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Gambling, Mental Health,

and Substance Use

Understanding the Connections

Gambling disorders are a recognized mental health
condition. Like challenges with substance use, gambling
disorders can involve repeated urges or behaviors

that are difficult to control and cause changes in how
the brain responds to rewards. People experiencing
problems with their gambling may feel intense
emotional highs, such as excitement, thrill, or euphoria,
similar to those that can occur with substance use.! This
is caused by spikes in dopamine, a chemical in the brain
that helps regulate reward and pleasure.

Many individuals gamble as a way to cope with stress,
loneliness, depression, or other life challenges, much like
those who turn to substances as a coping mechanism.?

Problems with gambling can also co-occur with other
mental health conditions. Substance use disorders,
mood, depression, and anxiety disorders are more
common among people experiencing gambling-
related challenges.® Mental health or substance

use challenges can also make it harder for people
experiencing problem gambling to recover and
increases the risk of relapse.*

94-96% of people who experience gambling problems
also experience another mental health or substance-
related challenges, such as:>¢7

e depression

anxiety

alcohol or nicotine dependence

obsessive-compulsive behaviors

antisocial or aggressive behaviors
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924-96%

of people who experience gambling
problems also experience another mental
health or substance-related challenge.

4%

of people receiving treatment and support for
substance use also have a gambling disorder.

7%

of people in psychiatric care have a
gambling problem.

Around 4% of people receiving treatment and support
for substance use also have a gambling disorder.®

Gambling challenges are also more common in certain
health contexts. Roughly 7% of people in psychiatric
care have a gambling problem.’



Treatment Options in Massachusetts

V| Addressing other mental health challenges,

"% such as depression, anxiety, or substance use,
can help people manage their gambling and
prevent future gambling-related problems.*°

= When people seek help for mental health

or substance use concerns, it can be useful

to check for possible gambling challenges. A
simple, non-stigmatizing approach is to ask
about how often they gamble each month and
how much they typically spend, rather than
focusing on “problem gambling” symptoms.1! 12

E Find evidence-based screening tools here:

divisiononaddiction.org/outreach-resources/
gdsd/toolkit/bbgs
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Need Gambling Help?

Are you looking to stop gambling, take a break,
or are curious about ways to keep your play
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
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