
 
 

What this research is about 

People who are 18 to 27 years old are referred to as 
emerging adults. Emerging adults have recently 
become independent but might not have all the 
responsibilities of later adulthood. During this age, 
people are more likely to perform risky behaviours. 
For example, they are more likely to use drugs, binge 
drink, or gamble than older adults. Problem gambling 
rates are much higher in emerging adults than in older 
adults. Problem gambling is when gambling leads to 
financial, social, physical, and/or emotional harm.  

Emotion regulation is how well someone can 
understand and express their emotions. Previous 
studies have found that people with problem 
gambling are more likely to have mood disorders such 
as depression. They also tend to have difficulties with 
emotion regulation. Since emerging adults are more 
likely to engage in risky behaviours like gambling, it is 
important to understand how their emotion 
regulation abilities can impact their risk of 
experiencing gambling problems. 

This study surveyed emerging adults who gamble to 
understand: (i) how emotion regulation relates to 
problem gambling; and (ii) if emotion regulation 
explains the link between problem gambling and 
depression. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants through online 
discussion boards, university participant pools, and by 
handing out flyers. They also recruited participants 
through Amazon’s Mturk, a crowdsourcing website. A 
total of 2657 people filled out the questionnaire 
online. The researchers only used questionnaires from 
people who gambled in the past year. This resulted in 

820 participants between 18–27 years old. 
Participants answered questions about problem 
gambling, emotion regulation, depression, and 
anxiety.  

The questionnaire asked participants how often they 
gambled and included questions from the Canadian 
Problem Gambling Index (CPGI). The CPGI assesses 
problem gambling behaviours. For example, it asks if 
people spend more money than they can afford on 
gambling, or experience feelings of guilt or stress from 
gambling. Higher scores on the CPGI indicate a higher 
risk of experiencing gambling problems. 

Questions about emotion regulation came from the 
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS). The 
DERS looks at the six factors of emotion regulation: 

What you need to know 

Up to 10% of emerging adults (ages 18–27) are at 
risk of experiencing problem gambling. Problem 
gambling can cause financial, social, physical, and 
emotional harms. Problem gambling may be  
linked to mood disorders and emotion regulation. 
This study tested whether emotion regulation 
affected depression levels and problem gambling. 

Not being able to control one’s impulse when 
feeling emotional was directly linked to increased 
risk of problem gambling. Depression was linked 
to problem gambling through its relation to 
emotion regulation. People with poorer emotion 
regulation were more likely to experience 
depression and problem gambling. Therefore, 
emotion regulation abilities are responsible for the 
link between problem gambling and depression. 

Emotion regulation links problem 
gambling to depression in emerging adult 
gamblers 
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1) emotional clarity – understanding one’s emotions 
2) emotional awareness – being aware of one’s 
emotions 
3) acceptance of emotional responses – being able to 
accept the emotions that one experiences 
4) impulse control – being able to control one’s 
impulse when feeling emotional 
5) use of emotion regulation strategies 
6) performing goal directed behavior when emotional 

Finally, participants completed the depression portion 
of the Patient Health Questionnaire and the 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder questionnaire. 

What the researchers found 

Based on the CPGI scores, 15.6% of participants were 
at moderate-risk of problem gambling and 8.2% met 
the criteria for problem gambling. Males were at 
higher risk of problem gambling than females. Those 
who gambled frequently were also at higher risk. 

Participants with lower impulse control were at higher 
risk of gambling problems. Participants who could 
perform goal-directed behaviour when feeling 
emotional were also at higher risk of problem 
gambling. This could be because they gamble with the 
goal of distracting themselves from negative 
emotions. Participants’ levels of emotion acceptance 
and use of emotion regulation strategies were not 
directly linked to problem gambling. Anxiety was also 
not directly linked to problem gambling. 

Emotion regulation abilities fully explained the link 
between problem gambling and depression. 
Participants who were at higher risk of problem 
gambling had more difficulties with emotion 
regulation, leading to more symptoms of depression.  

How you can use this research 

This is the first study to look at how emotion 
regulation is related to both depression and problem 
gambling. The researchers found a link between 
emotion regulation, and both depression and problem 
gambling. Therefore, problem gambling interventions 
could focus on improving emotion regulation abilities. 
For example, teaching emerging adults about the 
importance of understanding and accepting their 

emotions. This might help lower the risk that 
emerging adults will experience problem 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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