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Abstract 

It is generally believed that there is an instrumental relationship between problem 

gambling and crime such that some gamblers resort to illegal activity to recoup 

financial shortfalls resulting from their gambling. However, a clear understanding of 

the risk factors for the commission of crimes beyond financial stresses is absent in the 

literature. The aim of this review was to identify the nature of crimes perpetrated by 

problem gamblers and the factors that contribute to the commission of gambling-

related crimes. A systematic review adhering to guidelines outlined in the Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) statement 

searching eight databases – PsycINFO, Westlaw AU, Heinonline, Legal Source via 

Ebsco, Legaltrac via Gale, PubMed, Scopus, and Medline – was conducted. A total of 

21 papers were included after screening and application of exclusion criteria. All 

studies examined reported crimes committed by problem gamblers, with a validated 

assessment tool measuring problem gambling. The review provided evidence that 

gambling-related crime typically consists of non-violent, income-generating offences. 

However, it also revealed that problem gamblers may commit violent crimes at a 

higher than expected rate, which may have been concealed by deliberate and 

unintentional under-reporting of gambling-related crimes. The causal relationship 

between problem gambling and violent crime, however, remains uncertain. Based on 

this review, suggestions are offered for the evaluation of perpetrators of gambling-

related crime on a case-by-case basis, to better understand the relationship between 

gambling and crime and facilitate more frequent application of therapeutic 

jurisprudence in future. 

Key words: gambling and crime; gambling-related offences; gambling disorder; 

problem gambling and criminal offences 
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Gambling disorders are classified as non-substance behavioural addictions in 

the Substance Related and Addictive Disorders category of the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5; American Psychological 

Association, 2013). The condition is characterised by repeated patterns of excessive 

gambling expenditure resulting in significant adverse consequences and impaired 

personal, familial, financial, and employment/study functioning, and social and legal 

costs (American Psychological Association, 2013). Clinical and epidemiological 

studies have consistently reported elevated rates of affective disorders, suicidality, 

marital and familial discord, domestic violence, substance use, bankruptcy and the 

commission of criminal offences among individuals meeting diagnostic criteria or 

scores on screening instruments (see Hartmann & Blaszczynski, 2016). In Australia, 

over $18 billion are spent annually on gambling (i.e., $1500 per capita). This 

represents a markedly higher expenditure than other comparable countries such as 

New Zealand ($495 per capita), Canada ($393 per capita), and the United States 

($325 per capita; Delfabbro, 2010). The social cost of this gambling – including 

suicide, depression, breakdown of interpersonal relationships, reduced productivity, 

unemployment, bankruptcy and crime – totals approximately $4.7 billion per year in 

Australia (Productivity Commission, 2010). 

Given the configuration of commercial gambling products conferring a 

statistical advantage to the operator, individuals are invariably exposed to 

experiencing persistent losses over progressive sessions of gambling.  As a 

consequence, despite occasional wins, losses tend to accumulate and create escalating 

levels of debt. Irrespective of an individual’s income or financial position (Sakurai & 

Smith, 2003), motivation to chase losses (Lesieur, 1984) results in relative increases 

in bet sizes and the emergence of severe financial stresses (Turner et al., 2017). Once 
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access to legitimate sources of funds are exhausted and debts exceed their capacity for 

repayment, a proportion of individuals perceive theft or fraud as the only viable 

option to maintain their habitual behaviour, and gain a significant win that could 

extricate them from their financial crisis (Lesieur, 1979; Blaszczynski, Frankova, & 

McConaghy, 1989; Sakurai & Smith, 2003; Turner, Preston, Saunders, McAvoy, & 

Jain, 2009).   

 

Criminal offences and gambling disorders 

 Numerous studies have demonstrated a functional relationship between crime 

and gambling disorders (Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994a; Meyer & Stadler, 1999; 

Perrone, Jansons, & Morrison, 2013). Desire to obtain funds to gamble directly 

motivates a proportion of crimes. Needing to meet shortfalls in available funds due to 

necessary financial obligations is another motivator of gambling-related crime 

(Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994a). In both cases, such actions represent attempts 

to recoup losses from persistent gambling, and/or avoid detection of debts by 

significant others (Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994a).   

Perrone, Jansons, and Morrison (2013) posited that the relationship between 

gambling disorders and crime could be characterised in one of three ways. The link 

may be coincidental (i.e., there is no systematic link between gambling and criminal 

offending), co-symptomatic (i.e., a common underlying factor accounts for both 

offending and gambling) or instrumental (i.e., there is a causal connection between 

gambling and crime). The current body of literature investigating this relationship 

suggests that it is most likely instrumental, even if the exact causal factors and 

pathways remain uncertain.  
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Given the motivation, offences are typically non-violent and include but are 

not limited to fraud, theft, embezzlement, breaking and entering, larceny, and selling 

drugs (Abbott & McKenna, 2005; Abbott, McKenna, & Giles, 2005; Monash 

University Centre for Criminology and Criminal Justice, 2000; Productivity 

Commission, 1999; Turner, Preston, Saunders, McAvoy, & Jain, 2009). In contrast, 

violent crimes such as burglary or armed robbery do occur but are generally 

infrequently reported in the literature (Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994b; Abbott & 

Volberg, 1999).  

