
Understanding the Gambling Industry and the Impact of Gambling 

The UK gambling industry made nearly £14bn profit in 15/161 … but caused untold misery for countless people 
… gamblers, their families and friends, and society in general.  Government information indicates that in the UK 
there are over 400,000 addicts2 (or “problem gamblers”, as the industry euphemistically calls them) with a further 
2 million2 “at risk”. Frighteningly, figures in 2017 show that a further 25,000 young people aged 11-16 are also 
rated as being “problem gamblers”3 with 40,000 “at risk”. 
The massive expansion of the industry was heralded by the 2005 Gambling Act, which failed to anticipate the 
speed and type of growth or the damage that was inevitable. Legislators are belatedly waking up to the need to 
act, with an initial focus on the 33,500 Fixed Odds Betting Terminals (FOBTs) in bookies which have been 
described as the “crack cocaine” of gambling: each machine generates over £53,000 profit per year1. But the 
next crisis, which is already here, is online gambling which has grown at an unprecedented rate4, with profits 
quintupling to £4.7bn per year1. Public policy and action is trailing badly in the wake of this massive expansion. 

Addictive Products and not Addictive Personalities is the Problem  

There is a very common presentation of the problem as being located in individuals which subscribes to an 
outdated model of addiction5 and avoids questioning the advertising and availability of gambling and, crucially, 
the gambling products which are deliberately designed to be addictive6. We believe that normalisation of 
gambling and labelling of addicts as the problem leads addicts to feel that they are the ones who are immoral, 
creating mental health issues and adding to their suicide risk. 

Too often gambling addicts are portrayed as those with mental health problems, personality disorders, from 
disadvantaged or unsettled backgrounds or having other addictive disorders. However, it is clear across a range 
of studies that addicts come from all backgrounds7-12 and, particularly for on-line gambling, they tend to be from 
high education backgrounds and in professional/managerial roles10,13. One study14 has even identified 
“cheerfulness” as a characteristic of “problem gamblers”!  In many cases, gambling products6, accessibility15 and 
early gambling experiences16 cause the problem and can create mental health issues17,18. It really is not possible 
to predict who might develop gambling problems or worse. 

Suicide and Other Hidden Impacts of Gambling 
We are hugely concerned that the scale of the impact of the gambling industry is hidden, due to: 
– A lack of awareness of the scale: problem gambling rates are higher than alcohol dependency rates (0.7 - 

0.9% “problem gambling” vs. 0.4% or 0.1% “moderate or severe alcohol dependency”);19  
– Treatment through the GamCare network of providers is not integrated with NHS services or others likely to 

be in contact with problem gamblers, so that 90% of cases are self-referrals;20 
– The inadequacy of public recording: there are around 6,000 suicides each year in the UK21 with a further 

3,500 “narrative” verdicts21 … the method of registering these mean that i) these are likely underestimates22 
and ii) it is not possible to identify deaths related to gambling; 

– One UK study23 found that 4% of suicides amongst 20-24 year olds were related to gambling; another study 
in Hong Kong24 found 11.3% of suicide victims would be classified as pathological gamblers; if these figures 
applied across UK suicides, this would indicate 250-675 suicides a year related to gambling; 

– A lack of basic data: partly because gambling is not widely recognised like other addictions25,26 and because 
figures on scale, severity, treatment, success rates, etc., are not publicly available, as all commissioning and 
provision of treatment services are located outside of the NHS and public sector; 

– When data is available, there is a lack of adequate presentation and analysis of statistics, including failure to 
identify the impact of different types of gambling (e.g., FOBTs are far more dangerous than the National 
Lottery with an 11.8% addiction rate vs. 1.3%)27, failure to focus on particular subgroups of gamblers. 

Neuroscience Research 

While financial issues do feature prominently in many suicides due to gambling, it is clear that gambling addiction 
also leads to feelings of despair, low self-esteem and self-loathing17,18,28. Research is also being undertaken to 
explore the impact of gambling on the brain and how gamblers’ decision making is affected29-31. There is common 
agreement that the ‘excitement’ of a gambling session is caused by the release of massive amounts of dopamine 
into the brain32, with the corresponding crash in mood when this is removed33,34. However, neuroscience 
research is also exploring how different types of gambling products affect the neural connections in the brain, 
both immediately and in the longer term35.  

