
 
 

What this article is about 

Certain groups of people are more likely to experience 

gambling disorder (GD) than the general population. 

Research has found that young people, older adults, 

women, veterans, Indigenous peoples, prisoners, and 

people living in poverty have higher levels of GD. 

Certain factors, known as risk factors, increase a 

person’s chance of developing GD. While many risk 

factors have been reported in previous studies, it is 

unknown whether the risk factors are group specific or 

consistent across groups. The current review examined 

published studies reporting risk factors in seven 

population groups at higher risk of GD. The aim was to 

identify which risk factors were consistent across 

groups and which were group specific. 

What was done? 

The authors followed the PRISMA guidelines to find and 

identify peer-reviewed research articles published in 

academic journals. They searched EBSCO and PubMed 

for research that reported risk factors for the 

development of GD. The review sought to identify 

sociodemographic risk factors, therefore only 

psychological and social risk factors were reviewed. 

Studies reporting on genetic and neurological factors 

were excluded. Included research had to be written in 

English and published from 2000 onwards. 

The authors reviewed research focusing on seven 

population groups at higher risk of GD: (1) youth and 

adolescents (aged 19 years and under); (2) older adults 

(aged 55 years and over); (3) women; (4) veterans; (5) 

Indigenous peoples from New Zealand, Australia, 

Canada, and the USA; (6) prisoners; and (7) people 

living in poverty based on their socio-economic status 

(including income, job status, current living 

arrangement, etc.). 

The authors screened relevant research articles for 

eligibility. Then, they reviewed each study reporting risk 

factors for each group. They determined which risk 

factors were group specific and which were consistent 

across groups. 

What you need to know 

In total, the authors reviewed 257 research articles 

reporting risk factors for GD in the targeted groups.  

Consistent risk factors across groups 

Some risk factors for GD were found to be consistent 

across all groups. The most common identified risk 

factor across all groups (except the poverty group) was 

co-existing mental and physical health problems. 

Mental health problems mainly included depression 

and anxiety, but also included disorders such as 

personality disorders and post-traumatic stress 

disorder. Substance use (drugs, alcohol, and tobacco) 

was also consistently identified as a risk factor across all 

groups (except the poverty group).  

Availability and accessibility of gambling was also a 

common risk factor identified across groups (except the 

prisoner group). Gambling on electronic gaming 
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machines (EGMs) was also reported by most groups as 

a risk factor.  

Being male was another commonly identified risk factor 

across most groups, although being female was also 

identified for veterans and Indigenous peoples. 

Experience of trauma was also a risk factor that was 

consistently identified across groups. But, the 

experience of trauma might be different for each group. 

For example, historical experiences of trauma were 

unique to Indigenous peoples, and loss of a partner was 

a unique risk factor for older adults. 

There were two risk factors that were common across 

groups, but opposite of each other. Isolation was most 

commonly seen among young gamblers, while gambling 

for entertainment and social engagement was most 

common in older adults. For Indigenous peoples, being 

socially marginalised and being socially connected were 

both risk factors. Finally, even though people living in 

poverty were considered a group at higher risk of GD, 

poverty was a common risk factor for GD. Poverty, low 

income, and unemployment were risk factors for GD 

across all of the groups. 

Group specific risk factors 

Other risk factors appeared to be unique to specific 

groups. Adolescents and young people had the most 

unique risk factors. These included having behavioural 

problems, playing video games with gambling content, 

engaging with social casino games, and having higher 

ADHD scores. Also, being involved in competitive 

sports, being an only child, being exposed to gambling 

advertising and marketing, being employed as a 

student, and using a fake ID were all risk factors for GD 

unique to youth.  

Indigenous peoples also had some unique risk factors. 

These included cultural context and the misuse of 

elements of their culture by gambling venues and wider 

society, living in a remote location, less access to a 

doctor, feeling powerless, and superstitions.  

A number of risk factors were specific to female 

gamblers. The most common was being a victim of 

domestic violence. Others included overspending in 

other life areas, showing signs of distress when 

gambling, and wanting to remain anonymous when 

gambling (a risk factor for online gambling). 

Who is it intended for? 

The current review is intended for gambling 

researchers, clinicians, and public health. The findings 

suggest that there is no one pathway into gambling. 

Each gambler will have different risk factors that 

increase their chance of developing GD. Prevention and 

treatment interventions could consider addressing the 

different risk factors. Future research could perform a 

quality assessment on previous studies to identify 

which risk factors have the strongest evidence base.  

About the researchers 

Steve Sharman is affiliated with the University of East 

London School of Psychology in London, United 

Kingdom. Kevin Butler and Amanda Roberts are 

affiliated with the School of Psychology at the 

University of Lincoln in Lincoln, United Kingdom. For 

more information about this study, please contact Steve 

Sharman at ssharman@uel.ac.uk.   

Citation 

Sharman, S., Butler, K., & Roberts, A. (2019). 

Psychosocial risk factors in disordered gambling: A 

descriptive systematic overview of vulnerable 

populations. Addictive Behaviors, 99, 106071. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.106071 

 

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:ssharman@uel.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2019.106071
mailto:info@greo.ca

