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Abstract:

Gambling disorder represents a multidimensional psychopathology characterized not only by profound financial
and social consequences, but also by severe erosion of self-esteem and a markedly elevated risk of suicide. This
review examines the strong and destructive association between self-esteem and suicidal tendencies among
individuals with gambling disorder. Empirical evidence indicates that suicide rates among individuals with
gambling disorder are substantially higher than those observed in the general population, and that one of the
primary mechanisms underlying this heightened risk is a pronounced decline in self-esteem. Financial losses,
deterioration of social reputation, and intense feelings of guilt and shame associated with gambling behavior
profoundly disrupt individuals’ self-perception, thereby creating a fertile ground for suicidal behavior. Findings
from the existing literature further suggest that the negative correlation between self-esteem and suicidal ideation
in gambling disorder is stronger than that observed in other psychiatric populations. In light of these findings,
effective treatment approaches should move beyond an exclusive focus on behavioral change and incorporate
interventions to restore self-esteem, such as schema therapy, self-compassion—based interventions, and family
involvement. In conclusion, the reconstruction of the self should be considered a central therapeutic target in order
to reduce suicide risk and achieve sustainable recovery in the treatment of gambling disorder.
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Oz:

Kumar bagimliligi, yalnizca finansal ve sosyal sonuglariyla degil, benlik saygisinda yol actigt agir erozyon ve
intihar riskindeki belirgin artisla ¢ok boyutlu bir psikopatoloji olarak karsimiza ¢ikmaktadir. Bu derleme, kumar
bagimlilig1 yasayan bireylerde benlik saygisi ile intihar egilimi arasindaki giiclii ve yikicr iliskiyi ele almaktadir.
Aragstirmalar, kumar bagimlilarinda intihar oranlarinin genel popiilasyona gore ¢ok daha yiiksek oldugunu ve bu
riskin altinda yatan temel mekanizmalardan birinin benlik saygisindaki radikal diisiis oldugunu gostermektedir.
Kumarin yol agtig1 finansal kayiplar, sosyal itibar kaybi, yogun sucluluk ve utang duygulari, bireyin kendine
yonelik algisint derinden sarsarak intihar davranist igin gili¢lii bir zemin hazirlamaktadir. Alanda yapilan
caligmalarin ulastit sonuglar, kumar bagimlilifinda benlik saygisi ile intihar egilimi arasindaki negatif
korelasyonun diger psikiyatrik gruplara kiyasla daha giiclii olduguna isaret etmektedir. Bu bulgular 1s181nda, etkili
tedavi yaklasimlarinin yalnizca davramigsal degisiklige odaklanmak yerine, sema terapi, 6z-sefkat temelli
miidahaleler ve aile destegi gibi benlik saygisini onarmaya yonelik bilesenleri de entegre etmeleri gerekmektedir.
Sonu¢ olarak, kumar bagimliligi tedavisinde intihar riskinin azaltilmasi1 ve siirdiiriilebilir iyilesmenin
saglanabilmesi i¢in benligin yeniden ingasinin merkezi bir hedef olarak ele alinmasi kritik 6nem tagimaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kumar bagimliligi, Benlik saygis1, Intihar.

Introduction

Addiction disorders are chronic mental health issues that
significantly impair individuals' physical, psychological,
and social functioning, leading to a substantial decrease in
quality of life. Especially, gambling addiction is described
not only as limited to financial losses but also as a
multidimensional psychopathology that shakes the
foundations of self-perception and vital attachment
(Wardle et al., 2024). One of the most serious
consequences of this destructive process is the increased
risk of suicide. Research shows that suicide rates among
gambling addicts are significantly higher compared to the
general population (Kristensen et al., 2024). Among the
psychological mechanisms underlying this high risk of
gambling addiction, radical disruptions in an individual's
self-perception stand out. Self-esteem, as one of the
fundamental pillars of psychological resilience, is a critical
factor in determining the severity of suicidal behavior.

In this review study, the relationship between self-esteem
and suicidal tendency in individuals with gambling
addiction will be systematically examined in light of the
existing literature. The aim of the study is to elucidate the
interrelationships among these three variables, provide
valuable insights for clinical practice, and guide the
development of effective intervention strategies for this
high-risk population.

Method

This study is a review that aims to synthesize the
relationship between gambling addiction (gambling
disorder), self-esteem, and suicidal tendencies from a
comprehensive perspective in light of the existing
literature. The purpose of the study is to thoroughly
examine the nature of this relationship, the underlying
psychological mechanisms, and clinical implications,
summarizing the current knowledge in the field and
providing a framework to guide future research and
practice.

