
 
 

What this research is about  

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted people’s mental 

health in many ways. Living in a pandemic made many 

people feel more anxious, distressed, and depressed 

than usual. Some people might cope with these 

feelings by gambling and/or gaming online. Gambling 

has the added attraction of earning money. This might 

have been an incentive for people who struggled 

financially because of the pandemic. Online gaming 

and gambling could also provide a way to socialize 

with people, which was difficult to do in-person 

during the pandemic.  

A number of research studies had shown that 

gambling participation stayed the same or decreased 

for many people during the pandemic. However, 

online gambling appeared to increase among people 

with a higher risk of problem gambling. Research on 

gaming reported increased online gaming behaviour 

for certain games among people who felt distress or 

anxiety during the pandemic. There is less research on 

how COVID-19 related anxiety might have impacted 

problematic gaming and gambling behaviours.  

The aim of this study was to investigate the impact of 

anxiety related to COVID-19 on gaming and gambling 

problems, as well as on other mental health issues. 

The researchers also wanted to examine the role of 

social motivations for gaming and gambling. 

What the researchers did 

The authors used data from a survey study that 

occurred in April 2021. Survey participants were 1530 

Finnish adults, aged 18 to 75. They completed a few 

questionnaires online, which took approximately 20 

minutes to complete. 

The survey included the following questionnaires: 

• A revised version of the Spielberger State-Trait 

Anxiety Inventory (STAI-6) assessed anxiety 

related to COVID-19 in the past seven days.  

• The Mental Health Inventory (MHI-5) was used to 

assess mental wellness in the past month, such as 

feeling downhearted.  

• Participants were given a list of gambling (e.g., 

poker, slots) and gaming (e.g., adventure, logic) 

activities and asked how often they had played 

each in the past six months.  

• The Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) was 

used to assess symptoms related to problem 

gambling in the past six months, such as betting 

more than one can afford to lose.  

What you need to know 

Many people experienced higher levels of anxiety 

because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Some people 

coped with anxiety by turning to gambling and 

gaming. The authors of this study wanted to know 

how COVID-19 related anxiety impacted gaming 

and gambling problems. They also sought to 

examine the role of social motivations for gaming 

and gambling. A total of 1530 Finnish adults 

answered several online questionnaires about 

their mental health, COVID-19 related anxiety, and 

gaming and gambling problems. The authors 

found that COVID-19 related anxiety increased 

mental health issues. People who experienced 

more mental health issues during the pandemic 

were more likely to experience gambling and 

gaming problems if they were socially motivated 

to gamble and play games. 

The impact of mental health and social 

motivations for gambling and gaming during 

COVID-19  
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• The Internet Gaming Disorder Test (IGDT) 

measured problems related to gaming in the past 

six months, such as experiencing negative feelings 

when unable to game.  

• Social motivations for gaming and gambling were 

assessed with one question asking participants 

how often they gamed or gambled to socialize 

with others over the past six months. Participants 

were placed into two groups: people who never 

or rarely gamed/gambled for social reasons, and 

those who sometimes, often, or always did. 

What the researchers found 

The researchers reported that 92% of the participants 

gambled and 67% had played online games in the past 

six months. Approximately 63% had both gambled 

and gamed in the past six months. In terms of 

problems related to gambling and gaming, about 14% 

of participants were moderately at-risk or 

experienced problem gambling, and 1% of 

participants had a gaming problem. Approximately 

27% of participants had gambled or gamed for social 

reasons in the past six months. 

Women were more likely to not have problems with 

gambling than men. Older people were more likely to 

have no problems with gaming than younger people. 

As social motivations for gambling/gaming increased, 

the likelihood of experiencing no problems with these 

activities decreased. In other words, people who were 

more socially motivated to gamble or game were at 

higher risk of experiencing problems related to their 

gambling or gaming. People who were more anxious 

because of COVID-19 were more likely to experience 

gambling and gaming problems. Experiencing more 

mental health issues was related to experiencing 

more gaming problems, but not more gambling 

problems.  

The researchers found that social motivations for 

gaming and gambling were significant mediator of 

gambling and gaming problems. This means that 

COVID-19 related anxiety increased mental health 

issues. In turn, people who experienced more mental 

health issues were more likely to experience gambling 

and gaming problems if they were socially motivated 

to gamble and play games. 

How you can use this research 

This research could be useful for clinicians and 

researchers interested in the impact of COVID-19 on 

gaming and gambling. This research reveals the role of 

social motivations in gaming and gambling problems 

during the pandemic.  
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