
 
 

What this report is about 

Gambling is associated with a range of harms to 
people’s mental and physical health, but there is little 
established evidence of the relationship between 
health conditions or behaviours and gambling in 
Britain, particularly since the Gambling Act 2005 has 
been fully enacted. 

Little is also known about the relationship between 
health conditions or behaviours and different forms of 
gambling in Britain.  With one of the most accessible 
and liberalised online gambling regimes in the world, 
gambling online in Britain may offer gambling 
opportunities to people who would otherwise be 
restricted by physical health conditions.  

The purpose of this project is to investigate the 
relationship between physical health, mental health, 
smoking and alcohol consumption, and two aspects of 
gambling: whether individuals experience problem 
gambling, and the locations in which they gamble. 

What was done? 

A secondary analysis of the 2012, 2015, and 2016 
series, Gambling in England and Scotland: Combined 
Data from the Health Survey for England and Scottish 
Health Survey was conducted. The researchers 
investigated whether health-related factors were 
associated with problem gambling or gambling 
formats and whether these relationships varied 
between men and women.  

What you need to know 

The findings show that experiences of problem 
gambling were particularly high among men 
experiencing mental distress (2.9%), probable 
depression (3.0%), or with a doctor diagnosed mental 

health condition (2.5%), as well as among higher-risk 
drinkers (1.2%), and heavy smokers (1.7%). 

After accounting for other characteristics that might 
also have an impact on people’s gambling behaviour, 
the results show that mental health conditions and 
higher-risk drinking continued to be a significant 
predictor of problem gambling for men. Smoking, 
particularly heavy smoking, remained a significant 
predictor of problem or moderate-risk gambling 
among women.  

Gamblers with poor physical health were less likely to 
gamble both online and in land-based locations. Only 
7.5% of people who rated their health as poor or very 
poor gambled in both formats compared to 13.3% of 
those who rated their health as good or very good. 

Why is this report important? 

There is little robust evidence on the association 
between physical or mental health conditions and 
problem gambling or gambling formats in Great 
Britain, despite Britain having one of the most 
accessible and liberalised online gambling regimes 
in the world. This report investigates these 
relationships to offer insights into the health 
conditions and behaviours that are more prevalent 
amongst individuals experiencing problem 
gambling and gamblers engaging in activities in 
different gambling locations. This allows us to 
better understand the individuals at risk of 
gambling harm and the associated characteristics 
that could be useful to policy makers and 
healthcare providers to help identify them and 
address the risks they face. 

Investigating the relationship between 
physical and mental health and 
gambling in England and Scotland 



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International License. 
 

2021 

The difference was even greater for men (9.3% 
compared to 19.6%). Heavy drinkers (20.8%) and 
current smokers (14.8%) were also more likely to 
gamble both online and in land-based locations. 

Regarding the locations in which gamblers 
participated in gambling activities, drinking (and 
particularly heavy drinking) was significantly 
associated with gambling online and in land-based 
locations for all gamblers. Among women, heavy 
smoking was a significant predictor of online and land-
based gambling. 

These findings suggest that although people with 
certain health experiences (such as probable 
depression or significant mental distress) were no 
more likely to gamble than others, they were more 
likely to experience problem gambling if they 
gambled. This points to a potential health harm 
paradox. It is likely that experiencing gambling harms 
may worsen mental distress or feelings of poor health, 
but other factors may also drive this. 

Who is it intended for? 

This report is intended for policy makers, public health 
officials and regulators, health professionals, and 
other stakeholders who could use the information to 
inform their work to better understand the 
relationship between health conditions and 
behaviours and gambling activities, and to reduce 
gambling harm. 

What does the report recommend? 

The findings from this report suggest that physical 
health conditions alone may not be sufficient 
screening instruments for healthcare professionals to 
identify people at risk from gambling harms. However, 
mental health conditions, self-rated general health, 
smoking, and drinking habits may be more useful 
indicators in this area. Also, the health-related factors 
that may be useful to identify people more likely to 
engage in gambling in different locations are not 
necessarily useful indicators to identify people at the 
greatest risk of gambling harm. 
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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 responsible gambling and policies 
to reduce harm from gambling. Learn more about 
GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing info@greo.ca. 
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