The literature review was designed to encompass current
empirical findings, theoretical frameworks, and clinical
approaches related to the topic. To access relevant
publications, academic databases such as PsycINFO,
PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science were systematically
searched. The search was conducted using English
keywords (“gambling disorder,” “pathological gambling,”
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“self-esteem,” “suicide,” “suicidal ideation”) and their
Turkish equivalents (“kumar bagimlilig,” “benlik
saygisi,” “intihar”), combined with Boolean operators
(AND, OR). The main focus of the study was on articles,
meta-analyses, systematic reviews, and relevant graduate
theses published in peer-reviewed international journals
on behavioral addictions and psychopathology.
Foundational sources such as the DSM-5 (American
Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013) for diagnostic
criteria and the World Health Organization (WHO, 2025)
for epidemiological data were also consulted.

In selecting sources, particular priority was given to recent,
methodologically robust studies (e.g., Kristensen et al.,
2024; Buecker et al., 2025; Wardle et al., 2024). However,
classic and seminal works in the field, which form the
theoretical basis of concepts such as self-esteem (Rogers,
1951; Rosenberg, 1965) and suicide (Durkheim, 1951;
Beck et al., 1990), were also reviewed and included in the
compilation. This approach allowed for a comprehensive
evaluation of both current trends and enduring theoretical
frameworks.

The collected literature was analyzed and synthesized
using a narrative review approach (Baumeister & Leary,
1997; Green et al., 2006). In this process, the findings of
all relevant studies were carefully examined, and common
themes, consistencies, and inferences were identified. The
results were organized in a logical order to reveal the
definition and stages of gambling addiction, the theoretical
foundations of self-esteem, risk factors for suicidal
behavior, and ultimately, the reciprocal and destructive
relationship among these three variables. Finally, based on
this synthesis, clinical implications and recommendations
were developed, including schema therapy focused on
repairing self-esteem, self-compassion-based
interventions, and holistic treatment models (e.g., Lacy,
2024; Grant et al., 2021). This method aimed to present a
comprehensive, informative review integrating the
theoretical, clinical, and empirical dimensions of the
subject.

Gambling Addiction

Gambling addiction is a behavioral addiction classified as
'Gambling Disorder' in the DSM-5, characterized by an
individual continuing to gamble despite losing control
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over their will, which significantly impairs personal,
familial, and occupational functioning (APA, 2013).
Conceptually, gambling is a pathological decision-making
process that traps the individual in a spiral of financial
losses, erosion of social reputation, and relational
conflicts. The epidemiological data on gambling addiction
are quite striking. According to the World Health
Organization, the lifetime prevalence of gambling disorder
ranges from 0.1% to 6.6% globally (Calado & Griffiths,
2016). These figures indicate that the disorder is actually a
quite widespread public health issue.

The etiology of gambling addiction stems from a complex
interaction of biological, psychological, and social factors
(Sole-Morata et al., 2023). At the neurobiological level,
stimulation of the mesolimbic dopaminergic system makes
gambling behavior more appealing compared to natural
rewards, and over time, tolerance develops, pushing
individuals toward increasingly risky behaviors (Zack et
al., 2020). Psychologically, cognitive distortions such as
impulsivity, the search for new stimuli, and the illusion of
control lead individuals to continue gambling and develop
irrational expectations of recovering lost money (Lee &
Lee, 2025). Comorbid psychiatric disorders like
depression and anxiety reinforce addiction by turning
gambling into an emotional escape and coping mechanism
(Salonen et al., 2025).

Gambling addiction is generally defined through four
developmental stages: winning, losing, despair, and
exhaustion (Rutkowska & Lelonek-Kuleta, 2018). In the
winning stage, gambling is a social and entertainment
activity for the individual. During the losing stage,
winnings decline, losses increase, and the individual
increasingly engages in riskier games in pursuit of profits.
The despair stage is when the individual's loss of control
intensifies, and psychological collapse is at its peak.
Finally, in the exhaustion stage, the individual becomes
psychologically and socially devastated. Each of these
stages is accompanied by a gradual deterioration in the
individual's self-perception and an increased risk of
suicide.

Self-Esteem

Self-esteem is defined as the overall evaluation an
individual makes of themselves and is closely related to
overall psychological well-being (Chen et al., 2022). The
self-esteem theory, initiated by William James (1890) and
later outlined by Rosenberg (1965), emphasizes the
importance of individuals’ attitudes toward themselves
and the emotional aspects of these attitudes. According to
the person-centered approach, the development of self-
esteem depends primarily on the nature of unconditional
acceptance provided by parents or significant others,
especially during early stages (Rogers, 1951). The degree
of harmony between the real self and the ideal self is the
fundamental mechanism that determines an individual’s
self-esteem.

