisoners, 
who returned them in sealed ballot boxes. In total, 96 
prisoners completed the questionnaires (55 men and 
39 women; two did not report their gender).  

The questionnaires included the Brief Biosocial 
Gambling Screen (BBGS) to assess gambling problems. 
The BBGS is a brief scale with three items: 1) if people 
feel restless, irritable, or anxious when trying to stop 
or cut down on gambling; 2) if people try to keep their 
family and friends from knowing how much they 
gamble; and 3) if people need to get help with living 
expenses because of their gambling. The researchers 

used two versions of the BBGS. One version referred 
to gambling in the last 12 months, and the other 
version referred to gambling during the 12 months 
before entering prison. 

The questionnaires included a modified version of the 
Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT-C) to 
assess problems with alcohol use. Participants were 
also asked about smoking in the past year and use of 
illicit drugs in their lifetime. Participants reported the 
primary offense for their current sentence (e.g., 
robbery, theft or property crime, violent crime, drug 
offense, financial crime). They chose the type of 
support that they would like to receive for problem 
gambling from a list of options. Finally, participants 
provided their demographic information including 
gender, age, and marital status. 

What you need to know 

This study explored the rate of gambling problems 
among Finnish prisoners. The researchers also 
explored the associations of problem gambling 
with substance use and crime-related factors, and 
the type of support prisoners would like to receive 
for problem gambling. Ninety-six prisoners 
completed the study questionnaires. About 16% 
had a gambling problem during the 12 months 
before entering prison, and 15% had a gambling 
problem during the last 12 months in prison. 
Smoking, alcohol use, and illicit drug use were also 
quite common. One-third of the prisoners who 
had been sentenced for a financial or income-
related crime had a gambling problem. One-
quarter of the prisoners showed an interest in 
receiving support for problem gambling. 
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What the researchers found 

About 16% of the participants had a gambling 
problem during the 12 months before entering prison, 
and 15% had a gambling problem during the last 12 
months in prison. Most of those participants reported 
having a gambling problem both before and after 
entering prison. No differences were found in the 
rates of gambling problems for men and women. 

Over half of the participants drank alcohol at a risky 
level. Over 80% had smoked at least once in the last 
12 months, and 37% has used illicit drugs in their 
lifetime. There appeared to be no association 
between problem gambling and any substance use.  

About half of the participants reported a violent crime 
as their primary offense. Violent crime was most 
common for both men and women. One-quarter of 
women and 7.7% of men reported a drug offense. 
About 5% of women and one-fifth of men reported 
robbery, theft, or property crime. About 10.3% of 
women and 7.7% of men reported a financial or 
income-related crime. Among those participants, one-
third reported a gambling problem.  

Nearly 60% of the participants had a previous 
sentence. Men were more likely to have such a 
history than women. Of those who had a previous 
sentence, almost one-quarter had a gambling 
problem. Women with a gambling problem were very 
likely to have a previous sentence. 

About one-quarter of the participants showed an 
interest in receiving support for problem gambling. 
The most preferred type of support was group 
support, followed by personal conversation with a 
prison staff. Participants whose primary offense was 
related to gambling preferred personal conversation 
with a prison staff, mixed group support, and guided 
online forum.   

How you can use this research 

This study suggests a need to screen and provide 
support for problem gambling in prison settings. This 
might reduce the risk of people being in a cycle of 
gambling and going to prison for gambling-related 
reasons. Increasing awareness and providing prison 

staff with clear guidelines on how to intervene could 
help. Future research could examine gambling among 
prisoners using larger groups of participants and more 
in-depth assessment of 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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