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Suicide Attempts in Gambling Disorder

To the Editor: Gambling disorder
(GD) is a common mental health
condition affecting 0.4%—2.4% of the
population.! There is concern about the
link between GD and suicidality.>?

In a subset of data from the National
Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and
Related Conditions, 18.3% of people
with probable lifetime GD had at least
1 lifetime suicide attempt.* In an
analysis of medical records from

141 individuals diagnosed with GD
attending an addiction recovery
outpatient unit in Japan, 12.1% had a
history of 1 or more suicide attempt(s).®
In people with GD attending treatment
in Australia, questionnaire data
indicated that 9.7% had a history of 1 or
more suicide attempt(s).® Using a large
sample (1,112) of treatment-seeking
adults with GD in Spain, 6.7% of the
sample reported a history of 1 or more
suicide attempt(s).” A prior study by
Hodgins et al® in a community sample
of 101 people with gambling problems
found that 33% of the study participants
reported a suicide attempt in the past,
but only 7% reported a suicide attempt
due to gambling. Much of the literature
has explored history of suicidality and
current GD cross-sectionally (ie, is not
able to account for whether prior suicide
attempt[s] were due to GD).

Methods

We conducted a detailed analysis of
226 treatment-seeking individuals
with GD who had taken part in
clinical trials (pharmacologic and
psychotherapeutic) conducted at our
research units in the United States.
Individuals were diagnosed with GD
using the Structured Clinical Interview
for GD.° Additionally, we performed a
detailed retrospective analysis of
written clinical assessments and
medical record reviews. All trials had
included details regarding any suicide
attempts, the timing of the attempts
(as well as the timing of when
gambling started and when the
participant met criteria for GD),

potential triggers leading to the
attempts, lethality of attempts, and
need for treatment post-attempt. Dates
of data collection were 2008—2019.

Results

The individuals had a mean (SD) age
of 48 (11) years, 60% were female, and
87% were white-Caucasian racial-ethnic
background. We identified a history of
suicide attempt(s) due to gambling in
4 individuals (1.8% of the sample). Five
other individuals (2.2%) had lifetime
history of suicide attempt(s) not due to
gambling (4 were attributable to major
depressive disorder occurring prior to
onset of GD, and 1 was linked to
intoxication secondary to alcohol use
disorder occurring prior to onset of
GD). Overall history of suicide attempts
was thus 4.0%.

Discussion

Our sample had relatively lower
rates of lifetime suicide attempt(s)
than reported in some other studies.
The findings also raise the question as
to whether people interested in clinical
trial participation (or who are
treatment-seeking) may differ from
people with GD in the population at
large. Of course, any degree of
suicidality is highly concerning
clinically and also from a public and
personal perspective. For example, the
current sample involved people taking
part in clinical trials, and so certain
morbidities (eg, psychosis or current
suicide risk) would have been
exclusionary, meaning that the
findings may not generalize to people
with GD who do not seek treatment or
to those who have higher levels of
comorbidities. To more accurately
determine suicide rates in GD, it
would be necessary to undertake
large-scale analysis of coronial
records,'? since the literature to date
largely examined lifetime suicide
attempt(s) in people who did not die
by suicide to that point. To address
this challenge would require much
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more widespread awareness of GD as
a potential contributor to suicide
among key stakeholders (the

public, clinicians, and coroners),
documentation of the role of gambling
(and GD) on coronial records, and
analysis of such records.
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