
 
 

What this research is about 

Disordered gambling (DG) refers to a mental disorder 

in which someone’s gambling causes them significant 

distress and impairment in their lives. DG appears to 

have a strong genetic component. One way to study 

the effect of genetics on a trait is to use genome-wide 

association studies (GWAS). A genome is all of a 

person’s DNA, or genetic information. GWAS can be 

used to calculate polygenic scores (PSs). PS reflects 

the contribution of genetics to a particular trait.  

Researchers have used GWAS to study genetic 

contributions to personality traits. DG has been linked 

to specific personality traits. These personality traits 

include high levels of neuroticism, and low levels of 

agreeableness and conscientiousness. Neuroticism is 

the tendency to experience negative emotions such as 

anxiety, depression, and anger. Agreeableness refers 

to warmth, kindness, and other characteristics that 

ease interactions with other people. 

Conscientiousness is the tendency to be responsible,  

organized, and show concern for other people’s well-

being.  

In this study, the researchers used GWAS to further 

examine the relationship between personality traits 

and DG. They wanted to know if they could find a 

genetic component to personality traits that predicted 

DG. This means that having the genetic components 

of certain personality traits would make it more likely 

for someone to struggle with DG. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from the Avon Longitudinal 

Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC), a longitudinal 

study based in the United Kingdom. The ALSPAC 

recruited pregnant women from 1990 to 1992. They 

followed the women and their children throughout 

their lives. The participants in the present study were 

the children, who were assessed at three time points: 

age 17, age 20, and age 24. The researchers only 

included participants who were of European ancestry 

and for whom genome data were available, which left 

a sample of 4729 participants. Genome data were 

used to calculate PSs for the Big 5 personality traits. 

The Big 5 personality traits include neuroticism, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion, and 

openness to experience. 

Participants completed the Problem Gambling 

Severity Index (PGSI) which was used to assess 

problems related to gambling in the past year. The 

What you need to know 

People with disordered gambling (GD) tend to 

have certain personality traits. Personality traits 

and GD are both influenced by genetics. The 

portion of one’s genome responsible for certain 

personality traits has been identified. The 

researchers of this study wanted to know if they 

could link the genetic components of personality 

traits to GD. Data were analyzed from a 

longitudinal study in the UK that assessed 

participants at three time points (at ages 17, 20, 

and 24). The researchers found that the genetic 

components of two personality traits were related 

to DG. Greater levels of neuroticism were 

associated with more DG symptoms. Lower 

agreeableness levels were also associated with 

more DG symptoms. These results indicate that 

part of the relationship between personality traits 

and DG is due to shared genetics. 
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DSM-IV pathological gambling symptoms inventory 

(DPG) was also used to assess DG in the lifetime. 

Lifetime means that they had met the criteria for DG 

at some point in their life. The PGSI and DPG were 

completed at all time points. A total of 1535 

participants completed the two measures at all three 

time points.  

What the researchers found 

Of the 4729 participants, 37 participants (0.8%) were 

classified as experiencing past-year DG according to 

the PGSI (scores of 8 or higher). A total of 185 

participants (3.9%) were categorized as lifetime DG 

according to the DPG (scores of 3 or higher).  

The researchers found that the PS for agreeableness 

and neuroticism were related to PGSI scores. 

Agreeableness was negatively related to PGSI and 

DPG scores. This indicates that participants with lower 

levels of agreeableness had more GD symptoms. 

Neuroticism was positively related to PGSI and DPG 

scores. This suggests that participants with higher 

levels of neuroticism had more GD symptoms. No 

relationship was observed between the PS for 

conscientiousness, or the other two personality traits, 

and DG.  

These results indicate that the genetic contributions 

of agreeableness and neuroticism are also related to 

DG symptoms. The researchers also found that the PS 

for neuroticism was related to age. For that trait only, 

the relationship between neuroticism and DG 

symptoms increased with age. This suggests that the 

period of adolescence to young adulthood is an 

important time for the effect of neuroticism on DG.  

How you can use this research 

This research demonstrated that part of the 

relationship between personality traits and DG is due 

to shared genetics. The results of this study would be 

useful for researchers interested in the genetic 

components of DG. Future research studies may be 

interested in using a similar methodology to assess 

the genetic components of other traits to DG. The 

researchers suggested examining other traits such as 

antisocial personality disorder and substance use in 

future research. 
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