
 
 

What this research is about 

Many countries were under lockdown during the early 
months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Canada entered 
into a lockdown in March 2020. Land-based gambling 
venues were closed, although online gambling was 
available. The impacts of the restrictions on gambling 
opportunities are still being investigated. Several 
studies in different countries reported an overall 
decrease in gambling, but an increase in gambling 
among a small number of people. Most of these 
studies surveyed people at only one point in time. In 
this study, the researchers compared gambling and 
problem gambling among Canadian adults before and 
during the lockdown. The researchers also looked at 
whether people’s perceptions of changes in their 
gambling matched with actual changes. Finally, they 
examined the characteristics of people who increased 
their gambling and predictors of problem gambling.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers surveyed people who participated in 
the Alberta Gambling Research Institute (AGRI) 
National Project (ANP). Participants of the ANP were 
recruited through an online panel to be 
representative of the adult population in Canada. 
They completed a survey in 2018 and a follow-up 
survey one year later between August and November 
2019. Data collected for the follow-up survey were 
used as pre-COVID baseline data. The researchers 
invited participants who did the follow-up survey to 
complete a survey between May 14 and June 1, 2020 
(during the lockdown). There were 3,449 participants.  

Participants completed a number of measures and 
questions on both surveys. The Gambling 
Participation Instrument (GPI) asked about type of 

gambling in the past year (e.g., lotteries, casino table 
games, slots machines), frequency, time and money 
spent, and platform to access each type (e.g., online, 
at in-person venues). The timeframe was changed to 
past month for the COVID-lockdown survey. The 
Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) assessed 
gambling problems in the past year. The Gambling 
Fallacies Measure (GFM) assessed false gambling 
beliefs. 

Participants were assessed for level of stress, 
substance uses in the past month, and mental health 
disorders in the past year. The COVID-lockdown 
survey also asked about leisure time and social 
interaction, if participants perceived changes in their 
gambling, and the impact of COVID on personal health 
and life due to its impact on others’ health.  

What you need to know 
The researchers examined the impacts of the 
COVID-19 lockdown on gambling and problem 
gambling among Canadian adults. They compared 
the participants’ gambling during the lockdown to 
what they had reported six months earlier. Data 
came from 3,449 participants. Almost one-third of 
participants stopped gambling during the 
lockdown. About 17.6% of participants who 
gambled in-person only started to gamble online. 
People who continued to gamble during the 
lockdown engaged in fewer types of gambling, 
gambled less frequently, and spent less time and 
money. Problem gambling generally decreased. 
Perceptions of changes in gambling did not closely 
align with actual changes. A number of gambling-
specific and non-gambling specific factors 
predicted problem gambling during the lockdown. 

Gambling and problem gambling in Canada 
before and during the COVID-19 lockdown 



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

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

2021 

What the researchers found 

Most participants (69.4%) continued to gamble during 
the lockdown. Almost one-third of participants 
(28.47%) stopped gambling. The rest reported they 
began gambling during the lockdown (0.55%) or did 
not gamble (1.56%). About 17.6% of participants who 
gambled at in-person venues only started to gamble 
online.  

Gambling decreased among people who continued to 
gamble during the lockdown. On average, participants 
engaged in fewer types of gambling, gambled less 
frequently, and spent less time and money gambling. 
Scores on the PGSI generally decreased. The 
proportion of participants with problem gambling 
(scores of 8 or higher) decreased from 7% to 4.6%.  

Participants’ perceptions of changes in their gambling 
did not closely align with actual changes. About 60% 
of the participants thought their gambling frequency, 
time, and money spent gambling remained the same. 
Almost one-quarter thought there were decreases. 
About 16% thought there were increases. People who 
thought there were decreases did show larger 
decreases in their gambling than people who thought 
there were no changes. No differences were found 
between people who thought there were increases 
and those who thought there were no changes.  

Among people with actual changes in their gambling, 
those who increased their gambling frequency during 
the lockdown engaged in more types of gambling but 
had lower PGSI scores. Those who spent more money 
on gambling during the lockdown gambled more 
frequently and were more likely to gamble online. 

A number of factors predicted problem gambling 
during the lockdown. Gambling-specific factors 
included: online gambling, endorsing more false 
gambling beliefs, greater gambling losses, playing 
more gambling types, gambling more frequently, and 
spending more time gambling. Other factors included: 
younger age, being more impulsive, tobacco use, and 
higher levels of stress.  

How you can use this research 

This study can inform researchers and problem 
gambling treatment and intervention providers.  
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