It seems clear that decision making is affected so that decisions are not based on rational thinking and past 
experience but on magical thinking and a genuine belief in luck36, leading to increased impulsivity37,38 and loss 
chasing29,39. We believe that this could be catastrophic when an individual crashes out of a session to a reality 
of despair, low self-esteem and self-loathing, and financial problems – but retaining the faulty decision making 
pathways in the brain, high arousal and impulsivity. And, unlike with alcohol or drug addictions, they remain 
highly capable of executing a suicide plan. 

For Further Information contact: gamblingwithlivesuk@gmail.com or youdontknowjackuk@gmail.com  
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Some Facts About Gambling 

British Gambling Prevalence Survey (BGPS) 201040 

• 73% of the adult population (16+) gambled – around 35.5m adults. 

• Excluding those who gambled only on the National Lottery, 56% of adults gambled. 

• 14% of the adult population used the Internet to gamble. 

• DSM-IV* indicated 0.9% (of all adults) as problem gamblers ~ 450,000 adults. PGSI† indicated 0.7%. 

• PGSI indicated 5.5% low risk problem gamblers and 1.8% moderate risk. 

• These are similar to drug dependence (0.9%) and higher than estimates of moderate or severe alcohol 
dependence (0.4% and 0.1% of all adults, respectively)19 

• Research in 2017 showed that 12% (370,000) of 11-16 year olds had gambled in the previous week, with 
0.9% (25,000) defined as problem gamblers and 1.3% (40,000) “at risk”3. 

 

Addiction rates, suicides and mental health 

Some gambling products appear more dangerous than others, as shown by the proportion of people taking part 
in different gambling activities who are “problem gamblers”. Some examples27 are: 

• Relatively low rates: National Lottery – 1.3%, Bingo – 2.8%, Horse racing – 3.7% 

• High rates: Spread betting – 20%, Betting exchange – 17.6%, FOBTs – 11.8%, On-line – 11.4% 

Gambling addicts are 2-3 times more likely to attempt to kill themselves or have major depressive episodes than 
other types of addicts, with 12-18% of those seeking treatment having attempted suicide41-44.  

Methods of recording, mean that it is not possible to identify the number of deaths in the UK related to gambling22. 
There were 5,965 suicides registered in the UK in 2016 with a further 3,529 “narrative verdicts” (an increase 
from just 111 in 2001)21. 

One UK study23 found that 4% of suicides amongst 20-24 year olds were related to gambling; another study in 
Hong Kong24 found 11.3% of suicide victims would be classified as pathological gamblers. 

Gambling addiction can cause mental health problems17,45. One major US study indicated that in 25% of 
comorbid cases, mental health problems are first reported after a person develops gambling problems46. 

Treatment and Research 

Unlike for drugs and alcohol, there is no national strategy to tackle gambling and there are no specialist NHS 
services for sufferers. Public Health England currently have a single member of staff on a year long contract, 
who has been charged with scoping the problem. 

The industry contributed just £8m47 through a voluntary arrangement last year to fund research, education and 
treatment. This is barely half of the 0.1% of profits target. Around £5.2m was allocated to the Helpline and 
treatment, with just 8,800 (2.2% of addicts)20 receiving counselling through the treatment network (commissioned 
by GamCare), which is entirely outside of the NHS. 

The GamCare treatment network is not well known in the NHS or amongst other groups likely to be in contact 
with problem gamblers, so that 90% of cases are self-referrals20. Because gambling is so far outside of the public 
health system, it is not possible to access figures on numbers, severity, levels of treatment, success, etc. 

Around £1.5m of the industry’s contribution is allocated to gambling research, but there is widespread concern 
about the influence of the industry on research and the impossibility of truly independent work.48 

Profits (UK 15/16)  

Total Industry Profit  £13.8bn1  

Remote Gambling Profit   £4.7bn1  (34% of total) 
33,611 FOBTs across 8,531 betting shops … total profit = £1.8bn … £53.6K per machine1 
Estimated 14% of profits across the industry from addicts … £1.932bn49 
Estimated 25% of FOBT profits from addicts … £450m49 
Estimated annual public cost of gambling of up to £1.2bn50 (includes only health, welfare and employment, 
housing and criminal justice costs … suicides and other social impacts were not included). 

FOBTs51 

At stakes of £2 or below, 19% of players were identified as problem gamblers and 49% at risk of harm. 
At or above £20, 42% of players were identified as problem gamblers and 44% at risk of harm.  

Number of people “self-excluding” from different types of gambling per year1 

Bookies 38,500 (with 18.5K known breaches);        On-line       1.148m (with 76.9K known breaches) 
 

*DSM – Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders; †PGSI – Problem Gambling Severity Index are the 2 most commonly 

used measures of gambling addiction. 
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