
 
 

What this article is about 

In many countries gambling has become more 
available and socially acceptable in recent years. As a 
result, gambling has become more popular and 
gambling-related problems have become more 
common. Gambling behaviour occurs along a 
continuum. Three categories are typically made along 
this continuum. The first category is social or 
recreational gambling, where people gamble 
occasionally and do not experience harm from it. The 
second is problem gambling. Problem gambling is 
when someone’s gambling habits cause them harm 
and harm to those around them. The third category is 
pathological gambling, which is an extreme form of 
problem gambling. People with pathological gambling 
face constant problems because of gambling but feel 
dependent on it or unable to resist it. 

A lot of research looks at the causes, treatments, and 
prevention of problem gambling in the general 
population. However, little research focuses on 
problem gambling in special populations, such as 
criminal offenders. The purpose of this article is to 
review the research on gambling in criminal 
offenders. The authors focused on three main areas: 

i) The rates of problem and pathological gambling 
among criminal offenders, as well as the rates of 
gambling-related crimes; 

ii) The extent that gambling occurs in prisons; 
iii) Recommendations for administrators and 

clinicians who work with criminal offenders. 

What was done? 

The authors searched for studies on problem and 
pathological gambling in criminal offenders. They 
used six research databases: Criminal Justice 

Abstracts, National Criminal Justice Reference Service, 
PsycINFO, Medline, AGRI Gambling Literature, and 
Sociological Abstracts. They also used Google to 
search for other relevant studies. 

The authors found 27 relevant published and 
unpublished studies. They summarized the results of 
the studies and organized them by country. Over half 
of the studies (16/27) came from the United States. 
The rest came from Australia (5 studies), New Zealand 
(3 studies), and the United Kingdom (3 studies). 

What you need to know 

Prevalence of problem and pathological gambling in 
offender populations 
The Australian, New Zealand, and US studies found 
between 33–35% of criminal offenders had problem 
or pathological gambling on average. Based on the UK 
studies, the authors estimated about 5–18% of UK 
offenders had problem gambling. Overall, about one 

Why is this article important? 

This review explores the rate of problem gambling 
among criminal offenders. The authors reviewed 
27 studies from four countries. Their review shows 
that about one third of criminal offenders have 
problem gambling. Additionally, about half of the 
crimes committed by inmates with problem 
gambling are related to gambling. It also shows 
that although most prisons prohibit gambling, it is 
still very common. About 40% of inmates gamble 
while in prison. The authors suggest that inmates 
should be screened for problem gambling. They 
also suggest that prisons should provide problem 
gambling treatment programs. 
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third of criminal offenders had problem or 
pathological gambling. Additionally, about 50% of 
crimes committed by inmates with problem or 
pathological gambling were related to gambling. 

Problem and pathological gambling may be common 
among criminal offenders for two reasons. First, many 
people with problem or pathological gambling may 
commit crimes to support their gambling. This would 
result in a lot of overlap between criminal offences 
and problem gambling behaviour. Second, the 
demographic characteristics of people with problem 
gambling tend to overlap with those of criminal 
offenders. For example, both criminal offenders and 
people with problem gambling are more likely to be 
male, young, and a member of a minority group. 

Gambling within prisons 
In most countries it is illegal to gamble while in prison. 
Therefore, many prisoners may not admit to gambling 
in prison. However, there were six of the studies that 
examined gambling within prisons. 

One Australian study interviewed eight male prisoners 
who were in prison for gambling-related crimes. All 
eight of the prisoners gambled while they were in 
prison. Two other Australian studies and two New 
Zealand studies found that about 26–46% of prisoners 
gambled while in prison. The New Zealand studies 
also found that 22% of prisoners gambled on a weekly 
basis on average. One study from the UK surveyed 12 
inmates who attended Gamblers Anonymous. They 
reported that gambling was a significant part of prison 
culture, despite prisons prohibiting it. 

Recommended actions for correctional administrators 
and clinicians 
The authors recommended that inmates should be 
routinely screened for problem gambling. They also 
recommended that prisons provide problem gambling 
treatment programs for their prisoners. 

The authors agreed that prisons should continue to 
prohibit gambling. However, they believed that 
prisons need to enforce the prohibition better. If 
prisons can reduce gambling among prisoners, it could 
help rehabilitate the ones who have problem 
gambling. Finally, they recommended that first-time 

offenders of non-violent, gambling-related crimes 
have mandatory treatment instead of jail time. This 
can be less costly and reduce crime more effectively. 

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for prison staff and clinicians 
who work with prisoners. It is also intended for 
policymakers who are involved with prison practices 
and the rehabilitation of prisoners. The authors make 
several recommendations which could help reduce 
gambling-related harms for prisoners, as well as 
reduce gambling-related crimes. 
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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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