
High 
Stakes: 
The Overlap of 
Problem Gambling 
and Substance Use

Trevor Moffitt 
Transylvania University 
 

 
 

Mark Huggins 
Voices of Hope 
 

 
 



Disclaimers
 
 
Generative AI was was used for this project including ChatGPT (August 2025) and 
NoteBookLM (August 2025). These models were used for summarizing, suggesting and 
editing language, organizing, and image creation. All citations are included in this 
presentation. 
 
 
All images in this presentation are being shared for educational purposes. 
 
 
The presenters have no conflicts of interest to disclose. 



Content Warning
 
This presentation will discuss: 
 
- Gambling and betting activities 
- Emotional, mental, financial, and physical consequences of gambling 

- Includes suicide, suicidal ideation, depression 
- Substance use disorder and related outcomes 



Mark Huggins Trevor Moffitt

Meet Your Presenters

Voices of Hope Transylvania University 



How would you define “gambling” to a 

friend or family member who had never 

gambled?



Gambling Overview - Definition

So what is “gambling?” 
 
Gambling -  
1) wagering or risking something of 

value  
2) on an uncertain outcome 
3) with intent to gain something of 

value 
 
So what would be some examples of 
this? 

Image: Google Gemini (2025)



Gambling vs. Betting

Gambling 

- Typically based on chance or luck 

- You might know the odds of 

winning, but you have little control 

over them 

- Examples: 

- Lotteries 

- Slots 

- Roulette 

Betting 

- Some perception of skill or knowledge 
that can affect the outcome 

- Usually involves making predictions 
around certain events 

- Examples: 

- Betting on sports game 

- Picking a horse at the races 

- Betting a friend on who will win a game 

Technically… ‘gambling’ and ‘betting’ are not the same thing

We may use the two terms interchangeably.



Gambling Overview - Types
Lots of types of gambling: 
- Lotteries (PowerBall, 50/50) 
- Instant lotteries (scratch-offs) 
- Bingo 
- Betting on pool or another game 
- Card games 
- Sports betting 
- Casino games (slots, Keno) 
- Internet gambling 
- Mobile apps (‘casinos’, ‘slots’) 
- Dice games 

Image: Google Gemini (2025)



Gambling Overview - Lotteries
Lotteries are the most common form of 
gambling in the US: 
- Lotteries (PowerBall, 50/50) 
- Instant lotteries (scratch-offs) 

 
 
The “Commonwealth” portion funds 
education programs, mostly 
scholarships 

Image: Kentucky Lottery (2025)



Gambling Overview - Casinos

Dissociation: 
- State of deep immersion where 

you lose grip with reality, lose 
track of time, narrowed attention 
(Korvuo et al., 2023) 

 
 
Casinos employ strategies to increase 
dissociation or temporal confusion 
- Some removal of clocks 
- Few windows 
- Engaging graphics 



Gambling Overview - Sports Betting
Sports betting has exploded over the last 5 
years with mobile app access (ESPN, 2025) 
 
- Totals in bets up 22.2% in 2024 from 

year prior (~$150B in bets) 
 

- 30% of all gaming revenue came from 
digital sources (includes more than 
sports betting) 

 
Direct-to-consumer advertisements 
continue, though TV ads are slowing 
compared to height in 2021 (down 44% by 
2024) 

American Gaming Association (2025)



Gambling Overview - Policy and Legalization

Professional and Amateur Sports 
Protection Act of 1992 prohibited sports 
gambling outside of Nevada* 

2018 - Murphy v National Collegiate Athletic 
Association allows states to choose to 
leaglize sports gambling  

Now 40 states have legalized sports 
betting 

Sports Betting over the years has become 
more favorable and more prevalent. 

*limited gambling allowed in Delaware, Montana, Oregon American Gaming Association (2025)



Gambling Overview - Policy and Legalization

Sports Betting over the years has become 
more favorable and more prevalent. 

Sports Betting advertising has become 
increasingly penetrative in the market 

 

The types of sports betting is changing, 
too. 

“It makes sports betting much more like a 
slot machine or a lottery ticket.” - Dr. 
Rachel Volberg (Schweitzer, 2025) 

Image: Harris Poll (2023) 

*limited gambling allowed in Delaware, Montana, Oregon



How many people are doing this?
Estimates for gambling and betting are somewhat tough to 
estimate… 
 
2024 AGA Report*:  
- 55% of all adult Americans participated in some form of 

gambling 
- 28% gambled at a physical casino 
- 21% placed a sports bet 

 
2025 Siena University Report*: 
- 48% of men 18-49 have an account with an online sportsbook  

*American Gaming Association (2024)



Gambling 
& The 
Brain



Gambling and the Brain
How do our brains react to gambling materials, 
situations, opportunities (i.e., stimuli)? 
 
