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Learning Objectives

1. Describe the overall risk of suicidal ideation and suicide 
attempts among those with problem gambling.

2. Understand the relationship between problem gambling, 
suicide and gender, co-occurring psychiatric conditions, 
gambling severity and gambling activity.

3. Describe methods for screening, assessing, and intervening 
with individuals with problem gambling who may also be at 
risk for suicide.
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DSM-IV Pathological Gambling vs. DSM-5 Gambling Disorder
DSM Criteria DSM-IV DSM-5

Increased amounts gambled for desired excitement P P

Restless/irritable when cutting back or stopping P P

Repeated, unsuccessful efforts to control or cut back P P

Preoccupied with gambling P P

Gambles to relieve dysphoric mood or escape problems P P*

“Chases” one’s losses P P

Jeopardizes/loses jobs and significant relationships P P

Relies on others to provide money for financial problems P P

Committed illegal acts to finance gambling P

*”Often gambles when feeling distressed” Need 5 Need 4
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The Leading Causes of Death in the US:  2015-2020 



March 10, 2022 7

Deaths by Suicide in the United States: 2015-2020
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Substance Use Disorders and Suicide
§ Study of 2674 individuals who died by suicide in the US between 2000 and 2013 found that 

substance use disorders were associated with an increased risk of death by suicide

Substance Use Disorder Odds Ratio (OR)

Tobacco 2.0

Drug 5.3

Alcohol 5.8

Drug + Tobacco 5.0

Alcohol + Tobacco 6.1

Alcohol + Drug 8.1

Alcohol + Drug + Tobacco 11.2
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Problem Gambling and Suicide
§ Karlsson and Häkansson (2018)

§ Data from the Swedish National Patient Register (NPR) and Cause 
of Death Register (CDR) between 2015 and 2016

§ All-cause mortality among those diagnosed with gambling disorder
§ 2099 individuals with gambling disorder: 

§ 67 (3%) individuals with gambling disorder died
§ The leading cause of death among the 67 individuals was suicide

§ 21 (31%) individuals died by suicide
§ More than 15-times more likely to die by suicide than any 

other cause of death

.  
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An Early Study of Problem Gambling and Suicide
§ Moran (1969)

§ No detailed study of the association before 1969
§ Survey of 75 Gamblers Anonymous members in the United Kingdom

§ 72 men and 3 women completed a questionnaire
§ 15 had attempted suicide

§ Mostly horse or dog race betting and gaming (e.g., roulette)
§ 2 of the 3 women had attempted suicide

§ “It appears the obvious link is depression.”
§ Depression is “a reaction to large financial losses after a bout of heavy 

gambling.”
§ “Occasionally the depression may be primary, and the gambling is then 

used to relieve the symptoms of tension.”
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gender
§ Maccallum and Blaszczynski (2003)

§ 85 treatment seekers for pathological gambling in Australia
§ 28 females and 57 females

§ Females: 
§ 100%: slot machines as their gambling activity

§ Males: 
§ 79%: slot machines
§ 12%: horses/dogs/harness racing
§ 3%:   casino table games
§ 2%:   keno, sports betting, Internet casino card games

. 
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gender
§ Maccallum and Blaszczynski (2003)

§ 12 females and 19 males had current suicidal ideation
§ 7 females and 6 males had specific plans

§ Males: more likely to report hanging or other rapid means of death
§ Females: more likely to report plans to overdose

§ Ideation was gambling related:
§ Higher total gambling debt
§ More money spent weekly on gambling
§ More years of problem gambling

§ “Depressive symptomology” was highly associated but no clear connection 
with major depression

. 
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gender
§ Bischof et al. (2015)

§ 442 individuals with lifetime pathological gambling in Germany
§ 71 females and 371 males

§ Association with suicidal ideation and suicide attempts

§ 133 reported having suicidal ideation during their lifetime 
§ 22 females and 111 males

§ 82 reported a suicide attempt during their lifetime
§ 22 females and 60 males
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gender
§ Bischof et al. (2015)

§ Relative risk (RR) of suicidal ideation was associated with:
§ Lifetime diagnosis mood disorders: RR = 5.1 
§ Substance use disorders: RR = 1.7
§ Anxiety disorders: RR = 1.3

