
 
 

What this article is about 

Gambling is quite prevalent among Western defence 
cultures. Military personnel often think of gambling as 
a common, popular recreational activity that helps to 
pass time. At the same time, many active duty soldiers 
may have some problems with gambling. Sometimes, 
the consequences can become so severe that the 
military discharges people with gambling problems. 
For that reason, in 2018, the U.S. government passed 
a new law, called the National Defence Authorization 
Act. It requires the U.S. Department of Defence (DoD) 
to screen for gambling disorders as part of routine 
health checks.  

Since most research about gambling problems within 
the military has involved veterans, little is known 
about the active duty populations. Therefore, the 
purpose of this review was to systematically identify 
and describe all available research about gambling 
within active duty defence personnel.  

What was done? 

The authors conducted a scoping review. They 
searched for all available research on gambling and 
gambling disorders in active-duty defence personnel. 
Specifically, they searched for articles published up to 
and including December 2018. To be eligible, the 
sources had to focus on gambling prevalence. They 
also had to focus on active duty military personnel 
from English-speaking countries (Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand, the U.K., and the U.S.).  

Overall, the researchers found 317 articles. Once they 
removed duplicates, they screened the titles and 
abstracts, and then reviewed the full text of relevant 
articles. The researchers determined 11 sources were 
eligible. All of the sources were from the U.S. The 

researchers extracted information from every source 
for their review (e.g., publication details, participants, 
research design, results, conclusions, and 
recommendations).  

What you need to know 

The authors found three main themes: military 
culture, risk factors, and comorbidity (when an 
individual experiences more than one condition).  

First, the researchers found that the military culture 
may act as a major barrier for the recognition of 
gambling disorders. As much as the culture may 

Why is this article important? 

This article reviewed all available research about 
gambling problems among active duty military 
personnel. The researchers found a total of 11 
relevant sources. All studies were from the U.S. 
Results revealed that while gambling is a popular 
pastime among the military personnel, there may 
be high prevalence of gambling disorders among 
them. Unfortunately, the military culture may act 
as a barrier to seeking help for gambling problems. 
As a result, many personnel may conceal their 
issues and not seek treatment. The review also 
showed that people most at risk for gambling 
problems include males, minority groups, and 
younger age groups. Finally, gambling disorders 
often co-occur with other issues, such as 
depression, substance use problems, suicidal ideas 
and attempts, and other risky health behaviours. 
No study had directly examined the association of 
gambling with post-traumatic stress disorder 
among active duty military personnel.  
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encourage gambling, it may also reinforce 
concealment of potential issues. Supervisors, or other 
authority figures, act as the primary resources for 
advice and support. However, supervisors may 
discipline gambling problems harshly. Some studies 
suggested that the military has little tolerance for 
behavioural problems and punishes personnel who 
show gambling problems. As a result, many soldiers 
with gambling problems do not come forward for 
treatment. Another explanation for the lack of 
diagnosis is the poor screening methods for gambling 
disorders. However, since 2018, it has become 
mandatory to screen for gambling disorders in the 
U.S. military.  

Second, in terms of risk factors, the results of the 
review revealed that males, minority groups, and 
people under 30 years of age have higher risk of 
developing a gambling disorder. Some studies showed 
that gambling is more prevalent in overseas military 
bases.  

Third, the review showed how gambling disorders 
often co-occur with other issues. One study noted 
that military personnel have higher risk-taking and 
sensation seeking qualities, which may place them at 
risk for gambling disorders. Some studies found that 
risky health behaviours, such as physical fighting and 
reckless driving, are common among those who 
gamble. Moreover, several studies reported alcohol 
and substance misuse problems, major depressive 
disorder, and a prior psychological condition among 
people who are in treatment for gambling problems. 
These individuals are also at greater risk of having 
suicidal ideas and suicide attempts. Two articles 
discussed, but did not directly measure, the co-
occurrence of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  

Overall, there is little research about active duty 
military personnel. More screening and prevalence 
studies are needed, especially outside of the U.S. 
context. 

Who is it intended for? 

This review could help bring more awareness within 
the U.S. military about gambling disorders. They could 
use this study to examine their screening methods. 

Moreover, the information could be used to develop 
better gambling services for active duty soldiers. 
Finally, future research could explore prevalence of 
gambling problems among active defence personnel. 
Future studies could explore soldiers’ experiences 
through interviews or other qualitative methods.  
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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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