Adler’s individual psychology theory views self-esteem as
a healthy orientation in overcoming feelings of inferiority
and striving for superiority (Adler, 1956). In Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs, self-esteem is associated with the
fourth level, the need for respect, and it is stated that
individuals develop their self-esteem through success,
competence, and recognition (Maslow, 1943).
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Coopersmith’s comprehensive model, on the other hand,
views self-esteem as an integrated outcome of a person’s
achievements, social roles, goal attainment, and feedback
from others (Coopersmith, 1967).

The development process of self-esteem begins with the
foundations laid in childhood and matures into adulthood,
with changes occurring as one ages (Harris & Orth, 2020).
Secure attachment, being loved and accepted within the
family, higher education levels, success in professional
life, and the presence of social support networks positively
influence self-esteem. Conversely, trauma, abuse, social
isolation, and fragile living conditions lead to significant
declines in self-esteem.

Self-Esteem in Gambling Addiction

The development process of gambling addiction
represents a systematic and gradual erosion of an
individual's self-esteem. Initially, during the winning
phase, self-esteem is relatively preserved, but once the
losing phase begins, accumulated financial losses, the need
to borrow, family conflicts, and loss of social reputation
deeply undermine the individual's self-confidence
(Penfold et al., 2024). Cavus et al. (2023) found that low
self-esteem in adult gambling addicts is an important
factor predicting the severity of addiction. Choi and Kim
(2021), in their study conducted with Korean university
students, stated that low self-esteem increases irrational
beliefs about gambling, which in turn leads to problematic
gambling.

Individuals experiencing gambling addiction gradually
begin to perceive themselves as failures, inadequate, and a
burden to their surroundings. Hing and Russell (2017), in
their study of 177 adults with gambling problems, found
that low self-esteem is the most strongly associated
variable with high self-stigmatization. Gambling addicts
not only lose money but also lose respect for themselves
and others. In this context, the decline in self-esteem is not
just a symptom but emerges as a factor at the core of the
psychological mechanisms of addiction. Particularly, the
loss of self-esteem caused by gambling addiction has a
more radical and structural nature than what is seen in
other psychopathologies.

Suicidal Behavior

Suicide is a public health issue of the highest level of
seriousness and effectiveness worldwide. According to the
World Health Organization's 2025 data, approximately
727,000 people die each year globally due to suicide. This
statistic means that a suicide occurs every 40 seconds in
the world. Suicide ranks fourth among the causes of death
in the 15-29 age group, significantly affecting the young
population (WHO, 2025). There are notable gender
differences related to suicidal behavior. Completed suicide
rates are higher in men than in women, while suicidal
thoughts and attempts are more common among women.

The risk factors for suicidal behavior encompass
biological, psychological, social, and environmental
dimensions. Psychiatric disorders are among the strongest
predictors of suicide risk. Major depressive disorder,
bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, anxiety disorders, and
substance use disorders significantly increase the risk of
suicide (Arnone et al., 2024). Genetic predisposition also
plays an important role. In this context, twin and adoption
studies indicate that the heritability of suicidal behavior
ranges from 30% to 50% (Mann et al., 2009).
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Social and psychosocial risk factors are equally
determinative. Childhood traumas, domestic violence,
peer bullying, social isolation, unemployment, and
economic hardships are strong risk factors for suicidal
behavior (Wasserman, 2020). Starting with Durkheim's
classical sociological theory, various theories have
attempted to explain suicidal behavior. Durkheim (1951)
argued that the loss of social integration increases the risk
of suicide. According to Beck's cognitive model, negative
self-schemas and feelings of hopelessness are strong
predictors of suicidal behavior (Beck et al., 1990). Joiner's
(2005) interpersonal theory of suicide suggests that for
suicide to occur, the desire to die (disrupted belongingness
and perceived burdensomeness) and the capacity to carry
out this intent must be present simultaneously.

Self-Esteem and Suicidal Tendencies

The relationship between self-esteem and suicidal
tendencies is consistently supported in psychiatric and
psychological research. As individuals experience a
decline in self-esteem, their susceptibility to suicidal
thoughts and behaviors significantly increases. Thompson
(2010) found a strong negative correlation, indicating that
as self-esteem decreases, the severity of suicidal behavior
increases. Wilburn and Smith (2005) noted that self-
esteem functions as a moderating factor that alleviates the
negative effects of life stressors. Individuals with low self-
esteem become more vulnerable to the challenges they
face and have difficulty coping with stress.

A meta-analysis study conducted by Buecker et al. (2025)
evaluated data from over half a million participants and
confirmed that low self-esteem is significantly and
negatively associated with both suicidal thoughts and
suicide attempts. This relationship remains strong even
during high-risk periods such as adolescence (Onder &
Boliikbagi, 2019). Karsli (2024), in a study conducted with
university students, found that self-hatred is a significant
mediating variable in the relationship between self-esteem
and the likelihood of suicide. These findings indicate that
self-esteem is a central psychological component in
understanding suicidal behavior.

