
 
 

What this research is about 

Previous studies have noted a complex relationship 
between gambling disorder (GD) and criminal activity.  
This suggests that people who have problems with 
gambling may be more likely to commit crimes. 
Therefore, it is important to understand the profile of 
people who gamble and commit crimes. Since there is 
minimal examination of factors that link gambling and 
crime among young adults, this study sought to fill in 
this gap by studying this population.  

Previous research has shown that some individuals 
commit crimes due to their financial hardships. Thus, 
socioeconomic status (SES) and other demographic 
factors likely play a role. For instance, given that 
young people are more likely to commit crimes, it is 
important to examine whether age relates to crime. 
Some studies have noted that there are underlying 
personality traits that increase the risk for criminal 
acts. For example, people who are impulsive, like to 
take risks, and have low self-control might be more 
likely to commit crimes. Other personality factors may 
include the desire for power, insensitivity to the 
impact of crimes, and early experience with 
delinquency. Crime has also been linked to substance 
abuse. This study sought to understand the 
differences between treatment-seeking young adults 
with GD, with and without a history of criminal 
behaviour. The researchers also wanted to see if 
certain factors increase the risk of criminal acts.  

What the researchers did 

Participants were 808 young adults between the ages 
of 18 and 30 who were seeking treatment for GD at a 
hospital in Spain. Most of the participants were men 
(97.5%). The participants completed clinical 

interviews and self-report questionnaires. All met the 
DSM-5 criteria for GD. The researchers used the South 
Oaks Gambling Screen (SOGS) and the DSM-5 criteria 
to assess participants’ gambling severity. To measure 
psychological problems, they used the Symptom 
Checklist-Revised (SCL-90-R). This scale measures 
somatization (i.e., experience mental distress as 
physical symptoms), obsession compulsion, and 
interpersonal sensitivity. It also assesses for 
depression, anxiety (and phobic), hostility, paranoid 
ideation, and psychoticism symptoms.  

The researchers used the Temperament and 
Character Inventory-Revised (TCI-R) to assess for 
personality. This scale includes four temperament 
dimensions. These are novelty-seeking, harm 
avoidance, reward dependence, and persistence 
levels. It also includes three character dimensions. 
These are self-directedness, cooperativeness, and 
self-transcendence.  

What the researchers found 

What you need to know 

This research examined factors that might 
differentiate young adults with gambling disorder 
(GD) who committed crimes from those who did 
not. Participants were 808 young adults seeking 
treatment for GD. Among these participants, 36% 
had committed crimes due to gambling. The 
results showed that being younger, unemployed, 
and having higher psychopathology increased the 
risk for criminal activity. Also, people with more 
severe GD symptoms, greater debts, and a less 
adaptive personality profile were more likely to 
commit crimes.  
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The results revealed that 36% of participants had 
committed illegal acts. Factors such as education 
level, sex, marital status, and SES were not related to 
having committed crimes or not. Being unemployed, 
being younger in age, having more severe GD 
symptoms, gambling for more years, having gambling 
problems at a younger age, placing maximum bets 
when gambling, and having greater debts due to 
gambling were related to higher risk of committing 
crimes. Moreover, those who preferred to gamble 
strategic games, casino games, and gaming room 
activities were more likely to have committed criminal 
offences. Participants with more severe 
psychopathological issues and less adaptive 
personality traits were also more likely to commit 
crimes. Specifically, people who scored higher on 
novelty seeking and lower on reward dependence, 
cooperativeness, persistence, and self directedness 
were more likely to commit crimes.  

Some combinations of these factors also played a 
role. For instance, having less adaptive personality 
profile and being older increased GD severity level. As 
a result, this increased the risk for illegal acts. Finally, 
being unemployed and being older increased the 
likelihood of having debts, which then increased the 
risk of committing crimes.   

How you can use this research 

This research could be used by service providers and 
researchers. Service providers could use this research 
to become more familiar with a profile of people who 
gamble and may be at a higher risk for committing 
crimes. Some of these factors may be incorporated to 
better assess at-risk youth and provide more targeted 
interventions. Future studies could further explore 
protective factors that might help young adults.  
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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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