
 
 

What this research is about  

Previous research shows that youth younger than 18 

years often gamble. People who begin gambling at an 

early age are at greater risk of developing gambling 

problems in adulthood. Prevention initiatives are 

important to reduce the risk for problem gambling 

among adolescents.  

Gambling-related cognitive distortions are irrational 

thoughts and beliefs that cause people to believe that 

certain gambling outcomes are more likely to happen. 

Such beliefs may be due to superstition, 

overestimation of personal skill or knowledge, etc. 

Previous research discusses three common cognitive 

distortions: 

(1) Illusion of control (i.e., the belief that gambling 

outcomes can be influenced by personal skill, 

knowledge, or feeling lucky in other parts of life).  

(2) Predictive control (i.e., the belief that gambling 

outcomes can be predicted based on previous 

outcomes). 

(3) Interpretative bias (i.e., the belief that winnings 

are because of one’s skill and knowledge but losses 

are due to conditions outside of one’s control).   

In this study, the researchers evaluated a prevention 

intervention in a school. The goal of the intervention 

was to reduce gambling-related cognitive distortions 

among adolescents at risk for gambling problems. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited adolescents who attended a 

technical high school in a neighbourhood of Florence 

(Italy). The school was randomly selected and invited 

to participate. Students (or their parents if the 

students were minors) were provided written 

invitations to participate. The research was conducted 

during school time. A total of 72 adolescents 

participated. The average age was 17 years.  

The researchers classified the sample as an at-risk 

adolescent subpopulation. This is because this group 

of participants had similar characteristics that 

previous research identified as risk factors. For 

example, the participants were mostly male (89%), 

had high levels of socio-economic inequality, and 

often engaged in other risk behaviours, such as 

cannabis and alcohol use. Many participants also had 

poor school achievement, and many were immigrants. 

Participants completed a survey that included the 

following questionnaires: 

What you need to know 

Teaching probability can help reduce gambling-

related cognitive distortions. Common gambling-

related cognitive distortions include the illusion of 

control, predictive control, and interpretive bias. 

The researchers evaluated a school-based 

prevention intervention. The goal of the 

intervention was to reduce gambling-related 

cognitive distortions in adolescents at risk for 

gambling problems. A total of 72 adolescents in 

Italy participated in this experimental study. 

Among them, 22 students completed training on 

gambling and probability. The other 50 students 

did not complete training. Students who took the 

training had lower cognitive distortions (i.e., 

illusion of control, predictive control, and 

interpretative bias) at the end of the intervention. 

But there was no change in cognitive distortions 

for students who did not take the training. 
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- Gambling Related Cognitions Scale – Revised for 

Adolescents (GRCS-RA). This scale measures the 

Illusion of Control, Predictive Control, and 

Interpretative Bias. 

- Gambling Behaviour Scale for Adolescents (GBS-A). 

In this scale, participants’ gambling habits and 

gambling disorder symptoms are evaluated.  

- Questions about the nine symptoms listed in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders – Fifth Edition. For example, participants 

were asked whether they gambled money that was 

intended for other purposes. Participants were 

classified as “non-disordered”, “at-risk”, or 

“disordered”. 

The researchers conducted an experimental design. 

Participants were split into two groups. One group of 

22 students received the training intervention. On 

average, these students were 16 years old. The other 

group did not receive training. On average, the 

students in this group were 17 years old. 

Participants in the Training group completed the 

questionnaires outlined above. They then completed 

two units of training. One unit was completed each 

week. Each unit lasted about two hours. The units 

discussed the meaning of gambling, examples of 

gambling activities, and the concept of probability, in 

particular the independence of random events. 

Participants were taught how gambling could cause 

people to act on emotion rather than logic. After 

completing both units, the students filled out the 

GRCS-RA again.  

Participants who did not receive training also 

completed the questions outlined above. They then 

continued with regular school activities. This group 

completed the GRCS-RA again two weeks later. 

What the researchers found 

Most participants gambled (75%). About 16% were at-

risk for disordered gambling. Another 10% had 

disordered gambling symptoms. Participants mostly 

gambled on instant scratch cards (56%), sports (54%), 

and cards for money (40%). Participants tended to 

gamble mostly with their friends (84%).  

After completing the intervention, participants in the 

Training group had lower gambling-related cognitive 

distortions, including Illusion of Control, Predictive 

Control, and Interpretive Bias. There was no change in 

gambling-related cognitive distortions for participants 

who did not complete the training.  

How you can use this research 

Practitioners can use this research to tailor 

educational and prevention programmes to address 

adolescent gambling.   
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