
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling can cause harm for a person, their families, 
and for the community. Harms can be financial, 
psychological, social, and health related. Knowing 
what makes someone more vulnerable to these 
harms from gambling is important. It can lead to 
better prevention and treatments for people who are 
at risk for experiencing harm.  

Personality traits can make someone vulnerable to 
harm. They can be stable over a person’s lifetime. 
Several studies have tried to determine how certain 
personality traits can lead to problem gambling and 
other substance use disorders. Four common 
personality traits that have been studied are anxiety 
sensitivity, hopelessness, impulsivity, and sensation 
seeking. Anxiety sensitivity is a fear of emotions 
associated with anxiety. It may lead people to gamble 
to cope with such emotions. Hopelessness is a 
tendency to expect that positive events will not occur 
and a feeling of helplessness about it. Impulsivity is a 
tendency to act rashly without thinking ahead. 
Sensation seeking is a tendency to seek out novel 
experiences and a willingness to take risks.  

The Substance Use Risk Profile Scale (SURPS) is the 
first scale to measure these personality traits. SURPS 
has been used to predict vulnerability for substance 
use. However, it has never been used to predict 
disordered gambling. In this study, the researchers 
examined whether SURPS might help to identify 
personality risk factors for disordered gambling.  

What the researchers did 

The research had two studies. The first study took 
place in Alberta, Canada. A total of 3562 students 
from the University of Alberta completed an online 

survey about cannabis use. Students also completed 
the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) and the 
Substance Use Risk Profile Scale (SURPS). In this study, 
these two questionnaires were used to determine the 
relationship between gambling problems and 
personality traits. The PGSI is a screening 
questionnaire used to determine how severe a 
person’s gambling problems are. Responses from 196 
students who scored 1 or higher on the PGSI were 
included in the study. A score of 1 or higher suggested 
that the participant had gambled in the past year.  

The second study tried to reproduce the results of the 
first study. It took place in the provinces of Nova 
Scotia, Manitoba, and Ontario in Canada. Participants 
were university students and adults from the 
community. Participants were recruited using online 
and printed advertisements. Anyone 19 years of age 

What you need to know 

The four-factor vulnerability model includes four 
personality traits: hopelessness, anxiety 
sensitivity, impulsivity, and sensation seeking. The 
model suggests that these traits are common in 
people with addictive behaviours. In two studies, 
the researchers identified vulnerability traits that 
could potentially lead to disordered gambling. The 
second study involved a six-month follow-up to 
track changes in gambling over time. The 
researchers found that hopelessness and 
impulsivity were the two personality traits most 
connected with gambling problems and gambling 
frequency. The researchers concluded that the 
four-factor vulnerability model could be a useful 
tool in gambling research. 

 

Using the four-factor personality 
vulnerability model to understand 
gambling behaviour  



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International License. 
 

2021 

and over, who gambled at least twice a month, were 
invited to participate in the study. In addition to the 
PGSI and the SURPS, participants reported how 
frequently they gambled using the Gambling Timeline 
Follow back (GTLFB). Participants also completed the 
PGSI and the GTLFB six months later. The researchers 
analyzed responses from 114 participants who 
completed both the initial and follow-up surveys.  

What the researchers found 

Impulsivity emerged as a personality trait that was 
consistently linked to gambling problems and 
gambling frequency. Participants with higher level of 
impulsivity reported more severe gambling problems 
in study 1. In study 2, participants with higher level of 
impulsivity reported gambling more frequently six 
months later. Hopelessness was found to predict 
more severe gambling problems six months later in 
the second study. Sensation-seeking was found to be 
associated with less severe gambling problems in the 
second study. Anxiety sensitivity had no impact on 
gambling problems or frequency. The researchers 
suggested that more research needs to be done using 
SURPS before any conclusions can be made.  

Although both studies followed a similar methodology 
and shared similar findings, the second study’s finding 
that sensation-seeking was linked to less severe 
gambling problems was unexpected. This finding 
could be due to the recruitment of older adults from 
the community. It could also be due to issues with the 
SURPS subscale for sensation seeking.  

Of the four personality traits in the SURPS, findings 
from both studies highlight the importance of 
impulsivity as a risk factor for gambling problems and 
gambling frequency. This finding supports the 
connection between impulsivity and increased risk 
behaviours such as gambling.  

How you can use this research 

Researchers could use these findings to study the 
four-factor personality vulnerability model to 
determine its use in gambling disorder screening and 
prevention. This study could also help inform 
treatment providers in developing treatments that 
target impulsivity in people who gamble.  
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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:eli.otis@dal.ca
mailto:eli.otis@dal.ca
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110400
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110400
mailto:info@greo.ca
mailto:info@greo.ca



