The Royal British Legion – Written evidence (GAM0086)

About Us
1.1. The Royal British Legion is at the heart of a national network that supports our Armed Forces community through thick and thin – ensuring that their unique contribution is never forgotten. We were created as a unifying force for the military charity sector at the end of the First World War, and still remain one of the UK’s largest membership organisations. The Legion is the largest welfare provider in the Armed Forces charity sector, helping veterans young and old transition into civilian life. We help with employment, financial issues, respite and recovery, through to lifelong care and independent living. For further information, please visit www.britishlegion.org.uk

1.2. The Legion runs a weekly lottery and a number of raffles each year  and we generate circa £7 million for fundraising purposes. These products allow us to engage with a wider audience and are strictly regulated both internally and externally. We have instigated robust procedures for self-exclusion.      

1.3. The Royal British Legion's Benefits, Debt and Money Advice (BDMA) Service provides free, confidential advice about benefits that beneficiaries may be entitled to, assistance in making an appeal against a benefit decision and comprehensive advice for those in unmanageable debt.

General Comments
1.4. Gambling has historically been a popular pastime in the Armed Forces. However, as ease of access has increased, it is has become a growing concern within the Armed Forces community, which includes current serving personnel and their dependents, as well as veterans and their families. There is little research into the extent of the problem within the community, and the evidence within this submission is based on the Legion’s experiences of supporting beneficiaries who experienced problem gambling and presented with debt, relationship breakdown and poor mental health.

1.5. The Legion welcomes this opportunity to submit evidence on gambling to this inquiry and will provide evidence on where we feel the problems are most pronounced for the community. 

Gambling in the Service and ex-Service Community 
1.6. There is little research specifically on gambling within the UK Armed Forces, but it is becoming acknowledged that pathological or problem gambling is a potential problem within the Armed Forces community. In lieu of published research on gambling rates within UK Armed Forces and their families, anecdotal evidence from our services and studies of other nations’ forces (predominantly United States and Australian) show that those with a service background may be predisposed to problem gambling.  

1.7. Military researchers have acknowledged that the Armed Forces are heavily populated by ‘athletic, risk taking young-people who are experiencing severe stress and anxiety’.[footnoteRef:2] It is also acknowledged that deployments and conflicts are environments that create more vulnerability towards gambling.[footnoteRef:3] Lastly, it is worth noting that within the veteran population, 33 percent of substance-abusing veterans in the US Armed Forces met criteria for pathological gambling.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Henriques D(19 October 2005) Temptation Near for Military's Problem Gamblers The New York Times http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9C05E6DD123FF93AA25753C1A9639C8B63&pagewanted=all accessed 23/03/2017]  [3:  Ibid]  [4:  Daghestani, A. N., Elenz, E., & Crayton, J. W. (1996). Pathological gambling in hospitalized substance abusing veterans. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, 57, 360 – 363] 


1.8. Furthermore, the Legion has heard anecdotally that Single Living Accommodation (SLA) on bases may also result in an increased risk of problem gambling amongst single serving personnel. A case study from The Centre for Social Justice in their Military Families and Transition paper of May 2016 noted that SLA allows younger members of the Armed Forces to stay alone in their rooms for long hours on gambling sites. The case study goes on to note that they are often ‘need some extra cash and that’s only a few clicks away too.’[footnoteRef:5] Within the general population, online gambling, particularly on smartphones in the UK grew faster than any other form of gambling between 2016 and 2017 and those aged 25-34 accounted for the biggest increase in online gambling[footnoteRef:6]. As the average age of the Armed Forces is 32[footnoteRef:7], there is significant crossover between these demographics. We therefore would urge the committee to pay particular attention to the impact of online gambling on groups such as the UK’s serving and ex-Service population. [5:  The Centre for Social Justice Military Families and Transition (2016) p. 97]  [6:  Beioley K (22 June 2018) Online gambling: the hidden epidemic The Financial Times https://www.ft.com/content/7044b142-7313-11e8-aa31-31da4279a601 accessed 12/09/2019]  [7:  Ministry of Defence Uk armed forces biannual diversity statistics: 1 April 2019 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-armed-forces-biannual-diversity-statistics-2019 accessed 12/09/2019] 

