
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling has become very accessible, both in person 
and online. Even some children’s games include 
aspects of gambling. Gambling can cause harm to 
gamblers and their families. The amount of harm 
someone experiences from gambling depends on 
their own characteristics and the type of gambling 
activity. The environment they live and gamble in may 
also contribute to their risk of harm. Thus, public 
health efforts try to reduce gambling harm by 
focusing on the environment people live in.  

In Quebec, Canada, Loto-Québec regulates gambling 
within the province. It manages some gambling 
venues, such as casinos, and distributes lottery 
licenses and video lottery terminals (VTLs) to other 
venues. Loto-Québec uses certain criteria to decide 
how to distribute VTLs within cities. These criteria are 
not based on scientific data for reducing gambling 
harms. In major Quebec cities, researchers have 
found that VTLs are not distributed evenly throughout 
the cities. In fact, they are placed in areas that are 
more accessible to populations who are more 
vulnerable to gambling harms. Other research shows 
that people who live where gambling is more 
accessible are more likely to gamble and experience 
harm from gambling. This study proposes a method to 
characterize different gambling environments in 
Quebec. The aim is to create a tool that helps 
decision-making about gambling exposure and 
provides criteria to reduce health inequalities. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers developed a Gambling Exposure 
Index (GEI). The GEI looks at how accessible and 

riskier gambling is in a specific area. The GEI score 
measures the following parameters: 

i) Accessibility to gambling venues (measured as the 
distance between participants’ homes and the 
venue); 

ii) Density of gambling venues in an area; 
iii) Risk associated with the types of gambling 

activities in the area (gambling activities that 
more often lead to problem gambling are 
considered riskier). 
 

What you need to know 

The environment someone lives and gambles in 
affects their risk of experiencing gambling harm. 
For example, people who live in areas where 
gambling is more accessible are at a greater risk of 
experiencing gambling harm. In Quebec, Loto-
Quebec manages the distribution of lottery 
licenses and video lottery terminals. However, 
these gambling activities are not evenly 
distributed throughout cities. 

This study measured levels of exposure to 
gambling is in Quebec areas. The researchers also 
measured how vulnerable populations in those 
areas are to gambling harm. They then looked for 
overlap in areas with high exposure and high 
vulnerability to gambling. About 9% of Quebec’s 
population were found to live in areas where they 
are both exposed to gambling, and vulnerable to 
gambling harms. Thus, this study shows that public 
health efforts need to reduce exposure to 
gambling in these areas to help reduce gambling 
harm. 

Regions with high gambling exposure and 
vulnerability to harm overlap in Quebec 
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The researchers also developed a Vulnerability to 
Gambling Index (VGI). The VGI looks at the 
characteristics of the population in an area and 
determines how vulnerable it is to gambling harms. 
Data from the 2016 Canadian census was used to 
create the VGI. The census contains socio-
demographic data for people living in each area. The 
researchers looked at characteristics that are linked to 
gambling problems. These include living alone, having 
less education, being unemployed, being male, being 
a young adult, and having a lower household income. 

The researchers then combined information from the 
GEI and VGI to identify areas that are highly exposed 
to gambling and highly vulnerable to gambling harm. 

What the researchers found 

Many areas in urban environments had high exposure 
to gambling (i.e. high GEI scores). These areas include 
many central regions of Montreal Island and Quebec 
City. The researchers also found many areas with high 
vulnerability to gambling (i.e., high VGI scores). These 
areas had populations where 51% of people were 
male, 54% were 20–44 years old, and 65% lived in a 
household with less than $60 000 total income. As 
well, 58% of adults were not married (single, divorced, 
or widowed), 50% had a high school diploma or less, 
and 7% were unemployed in these areas. 

The researchers found an association between GEI 
and VGI scores in many areas. Thus, areas with high 
GEI scores also tended to have high VGI scores, 
making them especially at risk. In these areas, the 
strongest link was between high GEI scores and two 
specific aspects of the VGI score: a high proportion of 
unmarried adults and household incomes less than 
$60 000. Overall, 9% of Quebec’s population (over 
700,000 people) lived in areas that had both high GEI 
and high VGI scores. This confirms links between 
social inequalities and exposure to gambling. 

How you can use this research 

This study shows that gambling is more accessible in 
areas where populations are more vulnerable to 
gambling harms. Thus, there are social inequalities in 
the risk of both gambling exposure and gambling 
harms. The results suggest that exposure and 

vulnerability to gambling should be considered when 
distributing gambling venues to reduce social and 
health inequalities. 
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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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