
 
 

 

 
 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Are adolescent gamblers biased toward responding 
positively to items on pathological gambling (PG) 
screening tests? 
 
PURPOSE 
Previously, five primary arguments in support of the 
belief that prevalence rates for PG among 
adolescents are inflated have been made. One of the 
five arguments was that adolescents have a preset 
bias toward false positive responses. The aim of the 
present study was to use available data to examine 
the hypothesis that adolescents, relative to adult 
gamblers, are biased toward responding positively to 
items on PG screening tests. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 
Adolescent gamblers, relative to adult gamblers, 
would be biased toward responding positively to items 
on PG screening tests. 
 
PARTICIPANTS 
Data from previous prevalence studies conducted in 
the province of Nova Scotia and in New York State 
were used in the current study. The sample in the 
Nova Scotia study consisted of 810 adults and 300 
adolescents. The sample in the New York study 
consisted of 1829 adults and 1103 adolescents. 
 
PROCEDURE  
Data from previous prevalence studies permitted a 
comparison of estimated individual diagnostic criteria. 
There were four outcomes of testing: true positive, 
false positive, false negative, and true negative. The 
terms positive and negative referred respectively to 
meeting the criterion for being designated a 
disordered gambler (positive tests) and not meeting 
the criterion for being designated a disordered 
gambler (negative tests). Since it was not known 
whether a positive (negative) test outcome 
represented a true positive (negative) or a false 
positive (negative), those who met the criterion were 
designated disordered gamblers and those who did 
not were designated as non-disordered gamblers. 
Those disordered gamblers who responded positively 

to an item were designated as true positives and 
those non-disordered gamblers who responded 
positive to an item were designated as false positives. 
 
MAIN OUTCOME MEASURES 
A modified South Oaks Gambling Screen was used in 
the Nova Scotia study and a modified DSM-IV 
screening instrument was used in the New York state 
study. 
 
KEY RESULTS 
Results supported the hypothesis that adolescents 
would be more biased than adults toward responding 
positively to PG screening items. Thus false positive 
rates of gamblers are greater for adolescents than for 
adults on PG screening tests. 
 
LIMITATIONS 
The use of the SOGS as the reference standard for 
both data sets. In the case of the SOGS data, the 
results were based on meeting or not meeting 
criterion on the SOGS (a criterion of five). That 
method was equivalent to correlating test items with 
the total score on a test. In the case of the DSM-IV, 
those labelled true positives and false positives were 
based on whether the gamblers did or did not meet 
criterion on the SOGS (a criterion of five) which was 
also administered in those same studies and not on 
meeting the DSM-IV criterion itself.  Since several 
studies have provided evidence that the correlation 
between these two instruments ranges from moderate 
to high, there is no reason to assume that in the 
absence of additional evidence the results would 
differ if the data were recalculated in terms of meeting 
or not meeting criterion on the DSM-IV. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
The results supported the view that false positive 
rates are greater for adolescent gamblers than for 
adult gamblers. Two potential explanations for these 
findings were posed: adolescents may tend to 
misinterpret the questions posed by the screening 
instruments, or adolescents may tend to exaggerate 
their involvement in gambling.  
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