
 
 

What this research is about 

Past research has found that gambling problems differ 
based on gambling type and number of gambling 
activities. People with problem gambling (PG) are 
more likely to play high-risk activities, such as 
electronic gaming machines (EGMs). People with PG 
are also more likely to gamble on a wider range of 
activities. People without a gambling problem are 
more likely to play low-risk activities, such as lottery.  

The Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) is a 
commonly used measure of PG. It has nine items that 
assess PG severity through questions about gambling 
behaviours and negative consequences. It is unclear if 
the PGSI is suitable to assess PG across different 
gambling activities. Also, general PGSI scores might 
not reflect the true extent of problems linked with 
certain gambling activities. The current study 
examined how consistent general PGSI scores are with 
PGSI scores reported for specific gambling activities. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers analyzed data from the 2009 ENHJEU-
Québec Survey. This survey collected information 
from adults in Québec, Canada. It assessed problem 
gambling using the PGSI. Based on their PGSI scores, 
respondents were grouped as either having non-
problem, low-risk, moderate-risk, or problem 
gambling. Participants of the current study were those 
who had moderate-risk or problem gambling. 

Participants reported their age, sex, job status, marital 
status, education, and income. They reported their 
participation in 11 gambling activities over the past 12 
months. If they participated in any activity, they also 
reported the amount of money they spent over the 
past year on the activity.  

All participants completed the PGSI. They then 
provided activity-specific answers to all PGSI items 
that they had endorsed for their top three highest 
spending gambling activities. This created an overall 
(general) PGSI score and a separate activity-specific 
PGSI score for up to three gambling activities. The 
three gambling activities were ranked as primary, 
secondary, or tertiary based on the amount of money 
spent on them. 

The researchers examined if the general and activity-
specific PGSI scores corresponded with each other. 
They took into consideration activity rank and number 
of activities reported. They also compared the 
average scores of general and activity-specific scores. 

What the researchers found 

The gamblers reported lottery, slot machines, and 
video lottery terminals (VLTs) as their most common 
primary, secondary, and tertiary activities. These 
activities were the focus of the analyses. 

What you need to know 

General PGSI scores might not be a true reflection 
of the extent of a person’s problem gambling 
across all gambling activities. The general PGSI 
scores were higher than activity-specific PGSI 
scores for lottery. However, they were a better 
indicator of activity-specific scores for video 
lottery terminals. The PGSI was better at capturing 
problem gambling for primary gambling activities, 
and for gamblers who take part in three or more 
gambling activities. These results suggest that 
researchers should be cautious when using 
general PGSI scores for certain gambling activities.  
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Over half of the gamblers reported gambling on three 
or more activities. The most popular activity among 
this group was VLTs. This group had the highest 
number of participants with PG. Of those who 
gambled on a single activity, most gambled on lottery.  

For gamblers reporting one activity, general PGSI 
scores and activity-specific PGSI scores were 
consistent. For gamblers reporting two activities, PGSI 
scores were consistent for primary activities, but less 
consistent for secondary activities. For gamblers 
reporting three or more activities, PGSI scores were 
most consistent for primary activities, followed by 
tertiary, and then secondary activities. General and 
activity-specific PGSI scores were most consistent for 
VLTs, no matter the number or rank of the activities. 

For gamblers reporting one activity, the average 
activity-specific PGSI score was lower than the 
average general PGSI score. For gamblers reporting 
two activities, the average general PGSI score was 
higher than the average activity-specific PGSI scores 
for both primary and secondary activities. For 
gamblers reporting three or more activities, the 
average general PGSI score was higher than the 
average activity-specific PGSI scores for all ranks.  

Differences between the average general and activity-
specific PGSI scores were much greater for lottery 
than for VLTs and slot machines. In some cases, 
lottery gamblers might have been categorized as 
‘problem gambling’ based on their general PGSI score 
but ‘moderate-risk’ based on their lottery-specific 
score. General and activity-specific scores were not 
different for VLTs. This suggests that VLT gambling 
might have more influence on a person’s general PGSI 
score than other activities. Slot machine general PGSI 
scores were similar to activity-specific PGSI scores, 
except when slot machines were the secondary, or 
tertiary activity among three or more activities. 

How you can use this research 

This study suggests that using the PGSI might not 
capture a person’s true extent of gambling problems, 
especially for lottery. Future research could examine 
activity-specific scores in which the gambling activities 
are chosen based on time spent or popularity. There 

may be a need to develop tools that are more focused 
than the PGSI to measure activity-specific PG. 
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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 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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