
 
 

What this research is about 

Previous research has used the pathways model to 

identify subtypes of problem and pathological gamblers. 

The model proposes three subtypes. Behaviourally 

conditioned gamblers start gambling for fun or for social 

reasons. As a result, they develop gambling problems 

and other psychological problems, such as depression 

and drug use. Emotionally vulnerable gamblers have 

depression and other psychological problems before 

they start gambling. They tend to have a history of 

childhood trauma and abuse. These gamblers use 

gambling as a way to escape from negative moods.  

Antisocial impulsivist gamblers are believed to be similar 

to emotionally vulnerable gamblers. But they have 

additional problems including being impulsive and 

having trouble paying attention to tasks. These gamblers 

often have antisocial personality disorder.   

There is research evidence to support some aspects of 

the pathways model. However, few studies have looked 

at all the social, biological and psychological factors as 

proposed in the model. Therefore, the present study 

tested the model using a more comprehensive list of 

factors with a group of problem and pathological 

gamblers who were not in treatment. It examined factors 

that were thought to differentiate the three subtypes of 

gamblers.  

What the researcher did 

The researchers recruited 150 individuals who were 

living in Ontario, Canada. The participants had problem 

or pathological gambling, but were not in treatment at 

the time of the study. They completed a survey and a 

computer task that assessed impulsivity. The survey 

asked about gambling behaviours, gambling motives, 

childhood trauma, boredom proneness, harm avoidance 

(preferring safer activities over risky ones). The 

computer task assessed if the participants tended to 

prefer smaller, immediate rewards over larger, later 

rewards. Preference for smaller, immediate rewards 

indicated a tendency to make impulsive choice. The 

participants were also clinically interviewed to see if they 

had psychological problems , such as ADHD, antisocial 

personality disorder, mood disorders, alcohol and drug 

use.  

 

 

What you need to know 

This research tested the pathways model with a 

group of problem and pathological gamblers who 

were not in treatment. Results showed that there 

were three subtypes: Behaviourally Conditioned 

(BC), Antisocial Impulsivist (AI), and Emotionally 

Vulnerable (EV) gamblers. BC gamblers were less 

likely to have anxiety, depression, childhood trauma 

or family history of gambling problems than the 

other two groups. BC gamblers also reported less 

severe gambling problems and less interest in 

seeking treatment. EV gamblers were most likely to 

gamble as a way to cope with negative moods. They 

were also more likely to have a history of childhood 

trauma, family history of gambling problems, and 

gambling-related suicidal ideas or attempts. EV 

gamblers had a lower tendency to take risks and 

were less impulsive than gamblers in the other two 

groups. Finally, AI gamblers had more symptoms of 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and 

antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) than the other 

two groups. 

Using the pathways model to identify 

subtypes of problem gamblers 
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What the researcher found 

There were three subtypes: 31.1% of participants were 

Behaviourally Conditioned (BC), 33.3% were Antisocial 

Impulsivist (AI), and 35.3% were Emotionally Vulnerable 

(EV). First, BC was differentiated from EV and AI. Results 

revealed that the BC group had lower scores boredom 

proneness in comparison to the other two groups. They 

were less likely to report a childhood history of trauma 

and family history of gambling problems. BC gamblers 

had a higher percentage of men and reported less severe 

gambling problems. They also showed less interest to 

seek help for gambling problems. Moreover, they had 

fewer experiences with major depression, anxiety 

disorder, or lifetime substance dependence than the 

other two groups. BC gamblers were also less likely to 

report having suicidal ideas or attempts due to gambling.  

EV gamblers were most likely to gamble as a way to cope 

with negative moods. This was followed by AI gamblers 

who were more likely to gamble as a way to cope than 

BC gamblers. The EV group showed a lower tendency to 

take risks than the other two groups. They were also less 

impulsive than BC and AI groups. EV gamblers were 

older, had a higher percentage of women, and were less 

likely to be employed (yet, the AI group reported the 

lowest incomes). They were older than BC and AI 

gamblers at the time when they started gambling. EV 

gamblers were more likely to have a childhood history of 

trauma, family history of gambling problems, and 

gambling-related suicidal ideation/attempt. There were 

less EV gamblers who reported lifetime alcohol 

dependence compared to the other two groups. 

Finally, AI gamblers reported more ADHD symptoms 

than gamblers in the other 2 groups. They also reported 

more symptoms of antisocial personality disorder.  

How you can use this research 

This study can be used to help develop more 

personalized treatment options for different subtypes of 

gamblers. More targeted treatment can result in better 

treatment outcomes. Treatment for EV and AI gamblers 

is likely more intensive than treatment for BC gamblers. 

Furthermore, treatment for EV gamblers should include 

healthy coping and emotion regulation skills.    
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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. 