 

Prevalence rates of gambling-related crimes 

The prevalence of gambling-related crimes is difficult to determine with any 

degree of accuracy. Rates are subject to differences in criteria used to define a crime 

and the sample investigated; clinical, general population, prison samples, and the data 

extracted; self-report or police/court records. Reported prevalence rates can be argued 

to be conservative given the likelihood that many offences fail to be considered as 

illegal (such as unauthorised withdrawal of funds from joint accounts), remain 

undetected, are committed against family members reluctant to instigate charges, or 

against employees electing not to proceed with charges following restitution of losses 

(Sakurai & Smith, 2003). Nevertheless, elevated rates of offences have been 

consistently reported across clinical and prison populations.  

Blaszczynski and McConaghy (1994b) examined the occurrence of criminal 

offences in pathological gamblers attending hospital-based treatment and Gamblers 

Anonymous. Across both treatment modes, 59% of subjects reported committing at 

least one gambling-related offence against property, with 23% reporting a conviction 

for such an offence. Meyer and Stadler (1999) reported similar rates in gamblers 
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attending inpatient and outpatient treatment facilities. In their study, 89.3% of 

treatment seekers reported having committed a gambling-related offence in their 

lifetime, compared to 51.8% of high and low frequency gamblers from the general 

population and army samples. Folino and Abait (2009) conducted a similar study with 

callers to gambling helplines in Argentina and found that 32% admitted to engaging 

in illegal activity due to gambling. This number rose to 76% among anonymous 

gamblers in the same study (Folino & Abait, 2009). 

 

Gambling disorders in prison inmates 

If there is a direct or indirect causal relationship between crime and gambling, 

then it is reasonable to argue that a higher prevalence rate for gambling-related crimes 

should be evident within a prison population. Survey studies have estimated that the 

prevalence of problem and pathological gambling is higher by a magnitude of up to 

20 times among prison inmates compared to the general population rates of 0.2% to 

2.5% (Perrone, James, & Morrison, 2013; Turner, McAvoy, Ferentzy, et al., 2017; 

Productivity Commission, 1999). These figures vary considerably depending on 

methodologies and measurements used. May-Chahal, Humphreys, Clifton, Francis, 

and Reith (2017) examined gambling among prisoners in the UK and found a rate of 

12.1% meeting criteria for a gambling disorder, a rate significantly greater than that of 

0.7% for the general population. A similar rate of 6.4% to 13% (depending on the 

scale used) has been found among a sample of 254 Canadian male offenders (Preston 

et al., 2012).  

Templer, Kaiser and Siscoe’s (1993) study found 23% of 136 consecutively 

admitted Nevada medium-security prison inmates to be problematic gamblers, and a 

further 26% to be probable pathological gamblers. Williams, Royston, and Hagen’s 
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(2005) review of gambling in prison populations in Australia, New Zealand, the 

United Kingdom and the United States similarly found that the prevalence of problem 

gambling in both male and female inmates ranged from 17% to 60% on average. 

Turner, Preston, McAvoy, and Gillam (2013) found that approximately a quarter of 

inmates from provincial and federal prisons in Ontario had a moderate or severe 

problem, with 9% specifically having a severe gambling problem. This is estimated to 

be approximately 10 times the rate of moderate and severe problem gambling in the 

general population (Williams, Volberg, & Stevens, 2012). 

 

Crime and gambling in prison populations 

Prison inmates meeting criteria for a gambling disorder exhibit comparably 

higher rates of criminal offences compared to clinical populations, ranging from 37% 

to 88% (Perrone, James, & Morrison, 2013; Riley & Oakes, 2015) with a quarter of 

those attributing their incarceration to gambling related crimes. Turner, Preston, 

Saunders, McAvoy, and Jain’s (2009) found a much higher rate of 65.2% of severe 

and 20% of moderate problem gambling Canadian inmates reporting that their 

criminal offences were a consequence of gambling (e.g., to pay off debts). Abbott and 

colleagues (Abbott, McKenna, & Giles, 2005; Abbott & McKenna, 2005) 

investigated the prevalence of problem gambling in men and women’s prisons in New 

Zealand. Among 357 male prisoners, 21% were lifetime probable pathological 

gamblers, and 16% were probable ‘current’ (past six months from incarceration) 

pathological gamblers. Of the ‘current’ sample, 51% admitted to previous gambling 

related offending, and 35% indicated these crimes contributed to their incarceration 

(Abbott et al., 2005).   
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Taken together, the extant body of literature suggests that the relationship 

between problem gambling and crime is unlikely to be coincidental, although the 

question of causality remains unclear. Absent in the literature is a clear understanding 

of the factors that represent risk factors for the commission of an offence beyond the 

presence of financial stresses. To advance knowledge in the field, it is relevant to 

identify the nature of crimes committed and factors that contribute to the commission 

of gambling-related crimes. 

 

Current Review 

This systematic review follows the checklist and flow diagram outlined in the 

PRISMA Statement (Moher et al., 2009). This review located and critically assessed 

studies examining the nature of gambling-related crime and comparing factors leading 

to commission of crimes by gamblers as opposed to non-gamblers. 

Methodology 

Initial search 

The original search was conducted from the 26th to the 29th of June 2017; eight 

databases were searched and yielded papers for review: PsycINFO, Westlaw AU, 

Heinonline, Legal Source via Ebsco, Legaltrac via Gale, PubMed, Scopus, and 

Medline.  Kluwer Law Journals and Oxford Journals were excluded due to a lack of 

relevant articles. The search string input into each database was as follows: (gambl*) 

AND (crime OR offence OR incarcerated OR prison OR forensic OR sentencing OR 

courts OR judiciary). 

