
 
 

What this research is about 

Many teenagers gamble, even before they are legally 
allowed. Gambling can be harmful to teenagers by 
causing feelings of guilt, shame or depression. Studies 
have also shown that people who start gambling at a 
younger age are more likely to develop gambling 
problems. These types of studies usually ask people 
how old they were when they first gambled. However, 
people may not remember how old they were and 
might provide incorrect information. This is especially 
true if they started gambling many years before they 
participated in the study. Therefore, studies looking at 
risks associated with youth gambling may make 
conclusions based on incorrect information. 

First, the authors of this study wanted to see if people 
give different ages of first gambling if asked at 
different points in time. If they always report the 
same age, then their answer is probably correct. 
However, if they report different ages when asked at 
different times then some of the information that 
they are providing must be incorrect. Second, if some 
people’s answers do change, are the changes 
predictable based on age, gender, or severity of 
gambling problems? 

What the researchers did 

Participants were high school students in Quebec who 
completed a questionnaire in class. The researchers 
only included people who said they gambled at least 
once, resulting in 297 participants (average age = 
15.25 years old). 

The questionnaire asked them their gender, how old 
they currently are, and how old they were the first 
time they gambled. The questionnaire also had 12 

questions to assess gambling problems from the DSM-
IV-MR-J (a version of the DSM specific to adolescents).  

The researchers gave the participants the same 
questionnaire 1, 2 and 3 years later (i.e. participants 
took the same questionnaire 4 times, each 1 year 
apart). If participants answered the same age on all 
the questionnaires when asked how old they were 
when they first gambled, then their answers were 
consistent. If they gave different ages, then their 
answers were inconsistent. The researchers wanted to 
see how many participants gave inconsistent answers. 
They also wanted to see if inconsistent answers were 
predictable based on the participants age, gender, or 
gambling problems. 

What you need to know 

Many studies show that people who say they 
started gambling at a younger age are more likely 
to develop gambling problems. However, these 
studies rely on participants to remember how old 
they were when they started gambling. The goal of 
this study was to test if people correctly report 
this type of information.  

The researchers gave questionnaires to a group of 
adolescents each year for four years asking them 
how old they were when they first gambled. Over 
80% of participants gave different answers across 
the questionnaires. This shows that they do not 
remember how old they were the first time they 
gambled. Therefore, studies that rely on self-
reported age of first gambling may make incorrect 
conclusions because participants often do not 
remember when they started gambling. 
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What the researchers found 

When asked what age they started gambling the 
majority of participants (over 80%) changed their 
answers across questionnaires. On average, 
participants’ answers on the 2nd, 3rd and 4th 
questionnaires were 2 years different than their 
answers on the 1st questionnaire. Some answers 
changed to be older, and some to be younger. On 
average they tended to report a younger age on the 
later questionnaires. The fact that most participants 
gave inconsistent answers shows that they do not 
remember when they started gambling. 

The authors also tested whether age, gender, or 
gambling problems were related to how inconsistent 
a participant’s answers were. They found that older 
participants were more inconsistent. However, gender 
and gambling severity did not have any relationship 
with whether they provided inconsistent answers. 

How you can use this research 

The results show that most adolescents do not 
remember how old they were when they started 
gambling. They also show that people are more likely 
to give inconsistent answers as they get older. 
Researchers who are looking for a link between age of 
first gambling and the development of gambling 
problems should consider this when designing their 
studies. Many studies ask people to remember the 
first time they gambled and ask them about their 
current gambling behaviours. Instead researchers 
could survey young people who have just started 
gambling to record their age. Then survey those same 
people several years later to see if they have 
developed any gambling problems. This method 
would provide more accurate information about how 
old people were when they started gambling. 
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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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