
The Maryland Center of 

Excellence on Problem Gambling

Problem Gambling and the Military

Loreen Rugle, PhD, ICGC-II, BACC
Maryland Center of Excellence on Problem Gambling

University of Maryland
Lrugle@som.umaryland.edu



The Maryland Center of 

Excellence on Problem Gambling

Learning Objectives
• Participants will be able to: 

–Estimate extent of problem gambling among active 

duty and veteran populations based on available 

research

–Identify risk factors for gambling disorder among 

military and veteran populations

–Identify treatment issues for military and veterans 

addressing gambling problems

NOVEMBER is 

Veterans Awareness Month
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WHY UNDERSTAND  MILITARY CULTURE 

 Veterans will identify with military culture after their service 

 Each service has its own culture

 Not just a job, a way of life

 Tradition

 Purpose

 Values and identities continue to be critical and important 

 Each Veteran will have their unique story –  context of the Veteran’s 
experience 

 Develop therapeutic alliance 

 Understanding the perspective  and context of Veteran mental health 
conditions  

 Improved treatment planning

 Appreciation for military service
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Record Review of all Active Duty Service Members (Garvey-

Wilson et al., 2021)

• Service members who visited an MTF within 

30 miles of a gambling venue were six times 

more likely to be diagnosed with a gambling 

disorder compared with Service members 

visiting MTFs greater than 30 miles away.

• Risk factors consistent with other studies of 

military and civilian populations:

• Male, racial minority (Asian, Black), 

previously married, enlisted, co-occurring 

MH or SUD

• Likely under reporting of gambling Disorder as 

with other studies based on “real” clinical 

assessment or actual clinical data
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Garvey-Wilson et al, 2021

• When close MTF 

proximity was 

combined with a 

history of a MH or 

SUD, the overall 

risk increased by 

200%.



Maryland Department of

Veterans Affairs – 2022 

Annual Report
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WOMEN VETERANS
• Women Veterans are younger 

• Among women Veterans returning from OEF/OIF:

o58% between 20-29

• Leave service early in their military careers:

oBalancing career and family

oPerceived lack of advancement opportunity

oSexual assault and harassment

o40% of military women on active duty have 

children

oTwice as likely to be a single parent  (14.7%) 

oDivorce rate 3 times higher for women
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According to 2017 GAO Report:

• July 2016: 3141 slot machines on 
overseas US military bases 
(doubled since 2001 report)

• 2011-2015: Slots generated $539 
million in revenue, averaging 
$108 million per year. 

• Low rates of screening for GD 
among active duty 
servicemembers is likely leading 
to underreporting and 
undiagnosed individuals with 
gambling problems. 
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National Defense Authorization Act:  CRITICAL 

POINTS

All assessments for Addiction and Mental Health issues 
with Military Personnel and Veterans should require 
assessing for Problem Gambling issues. (NDAA 2019)

Problem Gambling can be a significant Co-Occurring 
Disorder issue and should be considered in all individuals 
with Depression, PTSD and TBI assessments and screens

Military Health coverage should be included for this issue. 
In addition, more research is needed relative to the 
incidence of problem gambling in the military.
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• Gambling and Military Service (Van der Mass & Nower, 2021) NJ epidemiological 

study of extent of gambling and problem gambling – comparison of adults 

with military experience to those without.

–Problem gambling scores more than double for those with military 

experience

–Relationship between problem gambling scores and military service 

significantly stronger for women than men
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• Gambling and Military Service (Van der Mass & Nower, 2021.

–Active Duty greater weekly participation in:

• Online gambling

• Lottery

• EGM

• Sports Betting

–Nearly 20X suicidal ideation compared with Non-Military: 

–Among all with military service problem gambling scores 

associated with suicidal ideation, tobacco use and substance 

use problems
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Gambling among US Veterans and National Guard

• National Guard Study (Gallaway et al., 2019):  8% met criteria 
for problem gambling. Male identity positively associated with 
risk for PG.  

• A national survey of U.S. Veterans found that approximately 
2.2% screened positive for   at-risk or pathological gambling 
(Stefanovics, Potenza, & Pietrzak, 2017)

• 4.2% of Iraq/Afghanistan Veterans exhibit at-risk or probable 
pathological gambling (Whiting et al., 2016)

• 8.1% of active military personnel exhibit life-time GD/problem 
gambling (Bray et al., 1999)
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Study: Screening for Gambling Disorder in VA Primary 

Care Setting
(Kraus et al., 2018)

• Assessed GD among Veterans seeking mental health services in 

Primary Care Behavioral Health at the Bedford VAMC using BBGS

• 85 (32.7%) reported gambling within the past 12 months. 

• The prevalence of at-risk/problem gambling for the full sample is 

1.9%. 

• Relatively low positive screen rate consistent with rates found in 

non-veteran populations screened as part of actual clinical practice
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Money Spent on Gambling

• Of those who spent $100 (n=15) or more a month, 2 endorsed 1 

BBGS question, 11 did not endorse any of the 3 BBGS items, and 2 

were not screened.

• Of those who did not endorse any of the BBGS items, 3 Veterans 

reported high amounts of spending per month ($1,000, $1,440, 

and $2,000).

• Of the two Veterans who were not screened with the BBGS, one 

reported spending $450 and the other reported spending $1,600 

in the past month.

11/8/2023
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• Risk factors for gambling addiction include individuals who are 

male, young, prone to risk taking/sensation seeking, use and 

abuse substances, experience stress, depression and PTSD--all 

issues known to be more likely among military personnel.