For databases that generated a large number of results, not all sources were 

reviewed. For example, Heinonline yielded 93,112 sources. When results were 

organized by relevance, only one source was found within the first 300 articles. 
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Within the following 200 sources, none were found. To ensure that the sources had 

been correctly ordered by relevance, the last 400 studies were reviewed, none of 

which were found to be relevant. The same procedure was performed for Legaltrac 

via Gale, where 4,296 sources were displayed. 

Selection Criteria 

Inclusion criteria: Studies were included if they: 

1. Presented data on the type of reported crimes committed by problem gamblers 

where the gambler’s level of gambling behaviour is measured by a validated 

assessment tool. 

2. Analysed the factors contributing to the commission of non-violent crimes 

against property by gamblers, as compared to non-gamblers. 

3. Evaluated the nature of reported gambling-related crime. 

 

Exclusion criteria: Studies were excluded if they: 

1. Were not available in English. 

2. Were not available in full text. 

3. Were published before 1990. 

4. Used data involving juvenile delinquents. 

5. Did not report the type or motive of the criminal offence committed. 

 

Results 

Study selection 

The initial search yielded over 100,000 references; however, only 128 were 

retained for review, based on their titles and abstracts (see Figure 1). Of these 128, 31 

were duplicates and therefore excluded. Two independent reviewers assessed the 

remaining 97 papers and applied inclusion and exclusion criteria. A total of 76 papers 

were subsequently excluded, leaving 21 included articles. Inter-rater reliability 

between the two reviewers was high, with initial agreement on 91.3% of papers. 

Information for the 21 reviewed articles is included in Table 1. 

 

Study characteristics 
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All studies reviewed examined reported crimes committed by problem 

gamblers, with a validated assessment tool measuring problem gambling. The 

analysis samples for these studies ranged from 94 to 18,625 participants. Nine studies 

examined problem gambling among incarcerated individuals (Abbott, McKenna, & 

Giles, 2005; Abbott & McKenna, 2005; Tessenyi & Kovacs, 2016; Lloyd, Chadwick, 

& Serin, 2014; Templer, Kaiser, & Siscoe, 1993; May-Chahal, Humphreys, Clifton, 

Francis, & Reith, 2017; Preston et al., 2012; Pastwa-Wojciechowska, 2011; Turner, 

Preston, McAvoy, Saunders, & Jain, 2009) and a further eight sampled from 

individuals seeking treatment for problem gambling from various sources including 

Gamblers Anonymous and in- and out-patient facilities (Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 

1994a, 1994b; Granero et al., 2014, 2015; Meyer & Stadler, 1999; Martin, 

MacDonald, & Ishiguro, 2012; Rudd & Thomas, 2016; Ledgerwood, Weinstock, 

Morasco, & Petry, 2007). Of the remaining studies, three used retrospective analysis 

of court files, police files and population surveys and statistics (or some combination; 

Crofts, 2003; Kuoppamäki, Kääriäinen, & Lind, 2014; Arthur, Williams, & Belanger, 

2014), two sampled gamblers identified in larger cohort studies (Gorsane et al., 2017; 

Laursen, Plauborg, Ekholm, Larsen, & Juel, 2016), and one was a review of relevant 

studies in Spanish and English (Folino & Abait, 2009).   

Most of the studies (N=15) assessed whether participants had previously 

committed a crime (gambling-related or otherwise; Abbott et al., 2005; Abbott & 

McKenna, 2005; Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994a; Ledgerwood et al., 2007, 

Granero et al., 2014, 2015; Meyer & Stadler, 1999; Laursen et al., 2016; Preston et 

al., 2012; Rudd & Thomas, 2016; Arthur et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2012; Pastwa-

Wojciechowska, 2011; Turner et al., 2009). Eleven studies collected data on other 

potential risk factors for crime and gambling such as family dysfunction, substance 
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use and risk-taking behaviours (Abbott et al., 2005; Abbott & McKenna, 2005; 

Tessenyi & Kovacs, 2016; Lloyd et al., 2014; Meyer & Stadler, 1999; May-Chahal et 

al., 2017; Preston et al., 2012; Rudd & Thomas, 2016; Arthur et al., 2014; Martin et 

al., 2012; Pastwa-Wojciechowska, 2011). Furthermore, five studies tested their 

sample for the presence of antisocial personality disorder (Blaszczynski & 

McConaghy, 1994a; Ledgerwood et al., 2007; Meyer & Stadler, 1999; Gorsane et al., 

2017; Pastwa-Wojciechowska, 2011).   

 

General Limitations of the Gambling-related Crime Literature 

The literature on gambling-related crime is predicated upon the reporting of 

such crimes through self-report or retrospective analysis of recorded crimes. Both of 

these methodologies, however, bring with them respective advantages and 

disadvantages. While studies relying on self-disclosure of past illegal acts promote 

anonymity, there is no assurance that the gamblers disclose all crimes committed, 

gambling-related or otherwise. Failure to disclose gambling-related crime may occur 

because of discomfort admitting to offences, fear of being reported to authorities 

(particularly applicable for incarcerated participants) or failing to perceive their 

activities as criminal (Lesieur, 1984; Bergh & Kühlhorn, 1994). Where the focus of 

interviewing remains on offences motivated by obtaining money, participants might 

either fail to, or avoid, disclosing violent crimes for similar reasons. Therefore, 

reviewed studies relying on self-report may disguise a higher occurrence of violent 

gambling-related offences than the results indicate (Abbott, McKenna, & Giles, 2005; 

Abbott & McKenna, 2005; Tessenyi & Kovacs, 2016; Lloyd, Chadwick, & Serin, 

2014; Templer, Kaiser, & Siscoe, 1993; May-Chahal, Humphreys, Clifton, Francis, & 

Reith, 2017; Preston et al., 2012; Pastwa-Wojciechowska, 2011; Turner, Preston, 
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McAvoy, Saunders, & Jain, 2009; Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994a, 1994b; 

Granero et al., 2014, 2015; Meyer & Stadler, 1999; Martin, MacDonald, & Ishiguro, 

2012; Rudd & Thomas, 2016; Ledgerwood, Weinstock, Morasco, & Petry, 2007). 

