
 
What this research is about 

Previous studies have shown that people with a 
history of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) 
are more likely to have disordered gambling when 
they are adults. ACEs may include childhood abuse, 
neglect, and family dysfunction such as parental 
divorce and substance use. However, most studies 
have only examined the impact of childhood neglect, 
and physical and sexual abuse. It is not known 

how other types of ACEs may be associated with 
disordered gambling. Also, the mechanism by which 
ACEs lead to disordered gambling is unclear. Some 
studies have pointed to the potential role of emotion 
dysregulation. 

People with emotion dysregulation have difficulties 
with emotional experiences. They are often not aware 
of their own emotional experiences and do not have 
effective ways to regulate emotions. They may also 
have increased impulsivity, which could lead to more 
gambling. However, no studies have tested the role of 
emotion dysregulation in the link between ACEs and 
disordered gambling. The present study seeks to fill 
these research gaps by comprehensively examining 
10 types of ACEs in relation to disordered gambling. 
It also seeks to investigate whether emotion 
dysregulation plays a role in the relationship between 
ACEs and disordered gambling. 

What the researcher did 

The researchers recruited 414 adult gamblers 
from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). MTurk 
is a crowdsourcing site that has been used by 
researchers to recruit participants. In this study, 

participants completed an online survey about their 
demographics (e.g., age, sex, ethnicity, education, 

 

 

and alcohol abuse), ACEs, gambling, and emotion 
dysregulation. The survey asked about ten types 
of ACEs. These included sexual abuse, physical 
abuse, physical neglect, emotional abuse, emotional 
neglect, and five forms of family dysfunction (parental 
separation or divorce, substance abuse, mental 
illness, domestic violence, and criminal behavior in 
the household). Participants were asked to report all 
the ACEs that had occurred in the first 18 years of 
their lives. 

 

 

What you need to know 

Past research has shown that exposure to adverse 
childhood experiences (ACEs) can contribute to 
the development of disordered gambling. Emotion 
dysregulation may act as the mechanism by which 
ACEs lead to disordered gambling. This study 
examined how 10 types of ACEs were associated 
with disordered gambling. It also tested the role of 
emotion dysregulation. Results indicated that nine 

types of ACEs, besides physical abuse, were related 
to disordered gambling. That is, disordered 
gambling was related to sexual abuse, physical 
neglect, emotional abuse, emotional neglect, and 
five forms of family dysfunction (parental separation 
or divorce, substance abuse, mental illness, 
domestic violence, and criminal behavior in the 
family). 

The impact of ACEs added up. Specifically, people 
who reported three or more types of ACEs were 
three times more likely to have disordered gambling. 
Emotion dysregulation played a role in the link 
between ACEs and disordered gambling. People 
who experienced more ACEs were more likely to 
have emotion dysregulation. Emotion dysregulation 
then contributed to more severe gambling problems. 

 
 
 
 
The role of emotion dysregulation in 

the association between gambling and 

adverse childhood experiences 



 

Emotion dysregulation was determined with questions 
about: 1) a lack of emotional awareness; 2) a lack of 
emotional clarity; 3) difficulties controlling impulsive 
behaviours when upset; 4) not being able to accept 
negative emotional responses; 5) difficulties engaging 
in goal directed behaviours when upset; and 6) having 
limited ways to regulate emotions effectively. Severity 
of disordered gambling was assessed based on 
gambling behaviours and consequences of gambling. 
The researchers then grouped the participants into 
non-problem gamblers or problem gamblers. 

What the researcher found 

About three quarters of participants (74.6%) reported 
at least one type of ACE in the first 18 years of their 
lives. The most common types of ACEs were growing 
up with a mentally ill family member, emotional neglect, 
parental separation or divorce, substance abuse, and 
physical neglect. Out of the ten types of ACEs, only 
physical abuse was not associated with disordered 
gambling. All the other nine types of ACEs were 
associated with disordered gambling. 

A larger percentage of problem gamblers experienced 
more types of ACEs than non-problem gamblers. 

For instance, 14% of problem gamblers reported no 
history of ACEs in comparison to 30% of non-problem 
gamblers. Over half of the problem gamblers reported 
more than 3 types of ACEs, in comparison to 38% 
of non-problem gamblers. Exposure to ACEs had 
a cumulative effect. Specifically, participants who 
reported 3 or more types of ACEs were three times 
more likely to have disordered gambling compared to 
those with no history of ACEs. 

Participants who reported more types of ACEs were 
more likely to have emotion dysregulation. Those with 
emotional dysregulation had more severe gambling 
problems. Thus, the results suggested that emotion 
dysregulation was the means by which ACEs led to 
disordered gambling. 

How you can use this research 

This study highlights that treatment providers and 
clinicians should address emotion dysregulation when 
treating gamblers with a history of ACEs. While ACEs 
are past experiences that cannot be changed, emotion 
dysregulation may be improved. Addressing emotion 

dysregulation may help gamblers with a history of 
ACEs to learn better ways to cope. This study is the 
first to find that emotion dysregulation plays a role in 
the relationship between ACEs and problem gambling. 
Future studies should extend the current study with a 
larger group of participants. 
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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. 
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