§ Gender was not associated with an increase in suicidal ideation

§ Relative risk of suicide attempts was associated with: 
§ Lifetime diagnosis mood disorders RR = 11.9
§ Female gender: RR = 3.5
§ Anxiety disorders: RR = 2.2
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gender
§ Bischof et al. (2016)

§ 442 individuals diagnosed with pathological gambling in Germany
§ 215 individuals with lifetime suicidal events

§ Suicidal events = suicidal ideation or suicide attempts

§ Influencing factors for suicidal events:
§ Lifetime diagnosis mood disorders: OR = 7.7 
§ Female gender: OR = 2.5

§ No influence from substance use disorders, anxiety disorders was 
found in this study.
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gender
§ Häkansson and Karlsson (2020)

§ Data from the Swedish National Patient Register (NPR) and 
Cause of Death Register (CDR) between 2015 and 2016

§ 2099 individuals diagnosed with gambling disorder
§ 1625 men and 474 women

§ 407 made a suicide attempt

§ How co-occurring psychiatric and substance use disorders 
influence the risk of suicide attempts in gambling disorder

.  
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gender
§ Häkansson and Karlsson (2020)

§ Suicide attempts were significantly associated with:
§ Drug Use Disorder: OR = 3.6
§ Mood Disorders: OR = 2.7
§ Female gender: OR = 2.1
§ Alcohol Use Disorder: OR = 1.9
§ Anxiety Disorders: OR = 1.8

.  



March 10, 2022 18

Problem Gambling and Co-Occurring Disorders
§ Dowling et al (2015)

§ Prevalence of any current DSM-IV Axis I disorders among 
treatment seeking problem gamblers
§ Meta-analysis of 36 studies 

§ 75% with problem gambling had current co-occurring disorders
§ Highest rates for:

§ Mood disorders (23%)
§ Alcohol use disorders (21%)
§ Anxiety disorders (18%)
§ Other substance use disorders (7%)
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Problem Gambling and Co-Occurring Disorders
§ Dowling et al (2015)

§ Highest rates among individual diagnoses were for:
§ Nicotine Dependence (56%)
§ Major Depressive Disorder (30%)
§ Alcohol Abuse (18%)
§ Alcohol Dependence (15%)
§ Social Phobia (15%)
§ Generalized Anxiety Disorder (14%)
§ Panic Disorder (14%)



March 10, 2022 20

Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Co-Occurring Disorders
§ Bischof A et al. (2015)

§ Risk of suicidal ideation was associated with:
§ Lifetime diagnosis mood disorders: RR = 5.1
§ Substance use disorders: RR = 1.7

§ Risk of suicide attempts was associated with 
§ Lifetime diagnosis of mood disorders RR = 11.9
§ Anxiety disorders: RR = 2.2

§ Bischof  et al. (2016)
§ Influencing factors on suicidal events (suicidal ideation or a suicide attempt)

§ Lifetime diagnosis mood disorders: OR = 7.7 
§ Häkansson and Karlsson (2020)

§ Suicide attempts were significantly associated with:
§ Drug Use Disorder: OR = 3.6
§ Mood Disorders: OR = 2.7
§ Alcohol Use Disorder: OR = 1.9
§ Anxiety Disorders: OR = 1.8
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Co-Occurring Disorders
§ Guillou-Landreat et al (2016)

§ 194 treatment-seeking individuals with problem gambling in France
§ Factors associated with suicidal risk

§ 40% were identified as being at risk for suicide  
§ 22% had made a suicide attempt
§ Co-occurring disorders significantly associated with suicide risk:

§ Major depression
§ 76% who were at risk for suicide had current or lifetime major depression

§ OR = 4.0
§ Anxiety disorders

§ 63% who were at risk for suicide had lifetime or current anxiety disorder
§ OR = 3.2

§ High rates of substance use disorders but there was no association with 
substance use disorders and suicide risk 
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Major Depression
§ Jolly et al (2021)

§ United States Nationwide Inpatient Sample (NIS) dataset for the 
years 2006-2017
§ 6646 inpatients with a primary diagnosis of major depression and 

secondary diagnosis of gambling disorder
§ Compared to 4,000,000 inpatients with primary diagnosis of major 

depression without co-occurring gambling disorder 
§ Examined suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, and suicidality (composite 

of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts)
§ Co-occurring gambling disorder was one of the strongest predictors of 

suicidality among those with primary major depression
§ OR = 1.4
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Major Depression
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Severity 
§ Moghaddam et al. (2015)

