
 
 

What this research is about 

Social changes, such as the expansion of legal forms of 

gambling, can impact rates of gambling. Changes like 

this can also shape the relative influences of genetics 

and the environment. An example of the impact of 

social changes on a behaviour is smoking.  

Cigarettes became widely available early in the 20th 

century. This led to an increase in smoking in the 

United States. But in 1964, the Surgeon General’s 

report described the health risks caused by smoking. 

This led to a decrease in smoking. Just as social 

changes impacted smoking rate, they also shaped the 

relative influences of genetics and the environment 

on smoking behaviour. Research found that the 

heritability of smoking was higher before 1964. This is 

called the genotype-by-time interaction. In other 

words, genetics interact with change in the 

environment of a historical era.  

The current study examined differences in gambling 

rates and the role of genetics and the environment on 

gambling involvement in the United States in 1962 

versus 2002. In 1962, there were no legal lotteries in 

the United States and the only casinos were in 

Nevada. In 2002, there was legal gambling in nearly 

every state including lotteries and casinos. 

What the researchers did 

The researcher analyzed data from two research 

studies with young people: (1) a survey of 839 same-

sex twin pairs who were 17 years old in 1962 from the 

National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test twin study; 

and (2) an interview of 477 same-sex twin pairs who 

were 18 to 26 years old in 2002 from Wave III of the 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult 

Health.  

Twin studies allow researchers to examine the relative 

influences of genetics and the environment on a 

behaviour such as gambling. Identical twins share 

nearly 100% of their genes, and fraternal twins share 

about 50% of their genes. Aside from genetics, twins 

share many features of the same environment 

(education, parenting style, culture, etc.) because 

they are from the same family. At the same time, they 

experience unique environmental factors that are not 

shared with their twin.   

The researcher examined for differences in gambling 

rates in 1962 versus 2002. The researcher then tested 

What you need to know 

This study examined the relative influences of 

genetics and the environment on gambling in 1962 

versus 2002. In 1962, gambling was largely non-

commercial or illegal in the United States. In 2002, 

gambling had become legal and commercial in 

nearly every state. The researcher examined data 

from two studies with same-sex twin pairs that 

took place in 1962 and 2002.  

There was an increase in gambling rate from 1962 

to 2002. But there were no differences in the 

relative influence of genetics on gambling in 1962 

versus 2002. At both time points, genetics did not 

appear to contribute to whether a person 

gambled. All of the differences in whether a 

person gambled were mainly due to 

environmental factors. These included 

environmental factors that were shared between 

family members and those that were unique to 

the individual. 

No evidence for increased 

genetic influence on gambling 
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models examining how gambling was influenced by: 

1) genetics; 2) the shared environment; and 3) unique 

environment factors. 

What the researchers found 

The prevalence of gambling increased from 1962 to 

2002. There were more people who gambled in 2002 

(75%) than in 1962 (49%). In both 1962 and 2002, 

gambling rates were higher among men than women. 

When the researcher restricted the 2002 participants 

to those who were closer in age to the 1962 

participants (18-19 years of age), the differences in 

gambling rates decreased. This suggests that the 

differences in gambling in 1962 versus 2002 were due 

to age as well as cohort effects (being born in years 

with very different gambling conditions). 

Despite an increase in gambling rate, there were no 

differences in the relative influence of genetics on 

gambling in 1962 versus 2002. At both time points, 

genetics did not appear to contribute to whether a 

person gambled. But both the shared and unique 

environment exerted significant influences on 

whether a person gambled. These results suggest that 

whether a person gambled was mainly due to 

environment factors. It is possible that the change in 

gambling environment from 1962 to 2002 might have 

masked any influence from genetics.  

How you can use this research 

The findings of the current study call for more 

research on the influences of genetics and the 

environment on gambling. Researchers could also 

examine gambling differences across different states, 

where gambling conditions might have differed.  
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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. 

  