Studies have also found that problem gamblers who commit crimes such as 

embezzlement or theft to fund their gambling over an extended time tend to markedly 

underestimate the amount of money obtained (Crofts, 2003). As such, the magnitude 

of fiscal crimes constituting the majority of reported crimes may potentially be 

underestimated in studies reliant on participants’ self-report. 

A portion of the reviewed studies examined retrospective case files of 

gambling-related crime (Crofts, 2003; Kuoppamäki, Kääriäinen and Lind, 2014; 

Arthur, Williams, & Belanger, 2014). A key benefit of this methodology is the ability 

to establish an objective record of crimes that a gambler has committed. However, as 

police and court records only consist of crimes that were reported, these cannot 

identify or account for crimes where the gambler escaped detection or charge. As it is 

possible for crimes to go unreported, even when detected (e.g., when committed 

against family members; Sakurai & Smith, 2003; Crofts, 2003), records do not 

capture the full scope of a problem gambler’s criminal activity. Further, the authors of 

these studies (Crofts, 2003; Kuoppamäki et al., 2014; Arthur et al., 2014) noted that it 

could be difficult to delineate whether crimes are gambling-related or not based on 

case descriptions. The degree of detail in which the crime and its motivation is 

documented may be highly variable, and those with insufficient detail which cannot 

unambiguously establish that the crime was gambling-related must be omitted from 

analysis, even if the authors of these studies suspect crimes to be gambling-related. 

Conversely, crimes that are not judged as gambling-related based upon case files may 

in fact have their roots in gambling but are insufficiently described to make this 
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judgment with confidence. In the case of Crofts’ (2003) analysis of NSW court files, 

some cases also involved defendants who claimed gambling addiction to mitigate 

their criminal responsibility. While this theoretically may increase the number of 

allegedly gambling-related crimes, Crofts (2003) posited that this is unlikely to 

impact the study’s results as in NSW gambling addiction is not currently considered 

grounds to reduce criminal responsibility and therefore the number of such cases 

should be minimal.   

In contrast to these studies, Rudd and Thomas’ (2016) retrospective analysis 

of clinical cases at a substance abuse service was able to identify probable problem 

gamblers and criminal behaviours associated with these individuals. However, this 

study was unable to distinguish which of these crimes were specifically gambling-

related. Furthermore, while Rudd and Thomas (2016) found that potential problem 

gamblers were more likely to commit offences for financial gain, consistent with the 

broader gambling literature (e.g., Blaszczynski and McConaghy, 1994b), they also 

found that these individuals were highly prone to violent offending (e.g., robbery) as 

well as property and drug offences.  

The Nature of Gambling-related Crime  

The literature reviewed confirms that gambling-related crimes are typically 

non-violent, income-producing offences. The magnitude of these crimes can vary 

greatly; across the reviewed studies, the mean amount of money stolen, embezzled, or 

obtained by other illegal means ranged from AU$40,000 to AU$78,000, although 

outliers skewed these means. However, the median value for illegally obtained funds 

across these studies was AU$3,000 to AU$13,500, indicating marked variability 

regardless of how it is indexed.   
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It would be an oversimplification to state that all studies found gambling-

related crime to be income generating and non-violent. For example, Rudd and 

Thomas (2016) found that potential problem gamblers committed crimes for financial 

gain at a higher rate than non-problem gamblers; however, they also demonstrated 

elevated rates of violent crimes such as robbery. Similarly, Laursen, Plauborg, 

Ekholm, Larsen, and Juel (2016) found that problem gamblers were significantly 

more likely than non-problem gamblers to be charged with both economic and violent 

crimes, and no more likely to be charged with one type than the other. Notably, in this 

study, violent crimes were not necessarily income-generating (Laursen et al., 2016). 

Additionally, Turner, Preston, Saunders, McAvoy, and Jain (2009) found that severe 

problem gamblers were significantly more likely to have committed income-

producing offences than moderate gamblers but were no more or less likely to have 

committed violent offences. Therefore, while it appears broadly true that problem 

gambling typically leads to non-violent offending, there remains a portion of the 

literature suggesting that more violent offences are possible, and arguably relatively 

common, among more severe problem gamblers. 

Potential Causes of Gambling-related Crime 

The causal relationship between problem gambling and criminal activity 

remains a subject of debate in the current literature. Some studies (e.g., Martin, 

Macdonald, & Ishiguro, 2013; Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994a, 1994b; Pastwa-

Wojciechowska, 2011) have posited that problem gambling precedes criminality. 

