
 
 

What this research is about 

Twin studies allow researchers to examine the role of 
genetics and environment on the development of 
gambling disorder (GD). This is because twins share 
either 100% of their genes for identical twins or 50% 
of their genes for fraternal twins. Twins also share 
many features of the environment (e.g., same 
educational system, parenting style, cultural 
background.). Additionally, there are unique 
environmental features that are not shared between 
twins (e.g., different friends). Twin studies can also 
determine the relative influence of shared vs. unique 
environmental factors. 

There have been two major twin studies of GD to 
date. The studies were in two different countries 
(United States and Australia) and were more than 10 
years apart. However, the results were very similar. 
Both studies found that genetics and unique 
environmental factors influenced the development of 
GD. The sizes of these twin studies were too small to 
detect shared environmental influences or any 
potential sex differences in the development of GD. 

The current study replicated the twin study of GD 
from Australia with a new Australian sample of twins. 
It also combined data from the original Australian 
twin study with the new Australian twin study to 
detect potential sex differences or shared 
environmental influences in the development of GD. 

What the researchers did 

In the original study, there were 1,875 Australian twin 
pairs born between 1964 and 1971. In the replication 
study, there were 1,205 Australian twin pairs born 
between 1972 and 1979. Combining samples from the 

two studies resulted in the largest twin study of GD to 
date.  

Participants in both studies completed a telephone 
interview. During the interview, the National Opinion 
Research Center Diagnostic Screen for Gambling 
Problems based on DSM-IV criteria (NODS) was used 
to assess participants’ lifetime and past year GD. The 
DSM-IV requires people to meet five of 10 symptoms 
of GD. The DSM-5 was not released at the time of the 
studies. However, the researchers were able to 
determine GD based on DSM-5 criteria by omitting 
one symptom (committed illegal acts to finance 
gambling) and lowering the number of symptoms 
required from five to four. 

Using data from the replication study, the researchers 
tested for genetic, shared environmental, and unique 
environmental influences on GD. They compared the 
results to those of the original study. Then, they 
combined samples from the two studies to test for 
genetic, shared environmental, and unique 
environmental influences on GD. The researchers also 
examined potential sex differences using the 
combined sample. If there were sex differences, 

What you need to know 

The current study combined data from two 
Australian twin studies to carry out the largest 
twin study of gambling disorder (GD) to date. The 
results showed that genetic and unique 
environmental factors both have significant 
influences on the development of GD. There were 
no differences in the contributions of genetics and 
environment on GD development between men 
and women. 

 

Genetic influences more important than 
shared environmental influences in the 
development of gambling disorder 
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fraternal twin pairs of the same sex would be more 
alike than fraternal twin pairs of different sexes. 

What the researchers found 

There were different levels of gambling involvement 
between the original and replication study samples. 
There were more participants in the original study 
who reported gambling at least five times in a single 
year, gambling at least once a week, and having one 
or more GD symptoms. However, GD based on DSM-5 
criteria was not more common in the original study 
sample than the replication study sample.  

In the replication study, genetics contributed about 
60% in the development of GD and unique 
environmental factors contributed about 40%. Shared 
environmental factors did not contribute to the 
development of GD. These results were similar to 
those of the original study.  

In the combined sample, genetic factors and unique 
environmental factors both influenced GD 
development. Again, shared environmental factors 
did not influence the development of GD. There was 
also no evidence of sex differences. That is, there 
were no differences between men and women in the 
contributions of genetics and environment on GD 
development. 

How you can use this research 

The findings of the current study highlight the need 
for more research on the influences of genetics and 
environment on GD. For instance, future research 
could study specific genes that increase the risk of GD. 
This might help treatment providers to tailor 
interventions to the genetic makeup of the patient. 
Future research could also explore how these genes 
interact with the environment to improve treatment 
of GD.  
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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. 
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