- Gambling-relevant stimulus response  

- Dopamine and prefrontal cortex 
stimulation when presented with 
stimulus  

- These areas related to visual 
processing, emotion-motivation, and 
attention control 

 
- Executive control and response inhibition 

- Sympathetic nervous system 
response to gambling situation 

- Testing impulse control (right) 
Image: Gaillard F, Knipe H, Middle frontal gyrus. Reference article, 
Radiopaedia.org (Accessed on 06 Oct 2025) 
https://doi.org/10.53347/rID-47087



Gambling and Dopamine

So basically as we win more, we 
get addicted to the win? Not 
quite… 
 
When addiction develops, “the 
action is the juice” 
 
In other words, the uncertainty 
of winning while playing is what 
excites and stimulates the brain 
pushing towards addiction. 



Near Misses
All misses are created equal, but are they presented equal? 
 
Suppose I present you with a chance to gamble. 

Scenario 1:  
 

Odds are 1 in 10,000 that you win 
$1,000, you want to play? 

 
 
 Result: Nope. You lost 

Scenario 2:  
 

Odds are 1 in 10,000, you have to match 
3 numbers right from 1-20. 

 
 
 Result: You matched 2 numbers 

and were only 1 away on the 3rd! 

How are these two 
scenarios different? 



Gambling and Dopamine
Individuals at risk for GD (including 
active GD) respond to near misses 
differently! 
 
- Dopamine pathways are more 

active for these individuals 
during near misses compared 
to those with no addiction 

 
Even without addiction potential, 
near misses keep us in the game. 
 

As cited in HealthMatch (2022) 



Gambling and Dopamine
Dopamine is released in gambling 
wins, and we are at risk for building 
tolerance. 
 
- This would lead to wanting to 

bet more to get the same 
excitement. 

 
However, dopamine in at-risk 
individuals is:  
- increasingly released pre-result 
- decreasingly released 

post-result 
As cited in HealthMatch (2022) 



So when does gambling become a 
problem?  

 
How might you recognize that a peer 

you are working with is struggling 
with gambling? 



Problem Gambling vs. Gambling 
Disorder
Problem gambling - meeting some criteria towards “Gambling Disorder” 
 
National Council on Problem Gambling uses 4 criteria (meet any #): 
 
1) Restlessness or irritability when trying to cut down / stop gambling 

2) Lying to hide gambling 

3) Betting larger amounts or with more money to feel same excitement 

4) Financial issues with gambling, needing others to cover debts 



Problem Gambling vs. Gambling Disorder

Figure: NCPG (2024)



DSM-5-TR Criteria for Gambling Disorder

1) Preoccupation with gambling 

2) Need to gamble with increasing amounts 
of money to achieve excitement 

3) Unsuccessful attempts to stop or control 
gambling 

4) Restlessness or irritability when 
attempting to stop gambling 

5) Gambling as an escape from problems or 
negative mood 

6) Chasing losses 

7) Lying to conceal extent of gambling 
involvement or losses 

8) Risking or losing important opportunities 
due to gambling 

9) Relying on others to cover losses and 
debts related to gambling 

10) Committing illegal acts related to 
gambling 

4-5 = Mild 6-7 = Moderate 8-9 = Severe

BUT FIRST! 



Why is 
Gambling 

Disorder in 
the DSM 

such a big 
deal? Image: Psychiatry Online 



DSM-5-TR Criteria for Gambling Disorder

1) Preoccupation with gambling 

2) Need to gamble with increasing amounts 
of money to achieve excitement 

3) Unsuccessful attempts to stop or control 
gambling 

4) Restlessness or irritability when 
attempting to stop gambling 

5) Gambling as an escape from problems or 
negative mood 

6) Chasing losses 

7) Lying to conceal extent of gambling 
involvement or losses 

8) Risking or losing important opportunities 
due to gambling 

9) Relying on others to cover losses and 
debts related to gambling 

10) Committing illegal acts related to 
gambling 

4-5 = Mild 6-7 = Moderate 8-9 = Severe



How many people meet criteria for 
Gambling Disorder (GD)?
Estimates for GD are variable and unspecific due in part to: 

- Differences in screening instruments 

- Differences in access to gambling opportunities (geographically) 

- Differences in cultural acceptability  

 

U.S. Adult Prevalence for Gambling Disorder: ~1-3%  

 

Compare this to prevalence of SUD: ~17% 

 



Risk Factors for GD
Risk factors for GD include: 
 
- Being male (esp. young male) 
- Low education level 
- Lower SES  
- Unemployment 
- Financial struggles 
- Parents and/or close relatives who gamble 
- Cultural acceptance of gambling 
- History of trauma exposure 
- Substance use 
- Psychiatric diagnoses 

Image: Google Gemini (2025)



Outcomes Associated with GD
Suicide and Suicidal Ideation:  
 

