
 
 

What this article is about 

Gambling disorder (GD) is when someone’s gambling 
behaviour leads to impairments or distress. GD is 
often under-treated and can harm individuals, their 
families, and society. GD often co-occurs with other 
psychiatric illnesses, such as depression, substance 
abuse, anxiety, and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD). The link between GD and PTSD is still not well 
understood. 

People who do not meet all the DSM-5 or ICD-11 
criteria for GD can still experience harm from 
gambling. These people are considered to be 
experiencing problem or pathological gambling (PPG). 
Similarly, people can experience trauma that does not 
meet the diagnostic criteria for PTSD. 

People with PPG or GD are more likely to have PTSD 
compared to the average population. Additionally, 
people who experience trauma are more likely to 
have gambling problems, even if they do not have 
PTSD. People who suffer from both PTSD and PPG or 
GD are more likely to attempt suicide, experience 
distress, or be dependent on drugs or alcohol. 

This study is a systematic review of previous studies 
on GD and co-occurring PTSD or trauma. This review 
aims to understand the relationship between GD and 
PTSD. It also provides clinical suggestions based on 
the findings. 

What was done? 

The researchers performed a systematic review 
following PRISMA guidelines. They searched for 
studies on the following databases: PsycINFO, 
Medline, PubMed, and the Psychology and Behavioral 
Sciences Collection. Their search terms included 

“trauma”, “PTSD”, “adverse childhood experiences”, 
“problem gambling”, “gambling disorder”, and other 
related terms. 

The researchers found 191 studies. They first 
screened the titles and abstracts to exclude studies 
that did not meet their criteria. These criteria included 
being an empirical study that looked at the 
relationship between trauma or PTSD with PPG or GD. 
After this initial screening, 113 articles appeared to 
meet the criteria. The researchers then read the full 
text of these articles. After reading the full text, they 
excluded another 39 that did not meet the criteria. 
This left 74 articles that were included in the review. 

Why is this article important? 

Gambling disorder (GD) often co-occurs with other 
disorders, including Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD). However, researchers and clinicians do not 
fully understand the relationship between GD and 
PTSD. Additionally, people who have both GD and 
PTSD often have more severe clinical outcomes 
than people who suffer from one or the other. This 
study is a systematic review of research examining 
the link between GD and PTSD, as well as other 
types of gambling problems and trauma. 

The researchers reviewed 74 relevant studies. 
Overall, the studies supported the idea that stress, 
trauma, and PTSD symptoms were linked to 
problem gambling and GD. In particular, PTSD 
symptoms were most strongly linked to GD 
compared to trauma alone. Many studies 
supported the idea that people with PTSD 
gambled to escape negative emotions. 
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What you need to know 

PTSD and gambling 
Several studies looked for the link between PTSD and 
gambling in slightly different ways. Some studies 
looked for the link between PTSD and GD diagnoses. 
For example, 4 studies found GD was linked to 
lifetime, past-year, or subsequent diagnosis of PTSD. 
However, 2 studies did not find any link between GD 
and PTSD diagnosis. Other studies examined PTSD 
symptoms and the severity of problem gambling. For 
example, 6 studies found that the severity of PTSD 
symptoms and GD were linked. This means that 
people with more severe symptoms of one tend to 
have more severe symptoms of the other. Overall, GD 
appears to be more linked to PTSD symptom severity 
than to the diagnosis of PTSD. 

Other trauma and gambling 
Overall, studies supported the idea that stressful or 
traumatic life events are related to PPG or GD, even in 
the absence of PTSD. For example, 11 out of 13 
studies found stressful life events were linked to GD. 
Additionally, 25 out of 27 studies found a link 
between traumatic events and GD or PPG, especially 
for interpersonal trauma within families (e.g., 
domestic violence). Finally, many studies found links 
between PPG and adverse childhood experiences or 
childhood maltreatment. Such experiences included 
neglect, abuse, witnessing violence or abuse, or 
having a parent in prison. These adverse childhood 
experiences increased the risk for problem gambling 
later on. 

Causes behind co-occurring PTSD and GD 
Studies found that childhood trauma was linked to 
future GD. Childhood trauma could lead to 
pathological dissociation which might increase the risk 
of both GD and PTSD. Pathological dissociation is 
when people feel disconnected from their thoughts, 
feelings, actions, or sense of self. PTSD symptoms 
could also be linked to future GD. However, it is 
unclear if PTSD in general increases the risk of GD, or 
if specific aspects of PTSD increase risk of GD. 

Clinical implications 
Many studies supported the idea that people with 
PTSD use gambling to cope with or escape from 

negative emotions. When clinicians treat people with 
PPG or GD, they should consider that their patients 
may be gambling to cope with other psychiatric 
symptoms. Finally, people with both GD and PTSD 
tend to find treatments targeting PTSD more helpful 
than those targeting GD. 

Who is it intended for? 

This review aims to increase our understanding of the 
relationship between GD and PTSD. It is intended for 
researchers and clinicians who work with patients 
with gambling problems, trauma, and/or PTSD. 
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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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