1.9. Whilst there is no current research that quantifies or explores gambling in the UK veteran population, the Legion is aware of a study being carried out by the University of Swansea and being funded by the Forces in Mind Trust. Initial indicative findings of this study have shown that veterans surveyed were over eight times as likely as non-veterans to exhibit problem gambling.[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  Roberts E, Dighton, Fossey et al, Gambling Problems in UK Armed Forces Veterans: Preliminary Findings p.4 (2017)] 



Social and Economic Impact of Gambling on the Armed Forces 

Debt 
4.2 [bookmark: _Hlk18674231]The Legion’s 2014 Household Survey found that almost one in ten members of the Armed Forces community experience financial difficulty which equated to 430,000 people. Of this group 150,000 reported falling into debt.[footnoteRef:9] In recent years the Legion’s Benefits, Debt and Money Advice team have reported an increase in debts due to gambling, although reliably capturing this data in a timely manner presents difficulties. To establish trust between adviser and beneficiary the Legion does not insist the beneficiary discloses how they accrued debt, prioritising urgent presented needs. It can therefore be late in the process when the adviser finds out about gambling as a factor, making it difficult to suggest sustainable methods such as debt management plans, which require beneficiaries to commit to making regular payments. [9:  The Royal British Legion A UK Household Survey of The Ex-Service Community 2014 p.54 ] 


4.3 Debt does not always mean that beneficiaries will acknowledge that their gambling habit may be out of control. In these situations, the Legion may not be able to offer appropriate support, impacting on the effectiveness of attempts to reduce their debt.

4.4 Debt from problem gambling can impact family, especially children and spouses. If a household is dependent on the income of a problem gambler and essential living costs are not being met, dependents maybe at risk of eviction. The Legion has supported families whose financial difficulties were caused by gambling which in turn led to relationship breakdown.

4.5 It is difficult to suggest a one size fits all solution to the issue of debt accrued through gambling, as the implications can be greater than simply having a poor credit score. Therefore, there must be a focus on problem gambling prevention alongside any interventions that assist those who seek support only when they have already found themselves in debt.

Loneliness and Social Isolation
4.6 In the Armed Forces community loneliness and social isolation can be both a cause and effect of problem gambling. This is due to the nature of Service life where events such as moving frequently, and deployment can mean that loneliness and isolation may be experienced. Research by the Legion into loneliness and social isolation found one in four respondents to a survey carried out amongst the Armed Forces community felt lonely and socially isolated always or often. Bereavement, moving to a new area and exiting the Armed Forces were the main causes for this.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  The Royal British Legion, Loneliness and Social Isolation in The Armed Forces Community (2018)p.4 ] 


4.7 Anecdotal evidence from Army Welfare Officers suggested that loneliness and social isolation experienced by partners and spouses of serving personnel can lead to problem gambling, as gambling is an easily accessible form of entertainment especially in remote locations or when the serving spouse is deployed. 


Social isolation combined with boredom and access to extra funds from additional allowances (such as from deployments and overseas postings) may lead to problem gambling. This in turn may increase social isolation; as the gambler may become more isolated, the more they continue to gamble. 

4.8 The Ministry of Defence’s Future Accommodation Model[footnoteRef:11] aims to provide more choice in accommodation for serving personnel; ultimately many could end up renting privately near a base and accommodation will not be grouped together on the base in what is commonly known as the ‘the patch’. Bases create a social network[footnoteRef:12] which is a known protective factor for social isolation. [11:  The Future Accommodation Model aims to give serving personnel greater choice over their accommodation by increasing their options about housing, mainly through privately renting near bases. ]  [12:  The Royal British Legion, Loneliness and Social Isolation in The Armed Forces Community (2018)p.13] 


Mental Health and Alcohol Use
4.9 There is evidence from other nations, predominantly the United States and Australian Armed Forces, on problem gambling. Although the research is not directly comparable to the UK Service population, it can be indicative without domestic data or studies to which to turn.