- Strong association between 
disordered gambling and 
suicidality (5.12x the odds)  

 
- Community samples w/GD: 

2-57% have attempted suicide 
 

- Clinical samples w/GD: 7-30% 
have attempted suicide 

 
- Function of indebtedness (money 

loss) and shame (Marionneau, 
2022)  



Other Outcomes Associated with GD
Financial Problems and Bankruptcy 
 
 
Social and other Life Impairment 

- Relationships 
- Employment 
- Pursuit of hobbies/career 

 
 
Legal and Criminal Issues 
 
 

Comorbidities 
- SUD 
- Personality disorders 
- Compulsive behaviors and 

addictions 
 
Physical Health Concerns 

- Poor sleep 
- Association with higher-risk 

behaviors (poor diet, low 
engagement in exercise) 

- Higher rates of other 
conditions (obesity, cirrhosis) 



Perspective from GD Lived Experience 



Prevention and Programming for GD
 
 
Only 7-12% of individuals with GD seek treatment or 12-step 

meetings 
 
 
 

~⅓ of individuals with GD recovery naturally 
 

(Slutske, 2006) 



Prevention and Programming for GD
12-step programming - Gamblers 
Anonymous 
 
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is effective for 
GD, but rolling this out is tricky. 
 
- Low rate of treatment seeking for GD 

(~10%) 
 

- High drop-out rate for in-person 
treatment (39.1%)  

 
Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy shows 
promise  

Image: Right Choice Recovery NJ )2025)



Medications for GD
Medication options for GD but none 
developed solely for gambling addiction 
 
Naltrexone (Ward et al., 2018): 
- Given to those meeting severe GD 
- Significant decreases in cravings to 

gamble 
- 60% abstinent from gambling  

 
Nalmefene (Grant et al., 2018) -  
- Reduced gambling frequency if 

dropouts were excluded 
- Higher discontinuation rates 

Image: Right Choice Recovery NJ )2025)



Preventing GD - Brief Intervention 
Some evidence for using Screening, Brief 
Intervention, Referral to Treatment (SBIRT) model 
with Gambling Disorder 
 
- Brief intervention → Motivational Interviewing 

sessions 
 
Educational programs and feedback to raise 
awareness and identify harmful behaviors earlier 
 
Removing barriers to support and treatment 
- Remote sessions 
- Self-guided work 

 
Responsible gambling measures - blocking access 

Image: Google Gemini (2025)



Preventing GD - Stigma Reduction

Figure: NCPG (2024)



GD and SUD
 
 

Let’s go back to the diagnostic criteria for 
GD… 



DSM-5-TR Criteria for Gambling Disorder

1) Preoccupation with gambling 

2) Need to gamble with increasing amounts 
of money to achieve excitement 

3) Unsuccessful attempts to stop or control 
gambling 

4) Restlessness or irritability when 
attempting to stop gambling 

5) Gambling as an escape from problems or 
negative mood 

6) Chasing losses 

7) Lying to conceal extent of gambling 
involvement or losses 

8) Risking or losing important opportunities 
due to gambling 

9) Relying on others to cover losses and 
debts related to gambling 

10) Committing illegal acts related to 
gambling 

4-5 = Mild 6-7 = Moderate 8-9 = Severe



Similarities of GD and SUD

Both work on 
dopamine pathways 

in mesolimbic 
reward system 

Impulsivity, negative 
affect, trauma 

Seeking relief from 
distress or other 

issues 

Common genetic 
vulnerability 

Wanting more of the 
activity or substance 

Underlying 
Vulnerabilities Heritable Risk

Neurobiology Escaping or 
Coping Cravings



GD and SUD

Suicidality is high for GD compared to general public, but not as high as SUD  
 
- Estimates for suicide attempts among individuals with GD ~17-24% 

- Same estimates for individuals with SUD ~32-40% (Athey et al., 2025) 
 
SUD can exacerbate suicidality and ideation in individuals with GD, among other outcomes 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lifetime SUD in 
individuals with 

problem gambling 

Individuals with SUD 
meeting gambling 
disorder diagnosis 

Individuals with SUD 
meeting 1 criteria for 

GD (i.e., at-risk) 

18-50% 17% 23%

Armoon et al., 2023 



Recovery from Gambling Disorder
Recovery from GD has been characterized by: (Mansueto, 2024) 
 
- Overcoming cognitive distortions 

- Building up recovery capital vs. keepting distortions (i.e., ‘optimism about 
winning) 

 
- Empowerment and commitment 

- Being an active agent (i.e., internal locus of control) 
- Building new goals finding meaning vs. killing time to be distracted 

 
- Mental wellbeing  

- Relief from negative emotions (e.g., depression, anxiety) 
 
- Material and social wellbeing 

- Resolving problems caused by problem gambling 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