
 
 

What this research is about 

Many adolescents gamble even though they are 
under the legal age. Gambling at an early age can 
become problematic and lead to serious harms. 
Adults who have problem gambling behaviours are 
more likely to have suicidal ideas and to attempt 
suicide, than people without gambling problems. Self-
injurious behaviour often occurs prior to suicidal ideas 
and attempts. Self-injurious behaviour is any act of 
physical harm to oneself without the intention to die. 
It is quite common among adolescents. However, no 
study has looked at the link between problem 
gambling and self-injurious behaviour in adolescents. 

This study examined self-injurious behaviour and 
gambling among high school students in Connecticut, 
USA. The researchers also looked at the effects on 
mental health and extra-curricular activities. This is 
because both problem gambling and self-injurious 
behaviour can lead to poor mental health. Moreover, 
people who self-injure tend to isolate themselves 
from others and do not participate in social activities.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from the Connecticut high 
school survey in 2006. There were 2234 adolescents 
aged 14 to 18 years, who answered the survey 
questions about self-injurious and gambling 
behaviours.  

In the survey, the adolescents rated the importance of 
a number of strategies to prevent problem gambling. 
This was used to assess their gambling attitudes and 
views. The strategies included checking for I.D. when 
buying lottery, hanging out with friends who do not 
gamble, parents being strict about gambling, etc.  

Adolescents who reported gambling in the past year 
completed the Massachusetts Gambling Screen 
(MAGS). The researchers considered those who 
agreed to at least one criterion on the MAGS as 
showing ‘at-risk/problem gambling’. The adolescents 
also reported the age they started gambling, types of 
gambling, locations, who they gambled with, reasons 
for gambling, and time spent gambling per week.   

The adolescents answered a question about whether 
they had cut or hurt themselves by other means 
without intending to kill themselves. Those who said 
‘yes’ were asked further questions. These included 
how often they self-injured, if they thought their self-
injurious behaviour was a problem, concern of family 
members, etc.  

In addition, the adolescents reported their extra-
curricular activities (e.g., church activities, school 

What you need to know 

This study looked at the link between problem 
gambling and self-injurious behaviour in 
adolescents. The researchers analyzed survey data 
from 2234 high school students in Connecticut, 
USA. Overall, adolescents who self-injured were 
more likely to show at-risk/problem gambling. 
They had more open attitudes towards gambling 
and reported less parental oversight of gambling. 
Compared to adolescents who gambled 
problematically but who did not self-injure, 
adolescents with both problems were more likely 
to prefer non-strategic gambling and gambling in 
casinos. They were also more likely to gamble in 
response to pressure and anxiety. These findings 
could be used to inform youth treatment services.        
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clubs) and health. Health questions included 
depression symptoms, smoking, alcohol use, drug use, 
and caffeine use. The adolescents also provided their 
sociodemographic information including age, gender, 
race/ethnicity, grade level, and family structure.  

What the researchers found 

Of the 2234 students, 406 reported self-injurious 
behaviour. More girls had self-injured than boys. Also, 
more students of Asian ethnicity had self-injured than 
students who were not of Asian ethnicity.  

Adolescents who self-injured, especially boys, were 
more likely to show at-risk/problem gambling than 
adolescents who did not self-injure. They also had 
more open attitudes towards gambling. In particular, 
adolescents who self-injured reported less parental 
oversight of gambling. They were also more likely to 
report that their parents and friends gambled.  

Compared to adolescents who gambled 
problematically but did not self-injure, adolescents 
with both problems were more likely to prefer non-
strategic gambling and gambling in casinos. They were 
also more likely to gamble in response to pressure 
and anxiety. They tended to start gambling at an 
earlier age. However, these adolescents were less 
likely to gamble with friends than those who did not 
self-injure. They were also less likely to participate in 
extra-curricular activities or to drink alcohol heavily.  

How you can use this research 

This study could inform treatment services for youth 
with problem gambling and self-injurious behaviour. 
The findings suggest that stress management and 
improving coping skills may be beneficial. Therapists 
may also want to work with parents on issues such as 
parental oversight and communication.  
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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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