• Risk Factors (Steenbergh, 2008)
–Males

–Ethnic minority

–Low household income predicted frequent gambling

–Frequent binge drinking

–Physical fighting

–Cigarette smoking

–Tobacco chewing
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Military Factors

• Camaraderie

• Competition

• Tradition of gambling

• Boredom

• Loneliness

• Trauma

• Grief

• Availability

18
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Post Deployment and Post Separation for

 Service Critical Period

Post-deployment stressors most significantly 
related to problem gambling (Whiting et al, 2017)

Lack of structure

Lack of community/comraderie

Financial problems

Relationship problems

Physical/Emotional problems
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Gambling Disorder Consequences

–20% file for bankruptcy 

–50% current or lifetime substance abuse

–Veterans with gambling problems are 50% more likely to 

be homeless

–35% involved in domestic violence 

–40% of veterans seeking treatment for gambling report a 

suicide attempt

–Career and family impact
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Military and Finances

• CREDIT CARDS

• 91% of military families have at least one credit card, compared to only 
69% of civilians.

• Compared to 26% of civilians,36% have at least four credit cards

–41% of these have $5,000 or more in credit card debt, compared to 
only 28% of civilians.

–27% have $10,000 or more in credit card debt while only 16% of 
civilians do.

–10% have $20,000 or more in credit card debt, compared to 7% of 
civilians.

• Of respondents with at least one card in the last 12 months, only 25% of 
enlisted personnel always paid their credit card in full, compared with 
41% of civilians. 

https://www.consumercredit.com/credit-card-debt
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Military and Finances

• EMERGENCY FUNDS

• Only 50% of military respondents reported that they had set aside funds 

sufficient to cover expenses for three months in case of emergency.

• 52% of enlisted personnel and 32% of officers reported not saving at all.
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PROTECT

WHAT Y0U HAVE

EARNED
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Army Financial Help Resources
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Marine Corp Resources
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Marine Corp Resources
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Marine Corp Financial Resources

http://www.mccscp.com/money
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Maryland Department of

Veterans Affairs – 2022 Annual Report
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Co-Occurring Disorders
Veterans with gambling problems have co-occurring 
disorders that include
•  intimate partner violence 

• post-traumatic stress disorder

• substance use disorder

• depression

• Suicide

“The ready availability of  gambling opportunities for those in the 
military, coupled with a lack of  treatment options, screening, and 
prevention programs, and the military’s elevated rates of  
[disordered] gambling necessitate greater attention to the problem.” 
(Emshoff et al., 2010)
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Co-Occurring Disorders

• Depression among problem 

gambling veterans has been as high 

as 71%. 
(Whiting et al., 2016)

• Those with GD and PTSD preferred 

non-strategic games (Grubbs et al., 

2023)

• Suicide attempts reported by 40% 

of  veterans seeking treatment for 

gambling. 
(Kausch, 2003) 

VHA patients using 
mental health 
services were 
significantly 
underdiagnosed 
and undertreated 
for gambling 
problems.
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NATIONAL VETERAN SUICIDE 

PREVENTION ANNUAL REPORT 2022
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Maryland Department of

Veterans Affairs – 2022 Annual Report
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BARRIERS TO TREATMENT

• Approximately 60% of the military personnel who 
experience mental health problems do not seek help, yet 
many of them could benefit from professional treatment.

• The value placed on the actions of the group to achieve 
military objectives above all else.

• Requirement for operational readiness through good health, 
conflicts with the direct availability of mental health care.

• Reporting requirements – Relinquish weapons
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Connecting Gambling to Trauma Symptoms:  

Gambling as Solution to Trauma

• You have survived trauma, what has helped you manage this 

experience?  

• What has helped you live with painful feelings?

• How do you manage your stress today?

• What activities help you feel safe or reduce anxiety?  

Gambling?

• What do you do if you have a nightmare?
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Problem Gambling as Solution

• Gambling as “undoing”

• Cure for Guilt and Shame

• Money = Invulnerability

• Re-enactment

• Dissociation and sense of safety

• Intensity and “Aliveness”
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Marine Corp Financial Resources

• http://www.mccscp.com/money
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• Correlation between first 

person shooter (FPS) video 

game play and PTSD (Grant 

et al., 2018)

• Use of FPS game play to 

cope with symptoms of 

PTSD (Elliot et al., 2015)

• Tetris found helpful in 

treatment of PTSD (2020)

New Technologies:  New Problems – 

New Solutions
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Video gaming used for 

–Adaptive Coping

•Distraction

•Control

•Symptom Substitution

–Eudaimonic Well Being

•Confidence

• Insight

•Role functioning

–Socializing

•Participation

•Support

•Camraderie

However

• Vets also reported concern 

about excessive gameplay 

leading to life problems or 

feeling addicted.

• Some veterans with 

disabilities felt advantages of 

extreme play outweighed 

those problems

Colder Carras et al., 2018

New Technologies:  New Problems – 

New Solutions
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• Stack Up and Overwatch Program (Stackup.org)
–Formal volunteer- driven crisis intervention program in an online gaming 

setting

–Combines virtual gaming communities, veterans’ mental health 

community and community-based peer support

–“Veterans are our Mission.  Gaming is our Passion.”

New Technologies:  New Problems – 

New Solutions
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Resources

• Cleveland DVAMC Gambling Treatment Program

• www.consumercredit.com/financial-education/military-

veterans/

• MilitaryGambleSafe.org – a dedicated website for active military 

and veterans

• Documentary - Glenn’s Gamble: A Marine’s Battle for Gambling 

Addiction Recovery (a link to video also provided on 

militarygamblesafe.org) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PMLnKO52kz0&t=70s

• Free awareness materials from the Center at no cost (including 

a copy of the Documentary).  An order form for Awareness 

Materials will be included with the Certificate of Attendance.

http://www.consumercredit.com/financial-education/military-veterans/
http://www.consumercredit.com/financial-education/military-veterans/
https://militarygamblesafe.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PMLnKO52kz0&t=70s
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