Martin et al. (2013) found that gamblers in an addiction treatment program 

predominantly reported that gambling led to the commission of crimes for which they 

were convicted. However, Martin et al. (2013) were hesitant to draw conclusions 

about causality despite these self-reports due to the cross-sectional nature of the study. 
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Blaszczynski and McConaghy’s (1994b) interviews with gamblers in hospital 

treatment and Gambler’s Anonymous revealed that offenders had been gambling 

longer than non-offenders, and there was a substantial time lag between the 

commencement of gambling and gambling-related offending, which they interpreted 

as evidence for a causal influence of gambling upon criminal activity. In contrast, 

interviews with male and female inmates in New Zealand (Abbott, McKenna, & 

Giles, 2005; Abbott & McKenna, 2005) found that a sizeable proportion of each 

sample reported having committed gambling-related crime and having been 

incarcerated for such offences. However, most inmates interviewed were “criminals 

first, problem gamblers second”, as only a very small proportion of prisoners 

questioned reported that their early offending (prior to their current incarceration) was 

gambling-related.  

Blaszczynski and McConaghy (1994a) proposed another pathway for the 

emergence of illegal behaviour in suggesting that antisocial personality characteristics 

and criminal behaviour may emerge from the pressure of mounting gambling debts 

and the need to conceal them. They found what while problem gamblers that met 

criteria for antisocial personality disorder were at an elevated risk of criminal 

offending, offending was independent of antisocial personality disorder for most. 

Similarly, Pastwa-Wojciechowska (2011) concluded that crime emerges from 

personal and financial problems precipitated by gambling.     

 Blaszczynski and McConaghy (1994a) and Pastwa-Wojciechowska (2011) 

assertion that antisocial personality disorder is independent of gambling-related 

offending is striking as other studies have suggested that antisocial personality and its 

associated impulsive behaviours may be an underlying contributor to the commission 

of these crimes (e.g., May-Chahal, Humphreys, Clifton, Francis, & Reith, 2017; 
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Meyer & Stadler, 1999). May-Chahal et al. (2017) found a longitudinal link between 

loss-chasing and high rates of criminal behaviour that is perhaps indicative of 

underlying difficulties with impulse control. Similarly, Meyer and Stadler (1999) 

proposed that addictive gambling behaviour and impulsive antisocial personality 

factors directly influence criminal activity. In contrast, Meyer and Stadler (1999) were 

tentative to draw firm conclusions and asserted that although the purported influence 

of gambling upon criminal activity is theoretically sound, the relationship could be 

accounted for by other factors such as substance use and other mental disorders. 

Consequently, they suggested that the validity of this relationship could only be 

confirmed by logical argument. Consideration of the longitudinal progression of 

gambling and criminal offending as demonstrated by various authors (e.g., 

Blaszczynski and McConaghy’s, 1994b; Abbott & McKenna, 2005; Abbott, 

McKenna, & Giles, 2005) could be taken as conferring a causal relationship between 

gambling and crime. 

Several studies in the current review echoed Meyer and Stadler’s (1999) 

contention that a range of other factors may mediate the relationship between 

gambling and criminal offending. Gorsane et al. (2017) posited that substance use co-

occurring with problem gambling might have a disinhibiting effect, thereby leading to 

illegal activity. Preston et al. (2012) supported Meyer and Stadler’s (1999) suggestion 

that other co-morbid mental disorders may mediate the gambling-crime relationship. 

Although their research was correlational and therefore did not draw any causal 

conclusions, they posited that social anxiety, depression, attention-

deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), substance use and impulsiveness may also 

influence this relationship (Preston et al., 2012). Based upon their analysis of problem 

gamblers in outpatient treatment who had committed illegal acts, Granero et al. 
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(2015) proposed that there are four clusters of such gamblers. In brief, cluster 1 

presented with more psychopathologies and emotional distress, and had the highest 

proportion of females. Cluster 2 and 4 had heightened novelty-seeking and were at 

increased risk of gambling disorder, but cluster 4 was distinguished by greater 

severity of their disorder. Cluster 3 was differentiated by primarily consisting of 

young people with university education and moderate psychopathologies. Granero et 

al.’s (2015) research highlights the range of potentially overlapping factors that may 

influence gambling-related crime, and which are not yet fully understood. As such, 

the authors’ conclusion that gamblers who commit crime are a heterogeneous 

population comprised of multiple subtypes, defined by demographic, 

psychopathological, clinical and personality traits, seems to be an appropriate, albeit 

broad, explanation of the elusive relationship between problem gambling and crime. 

That is, based on the extant, sometimes contradictory, literature on gambling-related 

crime, it is highly plausible that there is no singular causal pathway between problem 

gambling and illegal activity. 

 

Discussion 

The current review provided evidence that crimes committed by problem 

gamblers are generally non-violent and motivated by the need to obtain gambling 

funds (Turner, Preston, Saunders, McAvoy, & Jain, 2009; Abbott, McKenna, & Giles, 

2005; Abbott & McKenna, 2005; Productivity Commission 1999; Monash University 

Centre for Criminology and Criminal Justice, 2000). It follows that gambling-related 

crime is likely often a product of gambling itself, intended to accumulate further 

funds to gamble, recoup financial shortfalls, or conceal the individual’s gambling 

from others (Blaszczynski & McConaghy, 1994a). Although a causal link between 
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gambling and crime is plausible, it appears that the gambling-crime relationship 

cannot be explained by financial motivations alone. 

Additionally, the relatively recent emergence of studies suggesting that the 

rate of violent gambling-related crime might also be higher than in non-gambling 

populations (Rudd & Thomas, 2016; Laursen, Plauborg, Ekholm, Larsen, & Juel, 

2016; Turner, Preston, Saunders, McAvoy, & Jain, 2009) may be symptomatic of a 

wider underestimation of the prevalence of violent gambling-related crimes in the 

literature. While it is probable that many of these violent crimes were financially-

motivated, the broad range of offences committed by participants across these studies 

necessitated the consideration of other influences beyond financial motivations, for 

example, risk-taking (Rudd & Thomas, 2016; Laursen et al., 2016). 

