
Esports: a new risk for gambling harm 
 
Marchica and colleagues (2021) researched the health impact of an ‘emerging gambling 
activity’, with its growing support by adolescents. They noted esports betting, where players 
bet on the outcomes of organised video gaming competitions, had to date limited research 
on its relationship with youth mental health, and on problem gambling and problem video 
gaming. N=1,348 with a median age of 14.7 years, two-thirds being male, responded that 
n=263 (20%) had bet on esports over the past year.  
As with gambling, they noted video gaming can meet a level of a mental disorder (WHO ICD-
11; DSM5 as a behaviour of interest) and has been found to co-exist with other mental health 
disorders, such as depression, anxiety, sleep problems, substance problems, and aggression 
(Mills et al, 2020).  
They also noted gaming developers are ‘increasingly introducing gambling-like elements into 
video games’ with loot boxes feeling like gambling to players and these being significantly 
correlated with problem gambling severity and possibly moving from these to gambling with 
money (Zendle & Meyer, 2019; Zendle, 2020). Esports is, however, regarded as outside of 
playing video games and not restricted to video gamers, and its relationship to sports betting 
suggests that esports betters can perceive they have skills, knowledge and analysis that will 
increase their ability to win.   
The authors also considered that gamers may have an added incentive to winning from their 
knowledge of the game, and that distorted perceptions can be similar in both problem 
gambling and problem gaming. However, the link between mental health and esports was 
previously unexplored. The authors sought also to compare increased gambling intensity and 
video gaming intensity with internalised problems (e.g. depression, anxiety, low self-esteem) 
and externalised problems (e.g. conduct problems, AD/HD).  
Those gamers who played more intensively, similar to sports followers, were found to be 
more likely to gamble.  
The authors found esports were correlated with other gambling, and with both problem 
gambling and problem video gaming. Problem video gaming was also connected to both 
internalised (e.g. depression) and externalised (conduct) problems. Those who gambled on 
the ‘novel’ form of gambling, esports, were more likely to be experiencing problems with their 
video gaming, but that their mental health problems were more likely to be due to their video 
gaming rather than their esports gambling. They acknowledged that the pathway of the 
problems may be blurred because of the overlap between problems arising from video games 
and esports betting. They hypothesised that those who played video games intensively may 
have a distorted perception of their ability to win at esports, as do many gamblers who are 
sports players with sports gambling.  
They were also concerned that those who gamble on esports are younger, and the rapidly 
growing market for this gambling, suggests that adolescents comprise an at-risk group for this 
novel form of gambling. Surprisingly, gambling-like behaviours within video games were more 
associated with problem video game playing rather than problem gambling, and that 
treatments for those affected by esports gambling problems may require assessment and 
treatment tailored more towards problem video gaming than towards problem gambling. 
 
The ‘take home’ message 
This research reflects the growing concern of the overlap between gambling and video game 
problems, and the difficulty in identifying the pathway when adolescents develop a problem 



with either, or apparently possibly often, with both. Young people have been low help-
seekers for help when experiencing gambling problems, even less than the few adults who do 
so. When associated with video games or esports, this number of adolescents may be growing 
as substantial numbers may follow gaming when compared with those adolescents who 
participate in non-gaming or mainstream gambling. The above research also noticed that, in 
the UK, ‘17% of adolescents under the age of 16 followed Twitter accounts focussed on 
esports betting’.  
The slow awareness of this (esports) gambling risk through this novel gaming/gambling 
overlap, and the low help-seeking by those affected, suggests the need for proactive action 
by those charged with gambling harm minimising rather than await belated help-seeking after 
harm has occurred. This may require the harm-minimising workforce to develop video-
gambling harm strategies, target awareness-raising of these adolescents, rather than 
perceive gambling-like behaviours within gaming to be unrelated to historical gambling, and 
‘be late to the starting post’. 
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