§ National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions (NESARC)
§ 13,578 who provided information on gambling behavior, lifetime suicidal ideation 

and/or attempts
§ Five groups of lifetime gambling severity:

§ Non-gambling
§ Never gambled 5 or more times in one year

§ Low risk gambling
§ 5 or more times in one year; no DSM-IV pathological gambling (PG) criteria

§ At-risk gambling
§ One or two DSM-IV PG Criteria

§ Problem Gambling
§ Three to four DSM-IV PG criteria

§ Pathological Gambling
§ Five to ten DSM-IV PG criteria
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Severity

Odds Ratios of Lifetime Suicidal Ideation 
by Severity of Lifetime Gambling

Five Gambling Groups Number of PG criteria met Odds Ratio

Non-Gambling 0 1.00 (Reference)

Low-Risk Gambling 0 0.93

At-Risk Gambling 1-2 1.15

Problem Gambling 3-4 1.64

Pathological Gambling 5-10 2.86
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Severity

Odds Ratios of Lifetime Suicide Attempts 
by Severity of Lifetime Gambling

Five Gambling Groups Number of PG criteria met Odds Ratio

Non-Gambling 0 1.00 (Reference)

Low-Risk Gambling 0 0.95

At-Risk Gambling 1-2 1.06

Problem Gambling 3-4 2.42

Pathological Gambling 5-10 2.77
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Severity
§ Wardle and McManus (2021)

§ Data from Great Britain’s Emerging Adults Gambling Survey
§ Online survey of young adults aged 16 to 24 years

§ 3549 participants: 
§ 1672 men and 1922 women

§ Association between current suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, 
and problem gambling in the past year

.  
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Severity
§ Wardle and McManus (2021)

§ 62 men and 85 women reported a suicide attempt in the past year
§ 24 men and 13 women and were identified as having problem gambling

§ Problem Gambling Severity Index (PSGI) scores to divide them into 
four groups
§ PSGI scores range from 0 to 27

§ 0 = Non-gambling or non-problem gambling
§ 1-2 = Low-risk gambling
§ 3-7 = Moderate-risk gambling
§ ≥ 8 = Problem gambling

.  
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Severity

. 

Odds Ratios for Suicide Attempts in the Past Year 
by Gambling  Severity

Four Gambling Groups PGSI Score Odds Ratio
Men

Odds Ratio
Women

Non-Gambling 0 1.0 (Reference) 1.0 (Reference)

At-Risk Gambling 1-2 0.5 0.5

Moderate-risk Gambling 3-7 0.8 1.8

Problem Gambling ≥ 8 9.0 4.9
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Problem Gambling and Gambling Activity
§ Allami et al. (2021)

§ Meta-analysis of 104 studies examining correlates of problem 
gambling
§ Age, psychiatric conditions, substance use, gambling activity, 

employment, marital status, gender, education, income and others

§ Of 57 correlates identified, gambling activities had highest ORs:
§ Internet/online gambling: OR = 7.6
§ Non-casino-based electronic gambling machines (EGMs)  OR = 7.2
§ Casino-based EGMs OR = 6.8
§ Poker OR = 5.4
§ Casino table games OR = 4.9



March 10, 2022 31

Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Activity
§ Valenciano-Mendoza et al, (2021)

§ 1112 treatment-seeking adults with gambling disorder in Spain
§ 229 reported current or past suicidal ideation
§ 74 reported recent or past suicide attempts

§ Role of gender 
§ Role of gambling activity preference:

§ Non-strategic = little/no decision making, chance based
§ EGMs, video poker, keno
§ Often continuous-play games

§ Strategic = knowledge of the game used to influence/predict outcome
§ Sports betting, card games

§ Mixed = non-strategic + strategic
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Activity

Gambling activity Suicidal ideation (n= 229) Suicide Attempt (n= 74)
Non-strategic 187 (82%) 65 (88%)
Strategic/Mixed 42% (18%) 9 (12%)

Gender Suicidal Ideation (n = 229) Suicide attempt (n = 74)
Female 65 (28%) 30 (41%)
Male 164 (72%) 44 (59%)
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Problem Gambling, Suicide, and Gambling Activity
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Screening for Problem Gambling

Screening, Assessment, and 
Intervention for Suicide Risk
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Screening Instruments for Problem Gambling
§ The Lie/Bet Questionnaire

§ “Have you ever had to lie to people important to you 
about how much you gambled?”