Given that violent gambling-related crimes may be under-reported in the 

extant literature, greater onus on identifying and addressing the presence and causes 

of gambling-related crime should be a future priority in both research and the judicial 

system. As gambling-related crimes are typically interpreted to mean income-

generating offences, existing research methodologies may easily, if inadvertently, fail 

to detect gamblers’ violent crimes. Similarly, gamblers and individuals involved in 

the judicial system alike are prone to neglecting to report or enquire about these 

crimes in interviews (Perrone, Jansons, & Morrison, 2013). The resulting lack of 

awareness and consideration of violent gambling-related crimes in the empirical and 

judicial domains is one of the greatest barriers to assessing the true nature and impacts 

of gambling-related crime, and the application of more considered sentencing and 

therapeutic jurisprudence. 

Future research would therefore benefit from directly and explicitly 

questioning gamblers about violent crimes which they have committed, and whether 
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these stem from the interviewee’s gambling. The inclusion of such questions is a 

simple way of guiding the study of gambling-related crime towards a more accurate 

estimate of the prevalence (and by extension, financial and social costs) of violent 

gambling-related crimes. Furthermore, it is crucial that clinical interventions and 

judicial systems adopt a comprehensive view of the individual and their history when 

they have committed gambling-related crime. From the moment that offenders are 

arrested (if possible), there would be significant benefits in establishing the 

circumstances motivating their crime and clearly documenting when cases are 

gambling-related. By making it standard practice to better understand and document 

the nature and causes of gambling-related crime on a case-by-case basis, these 

offenders can be channelled into the appropriate avenues of the legal system. While it 

may be necessary to incarcerate perpetrators of repeated or particularly serious 

offences (e.g., involving significant breaches of trust, strong violence, or excessive 

amounts of money) for the purpose of general deterrence, emphasising rehabilitation 

for minor and first-time offenders may reduce recidivism and the social costs of 

gambling in the long term. Additionally, the mere act of more thorough 

documentation of the circumstances of gambling-related crime would aid significantly 

in clarifying the factors which contribute to gambling-related crime and unifying the 

literature as it expands in future. 

Given that the gambling-crime relationship may be mediated by a range of 

other factors (Granero et al., 2015), it would also be valuable in both legal and 

empirical investigations to screen perpetrators for demographic, emotional and 

psychopathological traits that are believed to be associated with gambling-related 

crime (e.g. education, antisocial personality, drug use). Identification of such factors 

may have a dual effect, by helping to determine which gamblers may be more 
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receptive to rehabilitative efforts (within the legal system) and contributing to the 

identification of patterns or typologies (such as the clusters identified by Granero et 

al., 2015) of individuals who commit gambling-related crimes across the literature at 

large. 

Gambling-related criminal activities are also a concern within the clinical 

domain. The DSM-5 (American Psychological Association, 2013) notably omitted the 

“illegal acts” diagnostic criterion for gambling disorder that was present in its fourth 

edition. Consequently, the commission of crimes such as forgery, fraud, theft or 

embezzlement to obtain funds to gamble or pay gambling debts is no longer 

considered a symptom of the disorder. There has been some controversy over this 

decision. Researchers and clinicians who supported the DSM-IV-TR’s criteria 

(American Psychological Association, 2000) have suggested that the illegal acts item 

had significant clinical utility (Rash & Petry, 2016), for example, as an indicator of 

greater severity of a gambling disorder. In contrast, studies have demonstrated that 

removal of this criterion resulted in minimal impact upon the actual prevalence rates 

of problem gambling. For example, Stinchfield, McCready, Turner, Jimenez-Murcia, 

et al., (2016) reported that in an analysis of a number of data sets, the criterion’s 

removal did not alter the GD diagnostic status in four of eight datasets, four sets each 

showed one or two individual no longer diagnosed with GD. These authors found that 

only five individuals (out of 3,247 within eight datasets) lost their GD status when 

evaluated with DSM-5 criteria compared to DSM-IV-TR criteria. Furthermore, 

Ledgerwood, Weinstock, Morasco, and Petry (2007) found that endorsement of the 

illegal offences item was associated with more severe gambling problems. Therefore, 

while the extant literature suggests that its elimination from the DSM was prudent, 

attention to the commission of illegal acts by gambler is valuable to clinicians, as a 
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qualifier of gambling severity when evaluating individual problem gambling cases. 

 It is also noteworthy that the illegal acts item primarily accounts for non-

violent offences (e.g., embezzlement, fraud), and not potential violent offending. This 

oversight underscores the present review’s findings that violent gambling-related 

crimes are relatively unexamined, and that violent offenders may represent a 

particularly severe subset of gamblers (e.g., Rudd & Thomas, 2016). Further, it 

reinforces the importance of adopting a person-centred approach when dealing with 

problem gamblers. While the illegal acts item may not be diagnostic of problem 

gambling in and of itself, it can therefore also serve as a valuable indicator of a 

gambler’s need for and prospects of rehabilitation. 

