
 
 

 

 
 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
What risk and protective factors in adolescence 
predict later problem gambling in young adulthood? 
 
PURPOSE 
It is important to understand how problem gambling 
develops, especially during the transition from 
adolescence into young adulthood. However, most 
research to date on factors linked with problem 
gambling in adolescents and young adults has been 
cross-section at a single time point rather than 
following the same people over time. The current 
study examined whether a wide range of possible risk 
and protective factors experienced during 
adolescence would predict later problem gambling in 
young adulthood. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 
None stated.  
 
PARTICIPANTS 
Data in this research was taken a previous 
longitudinal study in Victoria, Australia. The current 
sample consisted of 2328 participants with complete 
data (54% female). At the initial measurement (time 
one), the adolescents’ average age was 15 years. At 
the second measurement (time two), the average age 
of the now young adults was 21 years. 
 
PROCEDURE  
Participants were recruited as part of a random and 
representative sample of the school-aged population. 
At time one, participants in selected Grad 9 
classrooms completed a series of questions about 
healthy and problem behaviours. At time two (young 
adulthood), participants were contacted again to 
complete the questions about problem gambling 
through an online survey. 
 
MAIN OUTCOME MEASURES 
Possible risk and protective factors were sorted into 
clusters of community (e.g., neighbourhood 
attachment), family (e.g., family antisocial behaviour), 
school (e.g., academic failure), peer-individual (e.g., 

belief in moral order), and substance use (e.g., 
alcohol use), and were assessed using self-report 
questions. Current gambling and problem gambling 
(in the last 12 months) were assessed using brief self-
report screening questions. 
 
KEY RESULTS 
Past year gambling was higher among male 
participants (68%) than among female participants 
(57%). The rate of current problem gambling was also 
higher among male participants (8%) than among 
female participants (2%). Examined individually, there 
was evidence of risk and protective factors from the 
family, school, individual-peer, and substance use 
clusters. Specifically, during adolescence, family 
conflict, family antisocial behaviour, academic failure 
and low school commitment, peer antisocial 
behaviour and drug use, and use of cigarettes and 
alcohol were all risk factors for later problem 
gambling. Adolescent protective factors were family 
rewards for pro-social behaviour and belief in moral 
order. However, when examined together in a 
properly controlled statistical model, the number of 
risk and protective factors that predicted later 
gambling reduced substantially. Only female gender 
remained as a protective factor for problem gambling. 
There evidence of only one interaction between risk 
and protective factors. For families who rewarded pro-
social behaviour, there was no link between 
adolescent alcohol use and later problem gambling. 
However, for families who did not reward pro-social 
behaviour, higher adolescent alcohol use was linked 
with more problem gambling in young adulthood. 

 
LIMITATIONS 
The research did not ask the adolescent sample 
about problem gambling, so it was not possible to look 
at changes in gambling involvement over time. The 
measure of problem gambling used may have been 
unreliable. Numerous biological and community-level 
risk and protective factors were not assessed in this 
research. The current research cannot be considered 
a comprehensive investigation of interactions 
between various risk and protective factors for 
problem gambling. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
These findings suggest that during adolescence 
family environment and alcohol use may be key risk 
and protective factors for later problem gambling. In 
particular, family rewards for pro-social behaviour, 
such as recognizing when an adolescent has done a 
good job, appear to reduce the impact alcohol use as 
a risk factor for later problem gambling. Intervention 
and prevention programs for adolescent gamblers 
could include family training and alcohol education 
components. More research is needed to understand 

how biological and social risk and protective factors 
interact over time in relation to problem gambling. 
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