
 
 

What this research is about  

In England and Wales, the rules around gambling in 

prison are not clear. But gambling for financial gain is 

not allowed in prison. Previous research has 

suggested that gambling in prison might be a big part 

of the prison culture.  

The purpose of this study was to examine gambling 

activity before and while in prison. The researchers 

examined the prevalence and types of gambling 

before and during incarceration, as well as the 

reasons for gambling in prison and any links to 

problem gambling.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 282 participants who were 

at a category B adult male prison in England. Category 

B prisons have the second highest security for adult 

male prisons. Participants had to be men who were in 

prison and willing to participate. They did not have to 

have gambled to participate.  

Participants were recruited by the researchers who 

attended the residential wings, workplaces, and 

educational venues within the prison across five visits. 

The participants were asked to complete a survey that 

asked about the following: 

- Their age, offence, and custody status, including the 

crime for which they were currently in prison.  

- Problem gambling risk (before imprisonment) was 

measured using the Problem Gambling Severity 

Index. Participants were asked about their gambling 

behaviour and consequences before prison. Answers 

to these questions were assigned a point value. 

After tallying the points, participants were 

categorized as having gambled but with no negative 

consequences (score of 0), low-risk gambling (score 

of 1–2), moderate-risk gambling (3–7 points), or 

problem gambling (8+ points).  

- Main types of gambling before prison (e.g., card or 

dice games, sports, and casino gambling). 

- Their experience with gambling in prison, including if 

they gambled in prison, types of gambling, why they 

gambled, and currency used for gambling (e.g., 

canteen food, cigarettes, and alcohol).  

What you need to know 

People in prison have some of the highest rates of 

problem gambling. The purpose of this study was 

to examine gambling activity before and while in 

prison. Specifically, the researchers examined the 

prevalence and types of gambling before and 

during incarceration, as well as the reasons for 

gambling in prison and any links to problem 

gambling. The researchers surveyed 282 

volunteers who were in a Category B male prison 

in England. About 45% of participants gambled in 

prison. Many (30%) believed that gambling was a 

normal part of prison life. Gambling while in prison 

was not linked to pre-prison behaviour, type of 

offence, or prior gambling. Participants who 

gambled in prison were more likely to have 

problem gambling. Participants gambled in prison 

mostly for entertainment, for excitement, for a 

sense of challenge, and to win prizes. These 

motives were different for participants with 

different levels of problem gambling risk. Most  

participants gambled in prison using canteen 

items. Participants with problem gambling were 

more likely to have borrowed money from others 

to gamble while in prison.  
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What the researchers found 

On average, participants were 34 years old. All 

participants were men. Most participants (74%) were 

convicted, while the other 25% were awaiting 

sentencing. Participants were sentenced to prison for 

an average of 436 weeks. They had served an average 

of 109 weeks at the time of the study. About 39% 

were in prison for violent offences. Only 4% reported 

that their offence was related to gambling. 

Most participants (66%; 185 participants) gambled 

before imprisonment. Around 28% (81 participants) 

were categorized as having moderate-risk or problem 

gambling. Before imprisonment, participants gambled 

mostly on slot machines (49%), sports (46%), and 

horses/dogs/other animals (42%). Participants in the 

problem gambling category were more likely to have 

gambled on gambling machines, in a casino, online, 

and on card/dice games before imprisonment.  

During imprisonment, about 45% of participants (126 

participants) gambled. Most (92%) of them had also 

gambled before prison. But, 8% of participants who 

gambled while in prison did not gamble prior to being 

in prison. Participants with problem gambling were 

more likely to have gambled while in prison. Many 

participants (30%) believed that gambling was a 

normal part of prison life. 

While in prison, participants who gambled mostly 

gambled on card/dice games (52%), sports (46%), and 

ball games (22%). Gambling on other people’s 

behaviour (e.g., the outcome of someone smoking 

psychoactive substances) was more common among 

those with problem gambling.  

Most participants gambled while in prison to win 

prizes/money (52%), for entertainment or to relieve 

boredom (50%), and for excitement/challenge (48%). 

People with problem gambling were more likely to 

gamble for excitement/challenge, out of interest/as a 

hobby, to escape problems, or because it was an 

addiction or compulsion.  

While in prison, participants mostly gambled using 

food (44%), especially canteen food such as 

sweets/chocolate (39%). There was no link between 

the type of currency gambled and problem gambling 

risk categories.  

Among those who gambled in prison, 19% had 

borrowed money from others in prison to gamble. 

Most participants who borrowed money from others 

had problem gambling. Of those who had borrowed 

from others, over half (57%) had not repaid the debt.  

How you can use this research 

Prison staff and practitioners could use this research 

to reduce gambling in prison.  
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