
 
 

What this research is about 

The Pathways Model of problem gambling suggests that 

there are 3 paths to problem gambling. The various paths 

occur because of psychological and biological differences 

among gamblers.  

• Biologically vulnerable (BV) gamblers are 

impulsive, hyperactive, anti-social and 

aggressive. They usually have drug problems and 

difficulties controlling their impulse. These 

gamblers have the most severe gambling 

problems and tend to start gambling early in life.  

• Emotionally vulnerable (EV) gamblers tend to 

have internalizing disorders such as depression 

or anxiety. They gamble as a way to cope with 

negative moods. These gamblers tend to have a 

history of abuse or traumatic experiences. They 

tend to have less severe gambling problems than 

BV gamblers.  

• Behaviourally conditioned (BC) gamblers do not 

show any signs of biological or emotional issues 

related to problem gambling. They start 

gambling later in life for excitement or to 

socialize.  

The current study identified profiles of gamblers based 

on personal characteristics in early adolescence, before 

the onset of problem gambling. The researchers 

compared these profiles to the 3 paths described by the 

Pathways Model.  

What the researcher did 

The researchers analyzed data from participants of two 

on-going research studies. The first sample of 

participants was part of a study that tracked French-

speaking kindergarten boys attending schools in poor 

areas in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. The second sample 

of participants was part of the Quebec Longitudinal 

Study of Kindergarten Children.  

When participants were 12 years old, their teachers 

rated their levels of impulsivity, hyperactivity, 

depression, anxiety, and antisocial/aggressive 

behaviours. Participants reported on their own drug and 

alcohol-related problems when they were 14 years old. 

They reported on their gambling problems when they 

were 16 and 23 years old. The researchers only examined 

data from participants who were at-risk or problem 

gamblers either at 16 or at 23. This resulted in 180 

participants.  

The researchers performed Latent Profile Analysis to 

identify the number of profiles of at-risk/problem 

gamblers based on personal characteristics during 

adolescence. They then compared the profiles to the 

three paths of the Pathways Model in terms of age of 

onset of gambling, frequency, and problems.  

What you need to know 

Based on personal characteristics (e.g., impulsivity, 

depression) in early adolescence, the current study 

identified 4 profiles of at-risk/ problem gamblers. 

Three profiles were similar to those described by the 

Pathways Model (i.e., BV, EV, and BC gamblers). A 

fourth profile resembled an overlap of characteristics 

of EV and BV gamblers. The findings suggest the need 

for targeted prevention programs for adolescents 

and young adults. These programs should take into 

account the different personal characteristics that 

place some individuals at risk of problem gambling.  
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What the researcher found 

The researchers identified 4 profiles of at-risk/problem 

gamblers based on personal characteristics measured in 

early adolescence. Three of the 4 profiles were similar to 

the BC (58%), EV (17%), and BV (20%) paths of the 

Pathways Model. The fourth profile (5%) had 

characteristics of both BV and EV gamblers. Like the 

Pathways Model, EV gamblers had more symptoms of 

depression and anxiety compared to BV and EC 

gamblers. BV gamblers were more impulsive and 

hyperactive. They also showed more 

antisocial/aggressive behaviours and had more drug 

problems.  

The different profiles of at-risk/problem gamblers did 

not differ in terms of the age when they started 

gambling. This is different from the Pathways Model, 

which suggests that BV gamblers start gambling earlier. 

Also, there were no differences in gambling problems 

between the groups at age 16. However, at age 23, BV 

gamblers reported more gambling problems. The latter 

finding (i.e., at age 23) is in line with the Pathways Model. 

How you can use this research 

This study suggests that clinicians and treatment 

providers should develop prevention programs that 

target the personal characteristics that place adolescents 

at risk of problem gambling, according to their specific 

personality profile (e.g., externalizing versus 

internalizing). They should also consider how personal 

characteristics and socio-environmental factors 

influence each other. Future research should examine 

the developmental paths to problem gambling with 

larger groups of adolescent problem gamblers.   
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Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (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 responsible 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. 


