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Gambling has traditionally been a part of many Indigenous cultures. In Canada, games such as stick and dice games, 
games of chance, foot racing, and horse races, served as social events to bring different communities together, as well 
as redistribute wealth.1,2,7 Current Indigenous attitudes about gambling are varied. A recent survey of urban Indigenous 
people found that the majority thought gambling was morally wrong and that gambling harm outweighed the good.3 
However, other communities of Indigenous people believe that gambling in moderation is a good hobby that is 
grounded in Indigenous tradition.13 Despite these varying attitudes, the majority of Indigenous people have gambled 
within the last year (60%-89.8%).

Indigenous populations experience higher rates of problem or pathological gambling in comparison to mainstream 
populations in Canada, as well as in Australia, New Zealand, and the USA.4 In Canada, Indigenous populations (which 
consist of First Nation, Inuit, and/or Métis people) are two to four times more likely to experience problematic or 
pathological gambling in comparison to mainstream Canadians.3,5 This means that approximately 10% to 20% of the 
Indigenous population in Canada will experience some gambling problem in their life.4

The majority (51%-74%) of Indigenous people in Canada 
gamble once a month or more, and a large portion gamble 
one or more times per week (14%-50%).5,13 The types of 
preferred gambling activities differ based on whether 
Indigenous people are living in a rural Indigenous 
community (e.g. a reserve or Northern community) or if 
they are living in a city. In Indigenous communities, one 
of the most popular forms of gambling is bingo7,8 whereas 
in urban Indigenous populations, electronic gaming 
machines (EGM’s; which include slot machines and video 
lottery terminals [VLT’s]) are the most popular form.5 
Some of these differences may be due to availability and 
licencing in rural or remote locations.8 Across urban and 
rural Indigenous populations, instant win and lottery 
tickets are also popular forms of gambling.2,5,13

Introduction

Gambling frequency and types

The effects of adverse experiences

Indigenous people in Canada have faced centuries of 
government policies and practices that have resulted 
in increased rates of many psychological difficulties 
including substance use, depression, and anxiety.10 

Canadian researchers have demonstrated communities 
experiencing racism, physical, emotional, or sexual abuse 
is predictive of increased rates of high risk or problem 
gambling for Indigenous people.10,1

Gambling is a popular activity among Indigenous 
populations
•	 the majority (51% - 74%) of Indigenous people in 

Canada gamble on a regular basis
•	 bingo, electronic gaming machines, instant win, 

and lottery are the most common forms of gam-
bling

Indigenous people are at an increased risk for 
problem or pathological gambling
•	 Indigenous people in Canada are 2 – 4 times 

more likely to experience problematic or patho-
logical gambling in comparison to Canadians

•	 increased rates of high risk and problem gam-
bling are associated with experiences of racism 
and abuse

•	 treatment seeking for gambling problems is low
Recommendations & best practices
•	 mixed-method research is needed to obtain an 

accurate understanding of how gambling affects 
Indigenous people and communities

•	 future research can assess the positive aspects of 
gambling for communities, as well as community 
level factors that affect engagement in, and treat-
ment for, gambling
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Treatment

Unfortunately, rates of treatment seeking for problem 
gambling in Indigenous populations are low.5,13 Some of 
the barriers to stopping gambling include13:
•	 A lack of awareness
•	 Addiction to the behaviour
•	 Peer pressure from family & friends to continue
•	 Individual denial
•	 Boredom and loneliness

Limitations of studies and best practices

In many Indigenous communities, mental wellness 
is viewed as stemming from having a sense of hope, 
belonging, meaning, and purpose with many of these 
concepts being tied to relationships with others and the 
community.9 For example, an individual can develop 
a sense of belonging through developing connections 
to their community, family, and culture.9 However, the 
majority of research surrounding Indigenous gambling 
has focused on individual level factors as explanations for 
the higher prevalence of problem gambling. This practice 
largely ignores and is contrary to an interconnected view 
of wellness. Therefore, an exploration of community 
level factors, and the effect they have on gambling (e.g. 
access to recreational activities, cultural resources, 
community financial status, etc.) could provide a greater 
understanding of why Indigenous groups are at an 
increased risk for problem gambling, as well as how to 
best address high risk or problem gambling.

Indigenous communities in Canada are diverse. These 
communities display differences in many areas important 
to gambling and other mental health concerns including:

•	 Culture (e.g. beliefs and/or ceremonies/rituals) 
•	 History of residential school
•	 Levels of access to resources
•	 Capacity to respond to mental health concerns
•	 Community funding and employment opportunities
•	 Recreational opportunities

These differences make it difficult to obtain an accurate 
idea of how gambling affects Indigenous people across 
communities and who might be at an increased risk. 
Differences in gambling behaviours between communities 
and types of populations have been seen but it is 
difficult to determine if these differences are real or 

due to the way that research is conducted. However, 
examining urban and on-reserve or rural communities 
of Indigenous peoples, using the same methods across 
populations, might help to clarify if differences in 
gambling experiences are tied to specific geographical 
regions, community level factors, and/or to the level of 
urbanization of the sample. 

Balance is an important concept to wellness in many 
Indigenous communities in Canada, with overall 
wellness stemming from a balance between emotional, 
spiritual, physical, and mental aspects of oneself.9  Yet, 
Indigenous gambling research in Canada has primarily 
focused on risk factors and the pathological aspects of 
gambling, neglecting this concept of balance. There is 
very little research about protective factors or the positive 
influences that gambling may have for communities. For 
example, engaging in gambling activities could provide 
a form of fundraising for a community, or it may be an 
important way of maintaining community relationships. 
Being able to identify some of these experiences 
that Indigenous communities may have in relation 
to gambling requires remaining open to concepts or 
explanations such as these. 

Mixed method studies – that incorporate both 
quantitative and qualitative methods - may provide 
insight into where Indigenous experiences of gambling 
intersect with non-Indigenous concepts. Research in 
Australian Indigenous gambling has demonstrated 
that a more balanced and flexible understanding of 
gambling in Indigenous communities can be developed 
by using qualitative methods.12,1 Qualitative methods 
that are community directed demonstrate a respect for 
the experience and knowledge of community members. 
Community based participation research is an example 
of such a method. In this method, community members 
are incorporated throughout the research process, 
including design and implementation, ensuring that the 
resulting information is an accurate reflection of the 
community experience. Relying on community based 
participation research may help identify some of these 
positive aspects of gambling as well as specific treatment 
targets for Indigenous communities. 

Research surrounding gambling in Indigenous 
communities in Canada is just starting to untangle 
some of the intricacies of gambling behaviour.  More 
research that incorporates Indigenous models of wellness 
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is necessary to accurately inform policies that provide 
services in these communities. Future policies and 
interventions need to be based in community needs and 
concepts in order to be implemented and adopted by 
those they are intended to serve.
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