
 
 

What this research is about 

Problem gambling does not just harm the gambler 
themselves; it can also harm those close to them. 
About 20% of adults have a family member with 
gambling problems. Families with problem gambling 
are more likely to have financial difficulties, 
communication issues, and family violence. The 
children of people with problem gambling are also 
more likely to develop problem gambling themselves.  

Both genetic and environmental factors influence how 
problem gambling is transmitted from one generation 
to the next in a family. There is some evidence for 
genetic influence on the risk for developing problem 
gambling. Social learning can also influence gambling 
behaviour within families. For example, children who 
watch family members gamble may see it as a normal 
part of life and feel encouraged to gamble. How much 
a family member’s gambling influences a child can 
depend on the type of relationship they have and how 
old the child is when the family member starts having 
a gambling problem. This study looked at how 
problem gambling is transmitted in families.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers surveyed 97 adults from Australia. All 
participants were attending treatment for their 
gambling problems. According to the Problem 
Gambling Severity Index (PGSI), 91% of participants 
had problem gambling and 9% were at moderate risk 
for problem gambling. The participants completed 
surveys about their family environment during 
childhood. The survey questions fell into 6 categories: 

i) Family history of problem gambling: asked 
participants if they thought their parents and 
siblings had problem gambling during their 

childhood. Among other items, it also asked how 
old they were when the problem gambling started 
and how long it lasted. 

ii) Family conflict: measured with the Conflict 
subscale from the Family Environment Scale (FES). 

iii) Parenting styles: measured with the Parental 
Authority Questionnaire (PAQ). The PAQ asked 
how controlling, demanding, responsive, and 
communicative the participants’ parents were. 

iv) Family functioning: measured with the General 
Functioning subscale of the McMaster Family 
Assessment Device (FAD). It asked about family 
support, communication, and decision-making. 

v) Family stressors: asked about potential stressors 
related to the participants’ parents (e.g., parental 

What you need to know 

The children of parents with problem gambling are 
more likely to develop problem gambling 
themselves. Thus, problem gambling appears to be 
transmitted within families. This study surveyed 
adults seeking treatment for problem gambling 
and asked about their family environment during 
childhood. About 25% of participants grew up with 
at least one family member (a parent or sibling) 
with a gambling problem. Often, parental 
gambling problems started before the participants 
were 12 years old. Participants who grew up in a 
family with problem gambling reported more 
family financial issues, parental separation or 
divorce, and less authoritative parenting from 
their father. About one-third of participants felt 
their family’s gambling did not impact their own 
gambling. Two-thirds felt it did influence them, 
either through genetics or social learning. 

How treatment-seeking gamblers were 
influenced by their family’s gambling during 
their childhood 
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psychological problems, unemployment, 
separation, divorce, and financial problems). 

vi) Four open-ended questions: participants 
described how they felt about their family’s 
gambling and whether they felt it influenced their 
own gambling. 

What the researchers found 

One-quarter of participants grew up with at least one 
family member with problem gambling. Paternal 
problem gambling was reported by 16.5% of 
participants, maternal problem gambling by 7.5%, and 
sibling problem gambling for 7.6%. Two-thirds of 
participants with a problem gambling parent said the 
gambling problem started before they were 12 years 
old. When it was their sibling who had a gambling 
problem, most said it started after they were 12 years 
old. Overall, three-quarters said the gambling 
problem lasted at least 10 years. 

Participants who grew up in a family with problem 
gambling reported more parental separation or 
divorce, and family financial issues. They were also 
more likely to report a less authoritative paternal 
parenting style that was low in communication. 

In the open-ended section, 37.9% of participants said 
there was no gambling in their family, while 58.6% 
said there was. Of those who reported family 
gambling, about half said they felt neutral about it 
during childhood. Some felt very negatively about it 
and a few felt positively about it. Over one-third of 
participants felt their family’s gambling did not impact 
their own gambling behaviour. The other participants 
thought their family’s gambling did influence their 
own, either through genetics or social learning. 

How you can use this research 

This study can inform prevention and intervention 
strategies. For example, prevention strategies could 
educate gamblers about how their gambling can 
influence their family members. 
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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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