
 
 

What this research is about  

Feelings of shame and guilt may occur after gambling 

loss. Shame and guilt are related but different 

emotions. While guilt is a feeling of having done 

something wrong, shame creates a sense of being 

wrong which leads to others’ disappointment and 

anger. Guilt can motivate people to correct a wrong, 

but shame can prevent people from taking action.  

A previous study has found that adults with problem 

gambling feel ashamed of their gambling behaviour 

and use avoidant strategies to cope with it. But guilt is 

associated with the use of nonavoidant coping 

strategies. This study extended previous research by 

focusing on emerging adults aged 18 to 24 years old. 

The researchers tested three assumptions:  

1) Problem gambling would be associated more 

strongly with shame than guilt.  

2) Shame would be associated with avoidant coping 

strategies whereas guilt would be associated with 

nonavoidant coping strategies.  

3) Shame would explain the relationship between 

problem gambling and avoidant coping strategies. 

On the other hand, guilt would explain the 

relationship between problem gambling and 

nonavoidant coping strategies.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used survey data that had been 

collected in 2017 at a Canadian university. 

Participants of the survey were university students. 

Only data from those who were aged 18 to 24 years 

and had gambled were analysed. This left 391 

participants who were mostly women (59.6%, with 

39.9% men, and 0.5% binary). The majority were 

working part-time or not employed.    

Participants completed the following questionnaires: 

• The Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI) to 

assess gambling problems. Most participants 

scored as non-problem gambling (72%, score of 

0). One in five had low risk (20.6%, score of 1-4). 

About 2.6% had moderate risk (score of 5-7), and 

4.8% experienced problem gambling (score of 8+).   

• A revised version of the Coping With Gambling 

Loss (CWGL) to assess coping strategies.  

• A measure of emotions related to gambling loss, 

including feelings of shame and guilt.  

What the researchers found 

Avoidant and nonavoidant coping strategies 

First, the researchers examined the structure of the 

CWGL. Previous research reported six factors for the 

CWGL. In this study, all but one items of the CWGL 

loaded onto five factors: 

What you need to know 

This study examined the impact of shame and guilt 

on how emerging adults aged 18 to 24 years coped 

with gambling problems. Survey participants were 

391 university students who gambled. Results 

showed that problem gambling was more strongly 

associated with shame than guilt. Unexpectedly, 

shame was not strongly associated with the use of 

avoidant strategies to cope with gambling loss. 

Guilt was weakly associated with nonavoidant 

coping strategies and had weak to moderate 

association with avoidant coping strategies. For 

people with problem gambling, shame was linked 

to the use of avoidant coping and guilt was linked 

to the use of nonavoidant coping. 

The impact of shame and guilt on how 

emerging adults cope with gambling problems 



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

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

 
2022 

• The first factor was labelled “nondisclosure” and 

reflected keeping others from knowing how bad 

one’s gambling loss was.  

• The second factor was labelled “rationalisation” 

and reflected reasons used to justify gambling 

behaviour and gambling loss.  

• The third factor was labelled “wishful thinking” 

and reflected wishful thoughts of winning and 

recovering from loss.  

• The fourth factor was labelled “social support” 

and reflected seeking support from others.  

• The final factor was labelled “fiscal responsibility” 

and reflected taking action to make up for loss. 

Nondisclosure, rationalisation, and wishful thinking 

were considered to be avoidant strategies to cope 

with gambling loss. Social support and fiscal 

responsibility were nonavoidant coping strategies. 

The researchers found that participants relied most 

on rationalisation, followed by wishful thinking and 

nondisclosure. Overall, participants had stronger 

feelings of guilt than shame in regard to their loss.  

The impact of shame and guilt  

The researchers used a path model to examine the 

relationships between problem gambling, 

shame/guilt, and coping. Gender was included in the 

model to control for its impact. As expected, problem 

gambling was more strongly associated with shame 

than guilt. Unexpectedly, shame was not strongly 

associated with avoidant coping. Rather, shame was 

linked to lower likelihood of using wishful thinking and 

rationalisation. Also, shame was only weakly 

associated with nondisclosure. Guilt was weakly 

associated with nonavoidant coping strategies. But 

guilt had weak to moderate association with avoidant 

coping through rationalisation and wishful thinking.  

As expected, shame and guilt partially explained the 

relationship between problem gambling and coping 

strategies. People with higher PGSI scores tended to 

use both avoidant and nonavoidant coping strategies. 

However, those with stronger feelings of shame were 

more likely to use avoidant coping strategies. In 

contrast, those with stronger feelings of guilt were 

more likely to use nonavoidant coping strategies. It 

should be noted that the indirect effects though 

shame and guilt were much weaker than the direct 

effects of problem gambling on coping strategies.  

How you can use this research 

The findings of this study could be used to design 

better self-exclusion and treatment interventions.  
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