
Gambling and Justice-
Impacted Individuals

Rates of gambling participation and gambling-related 
harm are consistently higher among people who are 
incarcerated than in the general population.1 

Problem gambling occurs five to ten times more 
frequently among adults who are incarcerated compared 
to adults in the general population.2

Research finds that rates of problem gambling among 
incarcerated people range from 5.9% to 73%, depending 
on the study and measurement criteria.3 

Estimated prevalence rates show that men who are 
incarcerated experience rates of problem gambling 
ranging from 10.4%-73%, while rates among women 
who are incarcerated range from 5.9%- 45%.4 

Gambling is common in incarceration settings. Many 
people engage in gambling as part of daily life, often 
for entertainment, to pass the time, or for excitement. 
This highlights the need for meaningful activities that 
support wellbeing and healthy coping strategies.5

Gambling-Related Justice Involvement

Research shows that 44% of individuals with a 
gambling problem reported their gambling contributed 
to criminal behavior, and 40% of individuals diagnosed 
with a gambling disorder reported that their gambling 
was connected to their current incarceration.6 7 

Those struggling with a gambling problem may 
engage in illegal activities to cover losses or continue 
gambling. These activities may include fraud, forgery, 
embezzlement, larceny, selling drugs or stolen property, 
shoplifting, burglary, petty theft, or robbery.8

Co-Occurring Substance Use & Mental 
Health Conditions

Co-occurring mental illnesses and substance 
use disorders are common among people who 
are incarcerated. These conditions are linked to 
higher rates of problem gambling and can increase 
vulnerability to gambling-related harms.

About half of people who are incarcerated who have 
mental health conditions also experience a substance use 
disorder.9 Major depression combined with substance 
use disorders is roughly twice as common in incarcerated 
populations compared to the general population.10

Problems with gambling often occur alongside other 
mental health conditions, including substance use, 
depression, and anxiety disorders.11 

These overlapping challenges are especially common in 
incarceration settings, highlighting the need for integrated 
screening and treatment programs that address gambling, 
mental health, and substance use together. 
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Addressing Gambling-Related Harm for 
Justice-Impacted Individuals

•	 Barriers to seeking help: Shame, fear of stigma, not 
wanting to stop gambling, and lack of awareness 
about available support are major obstacles for 
justice-impacted individuals seeking help for 
gambling-related harm.12 

•	 Screening and treatment for gambling and co-
occurring disorders: Despite high prevalence, 
gambling problems in incarceration environments are 
often under-recognized, under-screened, and under-
treated, increasing the risk of ongoing gambling-
related harm, relapse, and repeat offending. 

•	 Developing effective screening, documentation, 
and treatment practices, and integrating 
gambling support with substance use and broader 
rehabilitation programs, can help justice-impacted 
individuals access comprehensive care, support 
successful community re-entry, and break the cycle 
of gambling-related harm.13 14 

Need Gambling Help?

Are you looking to stop gambling, take a break, 
or are curious about ways to keep your sports 
betting safe and fun? We’re here for you 24/7, 
365. Reach out to our team of trained experts 
with any gambling-related questions. All calls 
and messages are free and confidential.

macgh.org 
617-426-4554

2THE MASSACHUSETTS COUNCIL ON GAMING AND HEALTH

http://macgh.org


11	 Loo, J. M. Y., Kraus, S. W., & Potenza, M. N. (2019). A systematic 
review of gambling-related findings from the National 
Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions. Journal 
of Behavioral Addictions, 8(4), 625–648.

12	 Turner, N.E., McAvoy, S., Ferentzy, P., Matheson, F.I., Myers, C., 
Jindani, F., Littman-Sharp, N. and Malat, J. (2017), “Addressing the 
issue of problem gambling in the criminal justice system: a series of 
case studies”, Journal of Gambling Issues, Vol. 35 No. 35, pp. 74-100.

13	 Obstbaum, Y., Tyni, S., Mattila, A., Vartiainen, H., Viitanen, P., 
Wuolijoki, T. and Joukamaa, M. (2016), “Not all substance 
dependence problems are recognized as risks – comparing a 
medical health study with prison assessments”, European Journal 
on Criminal Policy & Research, Vol. 22 No. 1, pp. 189-210

14	 Turner, N.E., McAvoy, S., Ferentzy, P., Matheson, F.I., Myers, C., 
Jindani, F., Littman-Sharp, N. and Malat, J. (2017), “Addressing the 
issue of problem gambling in the criminal justice system: a series of 
case studies”, Journal of Gambling Issues, Vol. 35 No. 35, pp. 74-100.

3THE MASSACHUSETTS COUNCIL ON GAMING AND HEALTH