§ “Have you ever felt the need to bet more and more 
money?”

§ Further evaluation if “Yes” to one or both questions
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Screening Instruments for Problem Gambling
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Screening Instruments for Problem Gambling
§ National Opinion Research Center Diagnostic Screen for Gambling 

Problems – Control, Lie, Preoccupation Subscale (NODS-CLiP)

§ “Have you ever tried to stop, cut down, or control your gambling?”

§ “Have you ever lied to family members, friends, or others about how much 
you gamble or how much money you lost on gambling?”

§ “Have there been periods lasting two weeks or longer when you spent a lot of 
time thinking about your gambling experiences or planning out future 
gambling ventures of bets?” 

§ Further evaluation if “Yes” to one or more questions
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Screening Instruments for Problem Gambling
§ NODS – Preoccupation, Escape, Risked Relationships, and Chasing 

Subscale (NODS-PERC)
§ “Have there been periods lasting two weeks or longer when you spent a lot of time 

thinking about your gambling experiences or planning out future gambling ventures or 
bets?” 

§ “Have you ever gambled as a way to escape from personal problems?”

§ Has your gambling ever caused serious or repeated problems in your relationships with 
any of your family members or friends?”

§ “Had there ever been a period when, if you lost money one day, you would return 
another day to get even?

§ Further evaluation if “Yes” to one or more questions
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Screening, Assessment, Intervention for Suicide Risk
§ Universal screening with an evidence-based screening 

instrument for co-occurring mental health conditions
§ Modified Mini Screen (MMS): 22-item clinician administered screen
§ Captures three major areas of psychiatric conditions

§ Mood Disorders
§ Anxiety Disorders
§ Psychotic Disorders

§ Question 4 in the Mood Disorders section:
§ In the past month, did you think that you would be better off dead or wish 

you were dead?
§ A “Yes” response to question 4 leads to administration of the Columbia Suicide 

Severity Risk Scale (C-SSRS) 
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Screening, Assessment, Intervention for Suicide Risk
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Screening, Assessment, Intervention for Suicide Risk
§ Individuals who are rated by the C-SSRS as “Moderate” or “High” risk 

should be assessed by a licensed clinician to determine what the next 
intervention should be

§ All individuals at moderate or high risk should create a Suicide Safety 
Plan in collaboration with a treatment provider
§ Stanley-Brown Suicide Safety Plan has six steps:

§ Step 1: Recognizing the warning signs of an impending suicidal crisis. 
§ Step 2: Using coping strategies.
§ Step 3: Contacting others to distract from suicidal thoughts.
§ Step 4: Contacting family members or friends who may help to resolve the crisis. 
§ Step 5: Contacting mental health professionals or agencies; and 
§ Step 6: Reducing the availability of means to complete suicide.
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Screening, Assessment, Intervention for Suicide Risk
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Screening, Assessment, Intervention for Suicide Risk
§ Individuals who are rated by the C-SSRS as “Moderate” or “High” risk 

should receive counseling on access to lethal means

§ Express concern about their safety and wish to keep them safe

§ Assess whether the person at risk has access to a firearm or other 
lethal means

§ Work with the person, their family and/or support system to limit their 
access until they are no longer at elevated risk

§ Make a specific plan with timelines and roles
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Conclusions
§ Problem gambling is associated with an increased risk for suicide
§ Factors that may influence this increased risk include:

§ Female gender
§ Current and lifetime diagnosis of mood disorders

§ Particularly major depression
§ Anxiety disorders and substance use disorders
§ Greater severity of gambling problems
§ Gambling activity

§ Identifying and addressing problem gambling among individuals with 
psychiatric disorders may help decrease suicide risk

§ Screening, assessment, and intervention for suicide risk among those 
with problem gambling may be an effective way to prevent suicide 
attempts
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Thank you!

Grace.Hennessy@oasas.ny.gov


