
 
 

What this research is about 

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a range of 
social, economic, and health consequences. People at 
high risk of gambling problems may be particularly 
affected by the pandemic. This is because these 
people tend to have financial difficulties and other 
mental health problems. In addition, people who have 
a financially focused self-concept may be motivated to 
gamble during the pandemic. People with a financially 
focused self-concept view money as being a central 
part of who they are and their self-worth. These 
people may gamble to make money, which can lead 
to problematic gambling behaviour. 

To date, the impacts of COVID-19 on gambling and co-
occurring mental health problems are still not fully 
understood. The researchers surveyed participants 
during the initial lockdown in Ontario, Canada, and 
three months later after most lockdown measures 
had eased. The aim was to examine how change in 
mental health, financial concerns, and problem 
gambling might be associated with change in online 
gambling during COVID-19. Change could reflect a 
decrease or an increase in gambling frequency, money 
spent gambling, and number of games played.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants through 
Delvinia, an online survey sample provider. Adults (18 
years and over) living in Ontario, Canada and having 
gambled in the preceding 12 months participated in 
the study. Participants completed an online survey 
during the COVID-19 lockdown in April 2020 (wave 1). 
They completed a follow-up survey in August 2020 
(wave 2), when most lockdown measures had been 
eased although 90% of casinos remained closed.  

Both surveys used the Patient Health Questionnaire 
(PHQ-9) and the General Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7) to 
assess symptoms of depression and anxiety. The 
Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) was used to 
assess gambling problems in the past 12 months. In 
wave 2 survey, participants also completed the 
Financially Focused Scale. They reported if COVID-19 
had a negative impact on their household income. If 
participants had engaged in gambling activities, they 
were asked if they spent “more” or “less” money and 
time gambling since wave 1 survey. Participants were 
also asked if they played online gambling games they 
“never played before” or played a “larger number” or 
“smaller number” of games.  

What you need to know 

The researchers surveyed adults who had gambled 
in the past 12 months at two time points. The first 
survey was in April 2020 during the initial COVID-
19 lockdown in Ontario, Canada. The second 
survey was in August 2020, when most lockdown 
measures had eased. The researchers identified 
three subgroups of participants. Subgroup 1 did 
not play online gambling games. Subgroup 2 
played a wide range of online gambling games and 
reported a change in their gambling involvement. 
Some decreased their gambling whereas others 
increased their gambling. Subgroup 3 mainly 
played online lottery and reported no change in 
their gambling. The researchers found that change 
in online gambling was associated with poorer 
mental health over time, experiencing negative 
impacts on household income due to COVID-19, 
being more financially focused, and having more 
severe gambling problems.  
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The researchers determined if participants had a 
change in mental health problems from wave 1 to 
wave 2. This was done by averaging scores on the 
PHQ-9 and GAD-7, and subtracting the average score 
of wave 2 from wave 1. The researchers used cluster 
analysis to identify subgroups of participants based on 
their online gambling involvement. They then 
investigated the predictors of subgroup membership.  

What the researchers found 

A total of 940 participants completed both waves of 
survey and did not have missing responses on key 
measures. The most common online activities were 
lottery and instant lottery. Based on the PGSI, most 
participants (73.2%) did not have a gambling problem. 
About 13.5% were at low risk (score of 1–2), 6.3% 
were at moderate risk (score of 3–7), and 7% were at 
high risk of problem gambling (score of 8–27).  

The researchers identified three subgroups:  

1) Subgroup 1 did not play online gambling games. 
There were 357 participants in subgroup 1 (38%). 

2) Subgroup 2 played a wide range of online 
gambling games and reported a change in their 
gambling involvement. Some increased whereas 
others decreased their gambling. There were 202 
participants in subgroup 2 (21.5%). 

3) Subgroup 3 mainly played online lottery and 
reported no change in their gambling 
involvement. There were 381 participants in 
subgroup 3 (40.5%). 

The researchers found that participants who reported 
an increase in mental health problems from wave 1 to 
wave 2 were more likely to be in subgroup 2 than 
subgroup 3. Having more severe gambling problems, 
experiencing negative impacts on income due to 
COVID-19, and being more financially focused also 
predicted being in subgroup 2 instead of subgroup 3. 
Subgroups 1 and 3 did not differ on these predictors.  

How you can use this research 

This study found that change in online gambling 
during COVID-19 was associated with poorer mental 
health problems over time, experiencing negative 
impacts on household income, being more financially 
focused, and having more severe gambling problems. 

This could inform problem gambling prevention 
efforts during and post pandemic. It could also inform 
future research on the short- and long-term effects of 
COVID-19 on online gambling. 
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