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Why it is important to conduct gambling research that is fair
and free from conflicts of interest

We are writing to assert the importance of gambling research that is

both free from bias and informed by a diversity of perspectives,

including those who have direct experience of gambling-related harm.

Gambling has become a pervasive element in UK society [1], with

wide-ranging harmful consequences [2–4]. Research biased by con-

flicts of interest or that fails to include the perspective of those

affected may obscure the genuine impacts of gambling, indirectly

leading to policies that fail to protect individuals and communities

from harm [5]. The UK government White Paper in 2023 did not pro-

vide adequate reference to potential bias in gambling research [6].

Quality research on gambling-related harms is critical to under-

stand who is most at risk, the factors external to the individual that

contribute (e.g. gambling availability, design features, and advertising)

and the most effective approaches for preventing and reducing harm.

Historically, in the United Kingdom, funding for gambling research has

not been a priority for national research funding bodies [7]. As a

result, many researchers have turned to alternative sources to fund

their research, which includes the gambling industry [8–10]. When

research is funded by those with a vested interest in its results, there

is a risk that the questions posed, the populations selected, the ways

in which the studies are conducted, the results that are obtained and

the ways the findings are disseminated may be biased. Further, fre-

quently absent from such conflicted research is the voices of those

harmed. In this regard, the history of alcohol and tobacco research

offers a cautionary tale [11].

Conflict-free funding helps to increase the probability that

research findings are accurate, reliable and free from bias. Individual

studies contribute to a body of knowledge that is essential for

evidence-based policymaking and implementing appropriate and effec-

tive public health initiatives. Without it, there is risk research may be

produced that under-reports harms, overstates benefits or inaccurately

suggests uncertainty when there is emerging consensus, depending on

the agenda of funding bodies or other influencing stakeholders [9].

We, the authors, represent the Academic Forum for the Study of

Gambling (AFSG). The AFSG was created in 2021 as a collaborative

body to promote transparency and integrity and encourage a diversity

of voices in gambling research in the United Kingdom and internation-

ally. It now has more than 200 members [12]. The AFSG is funded from

regulatory settlements levied by the UK Gambling Commission [13].

Central to the AFSG’s core mission is to encourage research that

is free from commercial or other influences that could compromise

scientific objectivity and includes the perspectives of people effected

by gambling. To this end, since 2021 the AFSG has distributed almost

half a million pounds in independent gambling research funds via a

transparent, peer-review process modelled after the procedures

employed by research councils in the United Kingdom, Canada and

elsewhere [14], includes a rigorous conflict-of-interest screening pro-

cedure and includes demands regarding the meaningful involvement

of people with lived experience. In addition to research funding, mem-

bers of the AFSG Executive are currently developing an instrument

that can be used to measure risk of funding-related bias in gambling

research [15] and a suite of tools and services aimed at encouraging

the meaningful involvement of people with lived experience in

research investigating gambling related harms.

Through initiatives like these, the AFSG is enabling the field to

produce findings that can be confidently used to guide effective

public policy, improve treatment and inform social interventions.
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