
 
 

What this research is about 

The DSM-5 categorizes gambling disorder as an 
addiction. Meanwhile, public health considers 
gambling behaviour to be on a continuum of risk and 
defines problem gambling as any gambling that 
causes harm to people who gamble, their families, 
and the community.  

Research on how to prevent gambling harm focuses 
on reducing risk factors and promoting protective 
factors. Risk factors are anything that can increase 
someone’s chance of experiencing problem gambling. 
For example, people with depression, anxiety, or poor 
general health are at higher risk of developing 
problem gambling. Protective factors can fall under 
two categories: compensatory factors and protective 
factors. Compensatory factors decrease someone’s 
chance of experiencing problem gambling, regardless 
of the presence of risk factors. For example, people 
with good social supports are at lower risk of 
developing problem gambling. Protective factors help 
reduce the risk of experiencing problem gambling by 
buffering the effects of risk factors. Thus, the 
combination of risk factors and protective factors can 
influence the chance of developing problem gambling. 

Positive mental health is when someone can cope 
with the normal stresses of life and live to their full 
potential. While we know positive mental health 
characteristics, like social support and coping, are 
compensatory factors for problem gambling, we do 
not know much about their protective role. This study 
looked positive mental health characteristics as 
compensatory and protective factors for problem 
gambling. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 499 students attending any 
university in Victoria, Australia. They advertised on 
campuses, social media, emails, and by approaching 
students on campus. Participants were at least 18 
years old. They completed a survey online. 

First, participants answered general demographic 
questions. Next, they completed the Problem 
Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). The PGSI categorizes 
people as having non-problem gambling, low-risk 
gambling, moderate-risk gambling, or problem 
gambling. Participants then answered questions about 
risk and protective factors.  

What you need to know 

Some people are at a higher risk of developing 
gambling problems than others. This can be 
because they experience different risk or 
protective factors. Some protective factors buffer 
against the effects of risk factors (having a 
protective role), while others reduce the risk of 
problem gambling in general (having a 
compensatory role). This study looked at how 
positive mental health might be linked to problem 
gambling.  

Participants filled out an online survey about their 
gambling behaviour, gambling motives and beliefs, 
gambling situations, and mental health. None of 
the positive mental health characteristics reduced 
the risk of problem gambling in general. However, 
some of them protected against specific risk 
factors. Specifically, emotional support, global 
affect (wellbeing and quality of life), and personal 
growth and autonomy protected against strong 
gambling motives and gambling in risky situations. 
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The risk factors included: 
• Depression and anxiety symptoms
• Alcohol, tobacco, and other substance use
• Poor general health
• Gambling attitudes, beliefs, motives, and the high-

risk situations they gambled in

For protective factors, they completed the Positive 
Mental Health Instrument which measured: 
• General coping (coping to stress)
• Emotional support
• Spirituality
• Interpersonal and social skills
• Personal growth and autonomy
• Global affect (wellbeing and quality of life)

The researchers examined how participants’ scores on 
the different risk and protective factors were related 
to their problem gambling scores on the PGSI. 

What the researchers found 

About 7% of participants had problem gambling, 16% 
had moderate-risk gambling, and 27% had low-risk 
gambling. Many participants experienced risk factors: 
40% had hazardous alcohol use, 23% had past-year 
substance use, and 18% had anxiety symptoms. 

Participants with hazardous alcohol use and 
substance use had more severe gambling problems. 
Participants with stronger gambling motives, false 
gambling beliefs, and gambled in high-risk situations 
also had more severe gambling problems. However, 
depression, anxiety, tobacco use, and poor general 
health were not linked to problem gambling. 

None of the positive mental health characteristics 
reduced the severity of problem gambling in general. 
So, none of them played a compensatory role for 
problem gambling. In fact, spirituality turned out to 
be a risk factor. Participants with stronger religious or 
spiritual beliefs were more likely to have gambling 
problems. However, emotional support, global affect, 
and personal growth and autonomy played a 
protective role. For participants with the risk factors 
of strong gambling motives or gambling in risky 
situations, higher levels of these protective factors 
reduced the risk of problem gambling. However, none 

of the protective factors buffered against the other 
risk factors (e.g., alcohol and substance use, gambling 
attitudes, and false gambling beliefs).  

How you can use this research 

Prevention-based interventions could strengthen 
protective factors or target risk factors that are linked 
to problem gambling in university students.  
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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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