4.10 A study published in 2005 noted that vulnerability to gambling is due to a ‘combination of biological psychological and social risk factors.’[footnoteRef:13] Two of the social risk factors for the Armed forces are mental health and alcohol use. Military researchers have acknowledged that the armed forces are heavily populated by ‘athletic, risk taking young-people who are experiencing severe stress and anxiety’.[footnoteRef:14] Gambling may initially be a way of managing common mental health conditions such as anxiety and depression by creating a distraction and the thrill of a win may temporarily improve mood. However, the impulse to gamble can be overwhelming, making it a compulsive behaviour, which makes anxiety and depression worse. This is supported by studies in the US where it was found that among the general population, depression frequently occurs with pathological gambling meaning that those with or predisposed to mental health problems are at higher risk of problem gambling which can worsen the mental health condition.    [13:  Fong TW, The Vulnerable Faces of Pathological Gambling. Psychiatry (Edgmont). 2005;2(4) p.35 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3004737/ accessed 02/09/2019]  [14:  Henriques D(19 October 2005) Temptation Near for Military's Problem Gamblers The New York Times http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9C05E6DD123FF93AA25753C1A9639C8B63&pagewanted=all accessed 02/09/2019] 


4.11 A King’s Centre for Military Health Research (KCMHR) study shows significantly higher rates of alcohol misuse amongst serving military personnel compared to the general population: 13% versus 6% in the general population.[footnoteRef:15] There is no data at present in the UK to link this with problem gambling amongst UK Armed Forces, but US studies have shown that amongst military personnel, problem gambling also frequently co-occurs with heavy alcohol use. Approximately 15% of heavy drinkers in the military had a gambling problem compared with 4.9% of alcohol abstainers, and 8.1% of all military personnel.[footnoteRef:16] Kasuch (2003) found that veterans who were pathological gamblers had a 43% rate of lifetime alcohol dependence. [footnoteRef:17] These findings indicate that for both veterans and active duty personnel, alcohol abuse can lead to and be an effect of problem gambling.  [15:  KCMHR cohort study 2010]  [16:  Georgia State University Veterans and problem gambling: A review of the literature 2010 p.3-4]  [17:  Ibid] 



Education and Prevention  

5.1. Problem gambling is starting to be recognised as an issue within the Armed Forces community, but a lack of data on the prevalence of the problem has hindered robust education on prevention of problem gambling and where to seek help. The Legion is aware that information leaflets have started to be issued by the Ministry of Defence to serving personnel with information on where to get help, and that GambleAware have provided awareness sessions on bases. This is a welcome start, but a more thorough approach is needed. A more comprehensive training and awareness programme for serving personnel, particularly welfare officers, would mean that they are better able to recognise the problem and signpost to the appropriate help and support. 

5.2. Besides a lack of knowledge about the scale of the problem in the UK Armed Forces, other barriers to further education around gambling, and in some cases seeking treatment, including stigma to help seeking. UK research has examined the barriers that impede help-seeking behaviour and engagement with treatments, especially for mental health issues, in military populations; these include stigma, practical or logistic barriers to care, negative attitudes related to mental health problems or treatment,  poor recognition of the need for treatment, the effect of military culture and gendered (masculine) help-seeking.[footnoteRef:18] The Legion has welcomed measures by the Ministry of Defence over recent years to address stigma around mental illness. We would therefore welcome similar focus and approach to other areas where stigma may present a barrier to help seeking, such as problem gambling. With attitudes shifting towards seeing problem gambling as a public health [footnoteRef:19] we would welcome exploration of gambling being included within the MoD’s Health and Wellbeing strategy. [18:  The stigma attached to physical and mental injury within Service and its impact on help seeking is explored in further detail in: Sharp et al, Stigma as a Barrier to Seeking Health Care Among Military Personnel With Mental Health Problems, (2015)]  [19:  The Gambling Commission, Gambling-related harm as a public health issue, February 2018 available at https://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/PDF/Gambling-related-harm-as-a-public-health-issue.pdf (accessed 13/09/2019)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk18675432]


Conclusion

5.3. Due to the unique factors that they face in service, the Armed Forces community potentially has a higher risk of developing a problem with gambling. This can be detrimental to the wellbeing of veterans and their families and so is worthy of further research. The Legion recognises that gambling for some can be a harmless pastime; however, we are concerned that for those who may have mental health issues or are socially isolated that gambling may become a problem.  

5.4. To reduce the impact of problem gambling the Legion would recommend the following:

· To better understand the nature of gambling and the risk factors for problem gambling amongst Service and ex-Service personnel we would like to see robust research, supported by the Ministry of Defence, into problem gambling
· Whilst the Ministry of Defence have begun to take steps to highlight the problem by providing information to serving personnel, we would like to see the issue of gambling considered as a health issue and included in their Health and Wellbeing strategy
· We would also like the committee in their recommendations to focus on the Armed Forces community as a particular group who may be susceptible to problem gambling.
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