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EDITORIAL NOTE

Avoiding use of stigmatising descriptors in gambling studies

The use of language in reference to individuals experiencing a mental health condition or 
physical disability can act, potentially inadvertently, to increase stigma and cause perso-
nal distress. Although often used as short-hand in referring to someone diagnosed with 
a disorder or disability, labeling someone (for example, as a ‘schizophrenic’, 
a ‘paraplegic’, a ‘drug abuser’, or a ‘disordered gambler’) conflates the individual with 
the condition. This creates the impression that a mental health disorder is a defining 
feature, characteristic, or stable trait of the individual. In many contexts, this is disre-
spectful and demeaning, and perpetuates personal and social marginalization. As a field, 
we must recognize the power of language and the potential for collective nouns that 
personify disorders to have negative impacts on the people to whom we are referring.

Gambling, pathological gambling, and gambling disorder are behaviors and/or con-
ditions that typically attract social stigma and negative appraisal. Character or moral 
weakness, self-centeredness, and a lack of self-control are commonly perceived as core 
traits and are often applied prejudicially. The end result of such stigma is to create 
a pervasive sense of lowered self-esteem, self-efficacy, and self-identity. In turn, this often 
affects the readiness of a sufferer to acknowledge and/or disclose the existence of 
a problem, to seek treatment, or it may decrease their confidence that recovery is possible.

The use of the term ‘pathological gambler’ has garnered criticism for medicalizing the 
condition, but it also acts to objectify and disrespect the person suffering from the 
condition. Following the shift in classification from pathological gambling to gambling 
disorder in DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013), there is now 
a tendency to use ‘disordered gambler’ when referring to someone meeting diagnostic 
criteria.

Many of us in the field have published work using labels such as these. At the time, this 
may not have been perceived as inappropriate. As Editors of International Gambling 
Studies, we are well aware of terms such as ‘problem gambler’ being used frequently in 
our journal, our published articles, and even in government policy. Short-hand terms and 
even acronyms are often used to refer to the individuals being studied or reported on, 
such as ‘AR/PG’ to refer to ‘at-risk/problem gamblers’ or ‘IGs’ to refer to ‘Internet 
gamblers’.

It is not our intention to point the finger or criticize others as we ourselves have also 
used such terms. We are in sympathy with Broyles et al. (2014), who state in respect to 
their journal Substance Abuse, ‘As the journal’s Editorial Team, we must be fully 
transparent regarding several points. First, many of us have previously used language 
in our clinical, research, or advocacy work that we might now question or consider 
inappropriate. We suspect that our authors may have similar experiences.’ (p. 219).

As a consequence, International Gambling Studies encourages authors to reflect 
carefully on their use of language and its power to impact the lives of people experiencing 
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gambling-related harms. We request that authors adopt a ‘people-first’ mode of language 
when referring to individuals experiencing gambling problems (Broyles et al., 2014). The 
primary objective is to employ language that promotes respect, dignity, and self-worth 
for the target population being studied or reported on. As Broyles et al. emphasize, the 
illness, condition, disorder, behavior, or disability experienced reflect only one compo-
nent of a person and is not their defining character.

To assist authors, it is recommended that terms such as the following should be 
avoided given their potential to be pejorative and stigmatizing: ‘problem gambler’, 
‘disordered gambler’, ‘disordered gambling’, ‘pathological gambler’, ‘pathological gam-
bling’, ‘addicted gambler’, ‘impaired gambler’, ‘compulsive gambler’, or ‘self-excluded 
gambler’. We recognize that some of these terms are used in the historic literature and 
that it may be appropriate to use the exact terms of a previous paper for clarity. In such 
cases, we recommend that this be done using quotation marks with a note that the term 
was used by the authors of the previous paper.

In the gambling field, the term ‘problem gambler’ is broadly used and has some 
specific definitions. Notably, an individual’s score on the Problem Gambling Severity 
Index (Ferris & Wynne, 2001) places them into a discrete scoring category with 
a personifying label. We encourage authors to consider how to report scores and 
categories using more sensitive language which focuses on the behavior being 
problematic, as opposed to the individual (e.g., problem gambling vs. problem 
gambler). Another option to acknowledge the potential issues with the category 
labels (e.g., ‘moderate risk gamblers’) may be to describe groups in the following 
format, ‘individuals classified as being at moderate risk for gambling problems’. 
These are only some examples of the issues requiring consideration, so we encourage 
authors to reflect on the issues and to find a solution that works best with their 
manuscript.

We echo Broyles et al. (2014, p. 218) in encouraging authors to adopt language that 
‘literally puts the words referring to the individual before words describing his/her 
behaviors or conditions’. For example, an individual experiencing gambling problems, 
an individual meeting criteria for pathological gambling or gambling disorder, an 
individual experiencing impaired control over gambling behaviors, an individual self- 
excluding from land-based/online gambling.

These suggestions are not exhaustive, nor are they intended to be prescriptive. Rather, 
our intention is to encourage members of the field of gambling studies to engage in 
genuine reflection on their use of language and its potential impacts on its readers and the 
broader community. Careful consideration in the use of language can contribute to a shift 
in perspective from one that impersonalizes, marginalizes, and stigmatizes individuals 
experiencing a disorder or disability to one that fosters respect, dignity, and self-worth 
and promotes recovery.

On a practical note, International Gambling Studies recognizes that the use of people- 
first language may increase the manuscript word-count. This will be taken into account 
by the Editorial Team in reviewing manuscripts. Manuscripts may be unsubmitted in 
cases where the Editors consider that the language used requires reframing to promote 
the dignity and respect of individuals experiencing gambling conditions. We welcome 
any Letters to the Editor in response to our comments.
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