
 
 

What this article is about 

This article explores how views of gambling harm as a 
public health issue have changed over time. Gambling 
is a serious public health problem. In some countries, 
as many as 1 in 17 adults have serious gambling 
problems. People with gambling problems and their 
families suffer harm such as health, money, and 
relationship issues.  

The World Health Organization proposes a framework 
of a modern public health system. The framework lists 
five essential public health functions. The first 
function is health promotion, which includes 
strategies that encourage people to have healthy 
behaviours. The second function is health protection, 
which involves controlling health hazards and keeping 
people healthy. The third function is disease and 
injury prevention, which includes efforts to prevent 
people from getting a disease and to reduce harm. 
The fourth function is population health assessment 
by gathering data to assess how healthy a population 
is. The fifth function is health surveillance by 
monitoring a population’s health.  

The gambling industry uses responsible gambling 
programs to encourage people to gamble safely. 
These programs generally fall under health 
promotion. However, public health programs do not 
focus as much on gambling as they do on other 
conditions like tobacco and alcohol use. In this article, 
the authors review how public health views of 
gambling harm have changed over time.  

What was done? 

The authors reviewed 47 published peer-reviewed 
studies and unpublished materials that were released 
between 1990 and 2020. The authors assessed the 

impact these studies and materials had on research, 
policy, and public health programs. They also assessed 
what governments and other organizations did to 
prevent and reduce gambling harm over the years. 

What you need to know 

Between 1990 and 2000, researchers and 
governments focused on understanding gambling 
harm and framing it as a public health issue. New 
Zealand was one of the first countries to explore how 
gambling might harm and benefit its residents. 
Researchers identified several characteristics that 
increase people’s chances of gambling harm. The first 
Australian study on gambling problems occurred in 
1991 and highlighted many negative consequences 
for people with gambling problems. Researchers 
suggested that people from many different fields 
work together to reduce gambling harm in different 

Why is this article important? 

Gambling harm is a public health issue. However, 
many initiatives do not use public health strategies 
to prevent and reduce gambling harm in different 
populations. In this article, the authors explore 
how public health views of gambling harm have 
changed over time. They review gambling research 
from 1990 to 2020. The authors describe how this 
research has impacted public health research, 
policy, and programs across the world. 
Researchers, policy makers, and prevention and 
treatment service providers can work together to 
advocate that gambling harm is a public health 
issue. The authors also suggest more collaboration 
to gather data for health assessment and 
surveillance.  
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populations. Korn and Shaffer’s Gambling and Health 
Framework argued for a public health approach that 
considers all levels of gambling risk, not just problem 
gambling.  

Between 2000 and 2010, researchers and 
governments focused on defining problem gambling 
and how to measure gambling harm. New Zealand 
officially recognized gambling as a public health issue. 
Researchers in the United States and Canada 
suggested how policy makers could use public health 
strategies to reduce gambling harm among people 
with minor to severe gambling problems. Six 
longitudinal cohort studies in Canada, Sweden, 
Australia, New Zealand, and the US explored risk 
factors that contribute to gambling harm. These 
studies suggested that a person’s characteristics and 
experiences, their environment, and their access to 
gambling affect how likely they are to develop 
gambling problems.   

Between 2010 and 2020, researchers created public 
health frameworks that list risk factors for gambling 
harm and identify the types of harm gambling can 
cause. The frameworks consider harm from minor to 
severe problem gambling. Researchers also developed 
tools to specifically assess gambling harm such as                 
the Short Gambling Harm Screen (SGHS) for use in 
population surveys. It compliment tools like the 
Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI), which 
assesses the prevalence of at risk and problem 
gambling. An Australian study used a burden-of-
disease approach to explore how gambling problems 
affect quality of life as compared to other health 
conditions.  

According to the authors, public health efforts to 
address gambling problems have emphasized health 
promotion. Most specifically, the focus is on 
responsible gambling. This focus has been criticized 
for placing most responsibility on individuals. There 
are also health protection measures (e.g., age 
restriction policy) and prevention efforts to prevent or 
reduce gambling problems. In contrast, there is not 
much focus on health assessment aside from a few 
gambling prevalence studies. There is also not much 
focus on surveillance to monitor risk over time.  

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for researchers, policy makers, 
and prevention service providers. Policy makers and 
service providers could work with researchers to 
advocate for gambling harm as a public health issue. 
The authors also suggest greater collaboration to 
gather health assessment and surveillance data.   
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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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