Summary 

In sum, the current review provides evidence that gambling-related crime 

typically takes the form of income-generating, non-violent offences. However, recent 

studies have also indicated that problem gamblers may commit violent crimes at a 

higher rate than expected, and potentially at a similar rate to non-violent offences, and 

these prevalence rates may have been disguised by deliberate and inadvertent under-

reporting of gambling-related crimes. Although it is possible to speculate on the 

causes of these offences based on non-violent gambling-related crimes, there is an 

overall lack of research that specifically investigates this domain. However, the role 

of factors such as antisocial personality, impulsiveness and drug use that appear to 

correlate with the commission of violent crimes by gamblers, warrant future 

investigation. The uncertainty about the causal relationship between problem 

gambling and violent crime therefore highlights the need to carefully evaluate 

individuals who commit gambling-related crime on a case-by-case basis, accounting 

for their unique histories and criminal profiles. Such comprehensive consideration of 
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individual histories will permit appraisal of the likely cause for their criminal activity, 

and a greater focus on rehabilitation, rather than strict incarceration, of gambling-

related offenders. 
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Table 1: Descriptive data on types of crime reported in 21 reviewed articles 

  

Source  Data 

collection 

Gambli

ng + 

illegal 

act  

Gambli

ng + 

domesti

c 

violence  

Gambli

ng + 

violence  

Gambling + 

illegally 

obtaining 

money  

Non-

gambli

ng 

related 

offense

s 

The 

Relationship 

between 

Legal 

Gambling 

and Crime 

in Alberta 

Populatio

n survey  

-15,166 

individual

s  

- 403 

problem 

gamblers 

29/403 

(7.2%) 

17/403 

(4.2%) 

 
253/403 

(6.2%) 

 

The 

Relationship 

between 

Legal 

Gambling 

and Crime 

in Alberta 

Police 

Reports 

-378 

gambling 

related  

 
21/378 

(33.9%) 

 
-18/378 

(29%) Fraud 

-17/378 

(27.4%) 

Theft under 

$5,000 

-5/378 (8.1%) 

Theft over 

$5,000 

-1/378 (1.6%) 

Break & enter  

 

Criminal 

Offenses in 

Gamblers 

Anonymous 

and Hospital 

Treated 

Clinical 

Sample  

306 

hospital 

and 

Gamblers 

180/306 

(59%) 

  
-21.57% 

embezzlement  

-6.54% 

misappropriati

on 

54/306 

(17.6%

) 
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Pathological 

Gamblers  

Anonymo

us 

subjects  

-5.23% break 

and enter 

-4.25% 

shoplifting 

-2.61% armed 

robbery 

-1.63% drug 

dealing 

-1.63% other 

Clinical 

features and 

treatment 

prognosis of 

pathological 

gamblers 

with and 

without 

recent 

gambling-

related 

illegal 

behavior. 

Clinical 

sample 

27.3% 
  

writing bad 

checks 

(19.0%, n = 

44), stealing 

(5.2%, n = 

12), 

unauthorized 

use of a credit 

card (4.8%, n 

= 11), forgery 

(2.6%, n = 6), 

or 

embezzlement 

(2.2%, n = 5). 

Gambling‐
related traffic 

violations 

(2.2%, n = 5) 

and parole or 

probation 

violations 

(0.4%, n = 1) 

were also 

reported.  

 

Pathological 

gambling 

and 

criminality 

Clinical 

sample 

77% 25.4% 
   

The 

Prevalence, 

Mental 

Health and 

Criminal 

Characterist

ics of 

Potential 

Problem 

Gamblers 

Clinical 

sample  

71.8% 
 

40.2% -17.5% 

Robbery, 

Extortion and 

Related 

Offences  

-8.7% break 

and enter 

-21% theft  
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in a 

Substance 

Using 

Treatment 

Seeking 

Population  

-1.7% 

Fraud              

    

             

          

The 

relationship 

of 

pathological 

gambling to 

criminality 

behavior in 

a sample of 

Polish male 

offenders 

Prison 

sample  

  
  

-Theft 7(23%) 

-Fraud 14 

(47%) 

-Forgery 9 

(30%) 

-

Counterfeiting 

11 (37%) 

-Robbery 2 

(7%) 

-Extortion 5 

(17%) 

 

Gambling 

and Problem 

Gambling 

among 

Recently 

Sentenced 

Male 

Prisoners in 

Four New 

Zealand 

Prisons 

Prison 

sample  

15% 
 

36% Burglary 

(7%), theft 

(4%), fraud 

(3%), 

robbery/arme

d robbery 

(3%), drug 

offence (1%) 

and car theft 

(1%).  

 

Gambling 

and Problem 

Gambling 

Among 

Recently 

Sentenced 

Women in 

New 

Zealand 

Prison 

Prison 

sample 

26% 
  

Fraud 14%, 

burglary 

(5%), 

shoplifting 

(3%), 

supplying or 

selling drugs 

(3%), theft 

(2%) and 

robbery (2%)  

 

Kuoppamäk

i 2014 

Examining 

Gambling-

Related 

Crime 

Police 

files  

  
 

14% 64% 
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Reports in 

the National 

Finnish 

Police 

Register 

The 

relationship 

of problem 

gambling to 

Criminal  

Police 

files  

  
  

77.4% 
 

 

                                     

Magnitude of offences (in dollar terms) 

 

Source Data 

Collection 

Method 

Average/ Median of offences  Average 

amount of 

Fraud 

offences  

Average 

amount of 

theft 

offences  

The Relationship 

between Legal 

Gambling and 

Crime in Alberta 

Police 

records  

 
$18,972 Under 

$5000- 

avg $898 

Over 

$5,000- 

avg 

$20,750 

Criminal Offenses 

in Gamblers 

Anonymous and 

Hospital Treated 

Pathological 

Gamblers  

Clinical 

sample 

Median = $A3,000  

Average = $A40,000          

  

