
 
 

What this research is about 

Children who have parents with problem gambling 
(PG) may be more likely to develop PG. Problem 
gambling is repetitive gambling behaviour that leads 
to negative consequences. There are two ways that 
children can inherit gambling problems from their 
parents. First, they may inherit certain genes from 
their parents that increase their chances of 
developing PG. Second, their parents may serve as a 
model for unsafe gambling behaviour. Parents may 
introduce their children to gambling at an early age, 
which may increase their risk of developing PG. 

In this study, the researchers investigated whether 
children are more likely to develop PG as young adults 
if their parents had PG during childhood. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers reviewed data from the Avon 
Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC). 
The ALSPAC is a survey that has followed and 
collected health information from children born in 
Avon, United Kingdom in 1991–1992 and their 
parents.  

Parents completed a survey when their children were 
six years old. The survey asked them how often they 
gambled and the types of gambling games they 
played. Parents also completed a version of the South 
Oaks Gambling Screen (SOGS). The SOGS assessed 
parents for PG. Parents who scored one or higher on 
the SOGS were considered to experience some 
problems with gambling. Based on the SOGS, 10.3% of 
mothers and 24.8% of fathers had gambling problems. 

When the children were 20 years old, they completed 
a questionnaire about their own gambling behaviour. 

They also completed the Problem Gambling Severity 
Index (PGSI). The PGSI assessed them for PG. There 
were 1,058 children who completed the questionnaire 
and PGSI at the age of 20. 1.2% of young women and 
7.1% of young men were classified as ‘moderate risk 
gamblers’ or ‘problem gamblers’ according to PGSI 
criteria. 

The researchers also looked at factors that might 
affect the association between parental gambling 
during childhood and PG at age 20. The first factor 
was parents’ education level, which might reflect their 
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socio-economic status. The second factor was family 
lifestyle in terms of engaging in risky and unhealthy 
behaviours, such as smoking and frequent eating of 
fried food. The third factor was the degree of 
harmony in the family based on mothers’ reports of 
how often they argued with their partner. The data 
for these factors were collected at various timepoints 
during childhood. 

What the researchers found 

The researchers found no evidence that parents’ 
participation in gambling affected how likely their 
children were to develop gambling problems. 
However, when parents had PG, their children were 
more likely to have PG at age 20. Specifically, there 
was a cross-gender transmission. Daughters were 
more likely to have PG at age 20 if they had fathers 
with PG when they were children. Sons were more 
likely to have PG at age 20 if they had mothers with 
PG when they were children. The researchers found 
similar results even after they took into account 
parental education level, family lifestyle, and degree 
of harmony of the family.  

These findings suggest that children may be more 
likely to develop PG as adults if they have parents 
with PG. The findings also suggest that gambling 
problems can be passed from a parent to their child of 
the opposite gender. 

How you can use this research 

Prevention service providers can use this research to 
create gambling prevention programs for young 
adults who have just reached the legal age for 
gambling. This group may have a higher risk of 
gambling problems than other groups. Researchers in 
other countries can investigate whether gambling 
problems may be passed from parents to children in a 
cross-gender way, as reported in this research.  

About the researchers 

David Forrest and Ian G. McHale are affiliated with 
the University of Liverpool Management School in 
Liverpool, United Kingdom. If you have questions 
about this study, please contact David Forrest at 
david.forrest@liv.ac.uk.  

 

Citation 

Forrest, D., & McHale, I. G. (2020). Transmission of 
problem gambling between adjacent generations. 
Journal of Gambling Studies. Advance online 
publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10899-020-
09977-8  

Study funding 

The UK Medical Research Council and Wellcome and 
the University of Bristol provide core support for 
ALSPAC. Collection of data on gambling by young 
people analysed here was specifically funded by 
GambleAware, an independent charity in the United 
Kingdom. 

 

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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