
 
 

What this research is about 

The UK entered a lockdown as a result of the COVID-
19 pandemic in March 2020. The lockdown restricted 
people’s social contacts and a range of activities. This 
could have resulted in heightened feelings of isolation 
and boredom. Many people also faced job losses and 
financial insecurity. These are all factors that can 
contribute to disordered gambling. Gambling is 
considered disordered when it interferes with a 
person’s relationships, well-being, and/or financial 
situations. 

People who gamble tend to be more depressed, 
anxious, and stressed. This study aimed to assess the 
effects of lockdown on people who gamble.  
Specifically, how did the lockdown affect their 
depression, anxiety, and stress levels? 

What the researchers did 

In April 2020, 1028 participants were recruited from 
an online participant pool called Prolific Academic. 
Participants were UK residents who were affected by 
the lockdown. About 72% of participants were female. 
Participants answered an online survey with several 
questionnaires in April 2020 (approximately four 
weeks from the start of lockdown).  

For this study, the researchers focused on two 
questionnaires. The first was the Depression, Anxiety, 
and Stress Scale (DASS-21). The second was the Brief 
Problem Gambling Screen (BPGS-5). The DASS-21 
assesses levels of depression, anxiety, and stress. 
Participants filled this out twice. The first time was 
meant to capture their levels of depression, anxiety, 
and stress before the lockdown. The second time 
assessed their levels of depression, anxiety, and stress 
currently (during lockdown).  

The BPGS-5 asks questions about behaviours related 
to disordered gambling. The researchers used the 
BPGS-5 to categorize participants into three groups. 
The three groups were people who did not gamble, 

What you need to know 

Many concerns have been raised about the effects 
of COVID-19 lockdowns on mental health. This 
study provided information about how the first 
2020 lockdown affected depression, stress, and 
anxiety levels of UK residents. In this study, 1028 
UK residents completed a questionnaire. The 
questionnaire assessed their levels of anxiety, 
depression, and stress before and during the 
lockdown. Gambling behaviours were also 
assessed to sort respondents into three groups: 
people who did not gamble, people who gambled 
but had no gambling problem, and people with 
potential disordered gambling.  

The results indicated that people with potential 
disordered gambling were more depressed, 
anxious, and stressed than the other groups. Their 
levels of depression, anxiety, and stress remained 
high from pre-lockdown to during lockdown. 
Depression and stress increased for people who 
did not gamble and those who gambled but had 
no gambling problem from pre-lockdown to during 
lockdown. Anxiety also increased for people who 
gambled but had no gambling problem. These 
results show that people with gambling problems 
are at risk of worse mental health compared to the 
general population. This should continue to be of 
concern to healthcare providers as the effects of 
COVID-19 lockdowns are further investigated. 
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people who gambled but had no gambling problem, 
and people with potential disordered gambling. 
Scoring 1 or higher on the BPGS-5 would indicate 
potential disordered gambling.   

What the researchers found 

Depression increased from pre-lockdown to during 
lockdown in the participants as a group. People with 
potential disordered gambling were more depressed 
than the other two groups at both time points. People 
who did not gamble and those who gambled but who 
had no gambling problem were more depressed from 
pre-lockdown to lockdown. 

Anxiety also increased from pre-lockdown to during 
lockdown in the participants as a group. People with 
potential disordered gambling reported higher levels 
of anxiety than the other two groups at both time 
points.  

Stress also increased from pre-lockdown to during 
lockdown in the participants as a group. People with 
potential disordered gambling were more stressed 
than non-gamblers at both time points. People with 
potential disordered gambling were more stressed 
than people who gambled but had no gambling 
problem at pre-lockdown, but not during lockdown.  

How you can use this research 

This study provides an initial look into the mental 
health of UK residents during the first COVID-19 
related lockdown. People with disordered gambling 
reported the highest levels of depression, anxiety, 
and stress. This was in comparison to people who did 
not gamble and those who gambled but had no 
gambling problem. The high levels of depression, 
anxiety, and stress in people with potential 
disordered gambling are concerning. Of note is the 
higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress 
observed in the respondents as a whole from pre-
lockdown to during lockdown. This indicates that the 
lockdown worsened mental health for many people. 
More research is required into the long-term effects 
of COVID-19 on the mental health of people with 
gambling problems.  
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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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