
 
 

What this article is about 

A public health approach to gambling has gained 

interest in the last two decades. Such an approach 

takes into account harms to individuals, families, 

communities, and societies. A number of frameworks 

have been developed to classify gambling harms. Only 

one previous study had reviewed the similarities and 

differences between three existing frameworks. This 

study showed that the frameworks all adopt a public 

health approach and consider a wide range of harms 

across multiple levels. But, there is no review that 

compares the breadth and scope of the frameworks. 

The aim of this review article is to map and compare 

existing frameworks in terms of content and scope.  

What was done? 

The authors searched five databases for relevant 

articles: Scopus, Ebscohost, ProQuest, Web of 

Science, and Google Scholar. The search focused on 

comprehensive frameworks that consider gambling 

harms across multiple levels. It included articles 

written in English, French, and German and published 

in the years 2000–2021. The frameworks must have 

been developed based on an empirical method. The 

frameworks must also concern the whole population, 

and not a specific population group. The authors 

identified seven articles, four of which described the 

development of the same framework. Thus, the 

number of frameworks were four.  

What you need to know 

Definitions and dimensions of harms 

Three frameworks include a definition of harm. These 

frameworks acknowledge that gambling can be a 

direct cause of harms, but it can also exacerbate 

existing harms and inequalities in society. These 

frameworks highlight harms to the individual, family, 

community, and society. However, the focus is still 

mainly on harms arising from individual gambling.  

In two frameworks, harms are seen as spanning from 

relatively mild harms to significant, crisis-level harms. 

The three frameworks provide a temporal 

understanding of harms. Two frameworks note that 

harms can be episodic or long-term. Two frameworks 

note that harms can affect a person’s life course. One 

framework notes that harms can be intergenerational.  

Types of harms 

Three frameworks focus on the types of gambling 

harms. Each of these frameworks has a hierarchical 

organization of harm categories and individual harm 

items within the categories. The number of categories 

ranges from three (two frameworks) to seven (one 

framework). All three frameworks include financial 

harms and health harms in the top-level categories. 

Two frameworks include relationship harms and 

work/study related harms. Only one framework 
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separates emotional/psychological harms, cultural 

harms, and crime into different categories.  

While there are differences in their organization, the 

frameworks include similar harm items. Part of the 

differences might be because one framework was 

developed in the Nordic context (Finland), while the 

other two were developed in Australia and the UK. 

The differences in context might have influenced how 

gambling harms are understood and categorized.  

Harms or risk factors 

One framework focuses on the types of risk factors for 

harmful gambling. Gambling-specific factors include 

gambling environments, exposure, and types of 

gambling, amongst others. General factors include  

biological, cultural, social, and psychological factors. 

The risk factors correspond to the types of harms in 

other frameworks. For example, crime is related to 

both social factors and gambling environments. This 

framework also highlights risk factors at the 

individual, familial, community, and societal levels. 

Issues and gaps in current frameworks 

The authors discussed four issues or gaps in current 

frameworks. First, there seems to be a lack of 

communication between the frameworks. This is 

reflected in their different ways of categorizing harms 

and their overlapping literature reviews. At the same 

time, the frameworks have many similar elements, 

suggesting that harms are quite similarly understood. 

Second, the frameworks treat different harms as 

being somewhat equal. None includes a hierarchical 

structure of the types of harms and their severity for 

individuals, families, communities, or societies. The 

authors suggested that future efforts need to consider 

the severity and prevalence of different harms. 

Third, similar items are characterized as risk factors 

and as gambling harms. This highlights the problem of 

causality with gambling harms. Nevertheless, it may 

be more important to connect certain factors to 

gambling for the purpose of measuring harms, 

regardless of the direction of causality.  

Fourth, in the frameworks, harms to communities and 

societies remain marginal to individual-level harms. 

The authors suggested a shift in perspective might be 

needed, where it could be argued that gambling 

causes harms at the community/societal level, which 

results in harms to the individual. 

Who is it intended for? 

This review is intended for researchers, policy makers, 

public health, and other stakeholders. 
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