
What this research is about 

Having someone in the family who has a history of 
substance use disorders (SUDs) may place a person at 
risk for developing the same problems. Past research 
showed that individuals who have a family member 
with a SUD are more at risk for developing the same 
addiction, as well as other mental health conditions. 
Studies also showed that children from families with 
alcohol use disorder may have a different brain 
development. Yet, there is not enough research to 
understand how family history of SUDs may shape 
people who gamble.  

Family history of SUDs may be one way to understand 
and identify people with gambling problems for early 
intervention. This study aimed to examine whether 
people who had a family history of SUDs have 
different demographic, clinical, and cognitive abilities 
than those without a family history of SUDs.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 576 young adults (aged 18–
29 years) from Minneapolis and Chicago, USA. All 
participants had gambled at least five times in the 
past year. Using paper-and-pencil questionnaires, the 
researchers asked participants for their demographics 
(e.g., age, gender, and education level). Participants 
completed a clinical evaluation, which included the 
Mini International Neuropsychiatric Inventory (MINI). 
The MINI was used to assess common mental 
disorders including major depressive disorder, panic 
disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, eating 
disorders, and others.  

The clinical evaluation also included the Minnesota 
Impulsive Disorders Interview (MIDI), which assessed 
impulse control disorders. The Structured Clinical 

Interview for Pathological Gambling (SCI-PG) was 
used to assess symptoms of gambling disorder. The 
Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11) was used to 
assess impulsive traits. The researchers also used the 
Padua Inventory (PADUA) to assess for common 
obsessive and compulsive tendencies. Finally, to 
measure quality of life, they used the Quality of Life 
Inventory (QOLI).  

In addition, participants completed various cognitive 
tests from the Cambridge Neuropsychological Test 
Automated Battery. The first one they completed was 
the Intra-Extra Dimensional Set Shift Task (IED). This 
task examined cognitive flexibility, or the ability to 

What you need to know 

This research examined how a family history of 
substance use disorders (SUDs) was associated 
with demographic, clinical, and cognitive 
characteristics of young adults who gambled. The 
researchers recruited 576 young adults. Results 
revealed that about a third of the participants had 
a family history of SUDs. On demographics, family 
history of SUDs was related to older age and 
female gender. On clinical characteristics, family 
history of SUDs was related to lower quality of life, 
more alcohol use and smoking, more money lost 
to gambling, more severe gambling problems, and 
greater likelihood of any mental disorders (e.g., 
depression). Family history of SUDs was also 
related to higher compulsive tendencies. From the 
cognitive tasks, family history of SUDs was 
associated with worse ability to adapt to new 
rules, more errors on spatial working memory, and 
poorer decision making. 

Understanding the clinical and cognitive 
profiles of young adults with a family history 
of substance use disorders who gamble 
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adjust and adapt to new situations. In this task, the 
computer showed them shapes and related rules to 
select the correct shapes. They also completed the 
Stop Signal Response Task (SSRT). This task measured 
response inhibition, or the ability to stop a reaction 
when it is no longer appropriate. In this task, the 
computer showed them arrows pointing towards a 
direction. They had to press the button that matched 
the same direction. When a buzzer sounded, they had 
to inhibit their pressing.  

The third task was the Cambridge Gambling Task 
(CGT). The CGT examined decision-making. Here, 
participants had to decide how much they wanted to 
bet on under which block a token hid. Each trial had 
10 blocks with some blocks in red and others in blue. 
Finally, participants completed the Spatial Working 
Memory Task (SWM). The SWM tested the ability to 
remember spatial information and use working 
memory. In this task, participants had to click on 
boxes to find a blue one hiding in them.  

Finally, to assess family history of SUDs, the 
researchers asked participants about any psychiatric 
and substance use problems in their first-degree 
relatives (e.g., parents, siblings). 

What the researchers found 

Results showed that 180 participants (31.3%) 
reported a family member with a SUD. Family history 
of SUDs was related to older age, female gender, and 
lower quality of life. It was also related to more 
money lost gambling, more severe gambling 
problems, more smoking and alcohol use, higher 
number of mental disorders, and higher compulsive 
tendencies on the PADUA. Finally, on the cognitive 
tests, family history of SUDs was associated with 
more errors on the cognitive flexibility task, poorer 
decision making, and more errors on the spatial 
information and working memory task.  

How you can use this research 

This research could be used by service providers and 
researchers. Service providers could use this 
information to better identify young adults who have 
a family history of SUDs and may be vulnerable to 
gambling problems. They could also use it to develop 

more individualized treatment approaches. 
Researchers could examine the link between family 
history of SUDs and gambling disorder longitudinally. 
Future studies could also investigate differences 
between having parents or siblings with SUDs.   
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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. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:jgrant4@bsd.uchicago.edu
mailto:jgrant4@bsd.uchicago.edu
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00017
https://doi.org/10.1556/2006.2020.00017
mailto:info@greo.ca
mailto:info@greo.ca



