
 
 

What this research is about 

People who struggle with gambling disorder also 
often struggle with other mental disorders. They are 
also at a higher risk of suicide than the general 
population. Suicide is usually preceded by suicidal 
thoughts, making plans to die by suicide, and actual 
previous attempts. However, the nature of the 
relationship between gambling disorder and suicide is 
not clear. It could be that the consequences of 
gambling disorder, such as financial hardship, directly 
contribute to suicidal behaviours (called a causal 
effect). It is also possible that there are shared genetic 
and environmental risk factors between gambling 
disorder and suicide.  

The aim of this study was to investigate the 
relationship between gambling disorder and suicidal 
behaviours. This was done by examining twin pairs 
where one twin had gambling disorder and the other 
did not, which is called a discordant-twin pairs design. 
Twins share the same genetics and family 
environment. Consequently, discordant twin studies 
allow researchers to examine the causal effect of 
gambling disorder on suicidal behaviours versus the 
effect of genetics and environment.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from a large Australian 
twin registry called the Australian Twin Registry (ATR) 
Cohort II (ATR-II) and Cohort III (ATR-III). The sample 
size totaled 2995 twin pairs and 1844 individual twins.  

All participants were interviewed, and interviews 
were recorded on tape. For the ATR-II cohort, 
participants were asked about suicidal behaviours at 
Phase 1 when they were between the ages of 24 and 
36. Gambling and suicidal behaviours were assessed 

at Phase 2 when they were between the ages of 32 
and 43. For the ATR-III cohort, gambling and suicidal 
behaviours were assessed once when participants 
were between the ages of 21 and 46. 

Gambling behaviours were defined for both cohorts 
as having a diagnosis of gambling disorder according 
to DSM-5 criteria or having at least one symptom of 
gambling disorder, called disordered gambling. Age of 
onset of disordered gambling was defined for ATR-II 
cohort only as the age when the first symptom 
appeared. Suicidal behaviours were assessed in the 
same way for ATR-II and ATR-III. Participants were 
asked if they had ever had suicidal thoughts, made a 
suicide plan, and attempted suicide. Participants were 
also assessed for several other mental disorders (e.g., 
depression and alcohol use disorder). 

What you need to know 
People who engage in disordered gambling are at 
higher risk of suicide. The nature of the 
relationship between disordered gambling and 
suicide is not clear. One way to study the effect of 
genetics and environment versus the causal effect 
of the behaviour on suicidality is to examine twin 
pairs. Twins where one twin had gambling 
disorder symptoms and the other did not were 
queried about suicidal thoughts, plans, and 
attempts. The researchers found that the 
relationship between disordered gambling and 
suicidal thoughts and plans in women was mainly 
due to genetics and environment. But, disordered 
gambling appeared to have a causal effect on 
suicide attempts in men. The causal effect might 
be explained by the financial hardship due to 
gambling.  
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What the researchers found 

The researchers identified 307 discordant-twin pairs 
where one twin had at least one symptom of 
disordered gambling (the affected twin) and the other 
twin had no symptoms (the unaffected twin). Affected 
twins were more likely to have suicidal thoughts, 
make suicidal plan, and attempt suicide than 
unaffected twins. If participants had other mental 
disorders, the associations between disordered 
gambling and suicidal behaviours were weakened. 
Thus, co-occurring disorders played a role in suicidal 
thoughts and might also have a role in suicidal plans 
and attempts.  

The researchers then examined the differences in 
suicidal behaviours between-twin-pairs and within-
twin-pairs. Between-twin-pairs refers to analyses 
where the researchers compared twin-pairs to other 
twin-pairs. Within-twin-pairs refers to analyses where 
the researchers compared an affected twin to the 
unaffected twin. When there were larger associations 
in the between-twin-pairs analyses, this means that 
the relationship was mainly due to genetic and 
environmental differences between the different twin 
pairs. This was the case for the relationship between 
disordered gambling and suicidal thoughts and plans 
in women. In other words, genetic and environmental 
risk factors seemed to contribute to links between 
disordered gambling and suicidal thoughts in women.  

When there were larger associations in the within-
twin-pairs analyses, the relationship was mainly due 
to unique environmental differences that differed 
within each twin pair. It suggested a “causal” effect. 
This was the case for the relationship between 
disordered gambling and suicide attempts in men. In 
other words, there appeared to be a causal effect of 
disordered gambling on suicide attempts in men. The 
researchers suggested the causal effect might be 
explained by financial hardship due to gambling.  

How you can use this research 

This research would be of value to researchers and 
other stakeholders. It could also inform treatment 
interventions. For example, interventions could target 
the financial harm of disordered gambling.  
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