Gambling and 

Problem Gambling 

among Recently 

Sentenced Male 

Prisoners in Four 

New Zealand 

Prisons 

Prison 

sample  

Three percent (11 men) indicated 

that the sum involved in gambling-

related offending exceeded 

NZ$50,000 and one of these men 

reported a total of NZ$750,000. A 

further two percent (seven men) 

reported sums ranging from 

NZ$20,001 to NZ$50,000, two 

percent NZ$10,001 to NZ$20,000 

and three percent less than 

NZ$10,000.  
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Gambling and 

Problem Gambling 

among Recently 

Sentenced Male 

Prisoners in Four 

New Zealand 

Prisons 

 
Median = NZ$13,500  

                 

             

          

  

Problem gambling 

and property 

offences: an 

analysis of court 

files 

 
Average =      

$AU73,800  

                 

             

          

  

 

Characteristics of those who commit crimes vs those who don't (related to gender, 

age, marriage, economic status 

 

Source  Data 

collection 

method  

Age Gender Education Race  Income  Marriage 

Antisocial 

Personality 

Disorder 

and 

Pathological 

Gambling  

Clinical 

sample  

Gambling-

related 

crimes 

committed 

Mean = 

20.5 

     

Criminal 

Offences in 

Gamblers 

Anonymous 

and Hospital 

Treated 

Pathological 

Gamblers  

Clinical 

sample 

Gambling-

related 

crimes 

committed 

Mean = 

26.45 

     

A study of 

the 

connection 

between 

gambling 

and crime in 

Prison 

sample  
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Hungarian 

prisons 
 

Clinical 

Features and 

Treatment 

Prognosis of 

Pathological 

Gamblers 

With and 

Without 

Recent 

Gambling‐
Related 

Illegal 

Behavior 

 

Clinical 

sample  

Mean w/ 

illegal act 

= 41.9 

 

Mean 

w/out 

illegal act 

= 46 

w/ 

illegal 

act  

-men = 

61.9% 

-

women 

= 

38.1% 

 

w/out 

illegal 

act  

-men = 

52.4% 

-

women 

= 

47.6% 

w/ illegal 

act  

-high 

school or 

lower = 

3.2% 

-high 

school 

graduate 

= 38.1% 

Some 

college or 

more = 

58.7% 

 

w/out 

illegal act  

--high 

school or 

lower = 

9.5% 

-high 

school 

graduate 

= 25.6% 

Some 

college or 

more = 

64.9% 

w/ illegal 

act  

-white = 

84.1 

-African 

American 

= 7.9% 

-Hispanic 

= 1.6% 

-Asian =  

1.6% 

Other = 

4.8% 

 

w/out 

illegal act 

-white = 

84.5% 

-African 

American 

= 8.9% 

-Hispanic 

=  

.6% 

-Asian =  

.6% 

Other = 

.6%  

w/ illegal 

act  

Median = 

37,000 

 

w/out 

illegal act  

Median = 

38,500 

w/ illegal act 

-single = 

30.2% 

-married = 

33.3% 

-Divorced = 

33.3% 

-widowed = 

3.2% 

 

w/out illegal 

act  

-single = 28% 

-married = 

44% 

-Divorced = 

22.6% 

-widowed = 

5.4% 

Contribution 

of Illegal 

Acts to 

Pathological 

Gambling 

Diagnosis: 

DSM-5 

Implications 

Clinical 

sample  

     
w/ illegal act 

-

single/widowed 

= 44% 

 

w/out illegal 

act  

-

single/widowed 

= 32.3% 

Gambling 

disorder-

related 

illegal acts: 

Regression 

Clinical 

sample  
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model of 

associated 

factors  

Gambling 

and Problem 

Gambling 

among 

Recently 

Sentenced 

Male 

Prisoners in 

Four New 

Zealand 

Prisons  

                 

             

          

Prison 

sample  

w/problem 

gambling   

-17-25 = 

49% 

-26-35 = 

34% 

-36+ = 

17% 

 

w/out 

problem 

gambling  

-17-25 = 

42% 

-26-35 = 

29% 

-36+ = 

30% 

   
w/problem 

gambling   

-employed 

= 47% 

-

unemployed 

= 46% 

-student = 

6% 

-other = 1% 

 

w/out 

problem 

gambling  

-employed 

= 58% 

-

unemployed 

= 29% 

-student = 

7% 

-other = 6% 

 

Problem 

gambling 

and property 

offences: an 

analysis of 

court files 

Court 

files 

44.4% = 

under 30 

42.9% = 

30-49 

14.3% 

= 

female 

 

85.7% 

= male  

At least 

10th 

grade = 

69.8% 
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        Figure 1: Flowchart of Literature Review  

Sources found from databases: (n = 102227) 

 
PsycINFO (n = 370) Oxford Journals (n = 0) 
Westlaw AU (n = 1620) PubMed (n = 252) 
Heinonline (n = 93112) Scopus (n = 657) 
Kluwer Law Journal (n = 838) Medline (n = 113) 
Legal Source via EBSCO (n = 

869) 
 

Legal Trac via Gale (n = 4369)  

  

 

 
Sources kept for further review: (n = 128) 

 
PsycINFO (n = 37) Oxford Journals (n = 0) 
Westlaw AU (n = 31) PubMed (n = 12) 
Heinonline (n = 1) Scopus (n = 27) 
Kluwer Law Journal (n = 0) Medline (n = 14) 
Legal Source via EBSCO (n = 5)  
Legal Trac via Gale (n = 1)  

  

 

 

 Duplicates excluded: (n = 31) 

Sources meeting criteria: (n = 21) 
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