The Relationship Between Self-Esteem and Suicide in
Gambling Addiction

The relationship between self-esteem and suicidal
tendencies in individuals with gambling addiction is much
stronger than the correlations observed in the general
population or other psychiatric groups. In studies, this
relationship has been reported with an average r = -.42
among university students (Wilburn & Smith, 2005),
ranging from r = -.38 to -.40 in psychiatric outpatients
(Bhar et al., 2008), and found to be r = -.58 in a sample of
individuals with gambling addiction (Sakar, 2026). This
high correlation indicates the destructive impact of
gambling addiction on self-integrity.

The reasons why gambling addiction has such a strong
impact lie in the nature of the addiction itself. The
individual not only loses their money but also loses their
self-respect, trust in others, their place in society, and hope
for the future (Marionneau & Nikkinen, 2022). The
financial losses experienced, the necessity to borrow
money, the deterioration of family relationships, lying and
hiding behaviors, and the subsequent intense feelings of
shame and guilt rapidly and severely damage the
individual's self-perception much more than many other
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stressors. Therefore, loss of self-esteem in gambling
addiction becomes an extremely powerful and central
mechanism that triggers suicidal tendencies.

The meta-analysis conducted by Kristensen et al. (2024)
revealed that the lifetime prevalence of suicide attempts
among individuals with gambling problems is 13.2%.
Additionally, Karlsson and Hakansson (2023) reported
that the risk of death by suicide is 15 times higher
compared to the general population. These high risks
clearly demonstrate the impact of a radical decline in self-
esteem.

Clinic Conclusions and Treatment Approaches

Managing the risk of suicide in gambling addiction is a
fundamental clinical goal that should be at the center of the
treatment process. Research shows that gambling disorder
is associated with a significantly increased risk of suicidal
thoughts, suicide attempts, and completed suicide (Faraji
& Dag, 2022; Karlsson & Hakansson, 2018). Especially,
comorbid depression, anxiety, and substance use disorders
further increase this risk (Wardle et al., 2024).

While conventional treatment approaches primarily focus
on behavior change, current clinical practice emphasizes
integrating interventions to repair self-esteem and self-
perception. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is one of
the psychotherapeutic approaches with the strongest
evidence for restructuring irrational beliefs and increasing
impulse control in gambling addiction (Gooding &
Tarrier, 2009). However, most traditional CBT protocols
only minimally address deep self-evaluation processes
such as self-esteem, intense shame, and feelings of
worthlessness; this may not sufficiently address the
common decline in self-esteem observed in individuals
with gambling addiction (Dowling et al., 2015).

In this context, schema therapy stands out as a promising
approach for gambling addiction because it targets early
maladaptive schemas and patterns of chronic low self-
esteem (Lacy & Venkatesh, 2024). Similarly, self-
compassion-based interventions can help rebuild self-
esteem by reducing intense self-criticism and feelings of
shame. Low levels of self-compassion have been shown to
be a risk factor for both behavioral and substance-related
addictions (Phelps et al., 2018).

Involving family members in the treatment process,
strengthening social support systems, and providing
structured guidance for concrete life issues faced by clients
(such as debt, unemployment, and legal problems)
significantly improve treatment outcomes (Dowling et al.,
2014; Cunningham et al., 2021). Lack of social support
and financial stress are among the key factors that increase
both relapse and suicide risk in gambling addiction
(Marionneau & Nikkinen, 2022).

Finally, it is reported that comprehensive treatment
models, carried out by multidisciplinary teams and
involving coordinated psychotherapy and
pharmacotherapy, are the most effective approach in
managing depression and anxiety disorders often
accompanying gambling addiction (Grant et al., 2021).
Such integrated models provide clinically superior results
in reducing both addictive behaviors and suicide risk.
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Conclusion

The relationship between self-esteem and suicidal
tendencies in gambling addiction holds critical importance
from psychological and clinical perspectives.

Findings from studies in the field reveal that self-esteem is
not only a general indicator of well-being but also a vital
protective psychological structure in this high-risk
population. The destructive impact of gambling addiction
on self-esteem and the associated increase in suicide risk
necessitate a fundamental overhaul of intervention
strategies in their structure and content. Traditional
behavioral interventions, unless integrated with
psychotherapeutic approaches aimed at repairing and
strengthening self-esteem, may not sufficiently reduce the
risk of suicide. In this context, it is concluded that
clinicians working in the addiction field must prioritize
restoring the client's sense of self-integrity as the core of
treatment, which is critical for both short-term risk
management and long-term recovery and quality-of-life
improvement.
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