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Problem Gambling FAQs 

Isn’t problem gambling just a financial problem? 
Lots of people think gambling is mostly about money. But gambling can be an 
addiction. And like any addiction, problem gambling is driven by feelings and 
urges. Financial problems are just a symptom. 

People with compulsive gambling struggle with the urge to gamble, no matter how 
much money they have. 

Can you be a problem gambler if you don’t gamble every day? 
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There are many symptoms that come with problem gambling. And it’s not about 
how often you gamble, but how gambling relates to your life. For example: 

 Do you gamble as an escape from your feelings or troubles? 
 Does your gambling create problems in your life? 
 Do you have strong urges to gamble? 

People with gambling problems may do it only now and then. And sometimes they 
can go for a long time without gambling, only to fall back into old habits. 

Who can become a problem gambler? 
Anyone that gambles could develop a problem. And while most people are able to 
gamble casually, there are some factors that can put someone at risk for 
developing a compulsive gambling issue. 

These include1: 

 Mental health. People with gambling problems often have other mental 
health issues. These may include substance abuse, personality disorders, 
depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) 
or attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 

 Age. Gambling issues are more common for people who are middle-aged 
and younger. And people who start gambling as children or teens are at 
greater risk for developing problems. 

 Sex. Men tend to have more issues with gambling than women. But women 
who gamble tend to start later in life and seem to become addicted more 
quickly than men. 

 Family and friends. You’re more likely to have problems with gambling if 
you have friends or family members who share this problem. 

 Medications. Some medications, like those used to treat Parkinson’s disease 
and restless leg syndrome, have a strange side effect. They can lead to 
compulsive behavior, like problem gambling. 

 Personality. Some personality traits can increase the risk of problem 
gambling. These include being highly competitive, impulsive, restless or 
easily bored. 

How can a person be addicted to something that isn’t a substance? 
When it comes to addiction, we often think of drugs and alcohol. But addiction is 
an illness that includes so much more. 
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People with an addiction may seek out and act on their cravings, even when that 
action causes problems in their lives. Those with a gambling addiction often crave 
the thrill that comes with gambling. 

This thrill is similar to the “high” people may feel when they take drugs. And 
gambling addiction shares a lot of traits with drug and alcohol addiction. For 
example2 : 

 Drugs and gambling affect the brain in similar ways. 
 People addicted to a drug need more of that drug to get the same high. 

People with gambling addiction take bigger risks over time. 
 Those with gambling addiction can have withdrawal symptoms when they 

stop. 

In fact, pathological gambling is listed in the addiction chapter of the most recent 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM5). 

Is it common for problem gamblers to be addicted to other things as well? 
Many believe that people who suffer from one addiction may be at risk to develop 
other addictions too. And there’s some truth to this. Research shows that 10 to 20 
percent of those with substance abuse problems also have issues with gambling.3 

We sometimes hear the term “addictive personality.” It’s the idea that some people 
are born with a certain personality type. This personality means they can get 
hooked on things like smoking, gambling and drugs the first time they try it. So 
they may be more likely to get addicted to several things. 

Some personality traits are common in addiction. These include thrill-seeking and 
poor impulse control. But while gambling addiction is very real, “addictive 
personality" is not an actual diagnosis. That said, we know that some people are 
born with genetic makeup that may make it easier for them to get addicted to 
things. In general, risk factors for addiction include: 

 Genetic factors 
 Family history of addiction 
 Early drug use (starting as a young teen) 
 Lack of social support 
 Stressful life 
 Other mental health issues - like depression or anxiety 
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If you want to learn more about gambling problems and how to get help, here are 
some resources: 

 National Council on Problem Gambling  (NCPG) 1-800-522-4700 (call or text) 
 Gamblers Anonymous 

1 Mayo Clinic. Compulsive Gambling . Accessed August 2018. 
2 Scientific American. How the Brain Gets Addicted to Gambling . Accessed August 
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