
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling can lead to negative consequences 
in health, relationships, and work/study performance. 
Of particular concern is the risk of suicide among 
people with problem gambling. Worldwide, suicide is 
one of the leading causes of death among youth. 
Rates of suicide have risen in the USA, with youth 
being highly vulnerable to suicidal behaviours.  

National and regional studies in the USA have 
consistently found that Black youth and adults are 
vulnerable to problem gambling. The suicide rates 
among Black youth have also risen faster than other 
ethnic groups. Factors such as racism, economic 
disadvantages, and lack of health insurance may have 
contributed to the rising suicide rates.  

No study has examined how the impact of gambling 
on suicidal behaviours may vary by race. In this study, 
the researchers examined the association between 
gambling and suicidal behaviours among Black and 
White adolescents and young adults.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from the Missouri Family 
Study (MOFAM). The MOFAM is a longitudinal family 
study looking at the effects of father’s alcohol use on 
children’s alcohol use and other outcomes. Between 
2003 and 2009, the MOFAM used Missouri state birth 
records to identify families with children aged 13, 15, 
17, and 19 years old and at least one sibling. Family 
risk status on heavy drinking was based on interviews 
with biological mothers. This information was 
matched with whether biological fathers had a record 
of driving under alcohol influence. If the two sources 
matched, it would indicate “very high risk”.  

Data for this study came from 750 Black youth and 
599 White youth. Participants were interviewed over 
the phone with the permission from their mothers. 
They completed one to three interviews, depending 
on the year when they were enrolled in the study. 
Each interview was two years apart over the six years. 
The interview was adapted from the Semi-Structured 
Assessment for the Genetics of Alcoholism (SSAGA). 

The researchers focused on two outcomes of interest:  

(1) Suicidal ideation – if participants had ever thought 
of taking their life and the age at which they first 
had such thought.  

(2) Suicide attempt – if participants had ever made a 
suicide attempt and the age of first attempt.  

What you need to know 

Gambling and suicidal behaviours are major public 
health concerns among adolescents and young 
adults. There is limited research on how the 
impact of gambling on suicidal behaviours may 
vary by race. The researchers analyzed data from 
the Missouri Family Study (MOFAM). The results 
showed that gambling increased the risk of 
suicidal thoughts among Black youth, but not 
among White youth. Major depressive disorder 
and childhood sexual abuse predicted suicidal 
thoughts among Black youth. Major depressive 
disorder and alcohol use predicted suicidal 
thoughts among White youth. Gambling did not 
predict suicide attempts. Major depressive 
disorder and childhood sexual abuse increased the 
risk of suicide attempts, especially among youth at 
or under the age of 15. Males were less likely to 
report suicidal behaviours than females.  
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Gambling behaviours were assessed with the 
Gambling Assessment Module (GAM-IV-S). The 
researchers also examined the impact of major 
depressive disorder, childhood sexual abuse, and 
alcohol use. These factors were considered “risk 
factors” if they occurred before or at the same age as 
the outcomes.  

In addition, the researchers took into consideration 
sociodemographic and family factors. These included 
family risk status on alcohol use, household income, 
and parental education.  

What the researchers found 

Gambling was more common among Black youth than 
White youth. The prevalence rates of having ever 
gambled were 32.3% for Black youth and 29.7% for 
White youth. On average, Black youth started 
gambling at a younger age than White youth. The 
average age was 16.7 years old for Black youth and 
17.8 years old for White youth.   

Among Black youth, those who gambled were two 
times more likely to have suicidal thoughts than those 
who did not gamble. Major depressive disorder and 
childhood sexual abuse also increased the risk of 
having suicidal thoughts. Males were less likely to 
report suicidal thoughts than females.  

Among White youth, gambling was not associated 
with having suicidal thoughts. Major depressive 
disorder and alcohol use increased the risk of having 
suicidal thoughts among White youth. 

Gambling did not predict suicide attempts for Black 
and White youth. Major depressive disorder and 
childhood sexual abuse increased the risk of suicide 
attempts, especially among youth at or under the age 
of 15. The risk was somewhat lower after the age of 
15. Males were less likely to report suicide attempts. 

How you can use this research 

This study can inform interventions to prevent suicide 
and problem gambling among youth. The researchers 
suggested that suicidal prevention efforts can include 
education and screening from adolescence to 
adulthood. Training on the risks and consequences of 

gambling can be provided to school staff, educators, 
and parents/caregivers. Interventions need to be 
culturally appropriate.   
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York 
University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in safer gambling policies, standards, 
and practices. The work we do is intended for 
researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators and 
operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.  

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca.  
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