
 
 

What this research is about 

Past research has concluded that there is a 
relationship between delinquency and gambling. 
However, research is not conclusive about how this 
relationship plays out. It could be that people who 
become delinquent enjoy gambling because it is 
exciting and promises power. On the other hand, it 
could be that those who gamble become attracted to 
delinquency and crime as they try to finance their 
gambling habits and recuperate loses. Another 
possibility is that delinquency and gambling share 
some features in common. In this way, someone’s 
environment and what they experience may shape 
their tendency towards delinquency and gambling. 
The general deviance syndrome theory proposes that 
people with a general tendency towards deviance are 
more likely to engage in a range of impulsive or 
antisocial behaviours.  

This study sought to further investigate how the 
relationship between delinquency and gambling 
unfolds. The researcher looked at the possibility that 
parental gambling involvement could act as an 
environmental risk factor to shape children’s gambling 
habits. This is because children can learn from what 
they see in their environment. Witnessing parents 
gamble could make children more susceptible to 
gambling. Thus, the researcher tested if parental 
gambling could influence the relationship between 
delinquency and gambling. It was assumed that 
children would be involved in delinquent acts before 
they attempted to gamble. The researcher considered 
other factors that might also have an impact including 
drug use, depression, closeness to parents, and having 
delinquent peers.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from the Cohort K of the 
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC). 
Participants were 3089 youths who participated in 
wave seven survey in 2016. All participants were aged 
15 to 18 years old at the time. Only wave seven 
survey collected information about gambling from 
parents and children.  

In the survey, children reported their 
sociodemographic characteristics, such as age, sex, 
and Indigenous status. To measure delinquency, the 
survey included a 19-item delinquency scale. It asked 
them questions about their tendency to be delinquent 
(e.g., whether they got into a physical fight in public, 
skipped school, stole from a shop). The survey also 
measured peer delinquency by asking children 
whether kids they knew got into trouble at school, 
cheated on tests, got into fights, etc. 

To assess gambling involvement, the survey asked 
both parents and children whether they spent money 
on 10 gambling activities in the past year (e.g., scratch 
tickets, bingo, lotto). To assess gambling problems, 

What you need to know 

This research examined how parental gambling 
might affect the relationship between delinquency 
and gambling in children. The researcher analyzed 
data from 3089 youths from a previous 
longitudinal study in Australia. The results 
revealed that having a gambling role model in the 
home (e.g., when parents gambled) increased the 
likelihood that children got involved with 
gambling, especially if they had a tendency 
towards delinquency.   
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the survey asked children whether they bet more 
money than they could afford, chased loses, or felt 
like they had a gambling problem. About 15.8% of 
children reported gambling in the past year. Less than 
2% reported having a gambling problem. 

To assess parental knowledge of children’s day-to-day 
living, the survey asked whether parents knew their 
child’s friends, how their child spent their money, 
what their child did during free time, and where their 
child was most afternoons. To measure parental 
closeness, they asked children how close they felt to 
their parents. To assess impulsivity, the survey asked 
parents to rate whether their child stopped to think 
before acting and whether they had a good attention 
span. Parents also rated whether their child showed 
signs of ongoing depression (yes/no).  

Finally, to measure drug use, the survey asked 
children if they ever used any of eight substances 
(e.g., alcohol (more than just a few sips), marijuana, 
cocaine, inhalants, ecstasy, hallucinogens, 
amphetamines, and crystal methamphetamine).  

What the researchers found 

Results showed that when parents did not gamble, 
there was no association between child delinquency 
and child gambling. This meant that children were not 
more likely to gamble when parents did not gamble, 
even when they engaged in delinquent acts. However, 
the more heavily parents were involved in gambling, 
the association between child delinquency and child 
gambling became stronger. In other words, when 
parents gambled more heavily, children with a 
stronger tendency towards delinquency were more 
likely to gamble as well. Thus, having a gambling role 
model at home might predispose children with 
delinquent tendency to gamble.  

Overall, these results showed that as parent gambling 
involvement increased, the child’s own involvement 
with gambling increased as well, especially if they had 
a history of delinquency.  

How you can use this research 

This research could be used by service providers and 
researchers. Service providers could develop 

prevention programs to support youths who have a 
history of delinquency or parents who gamble. They 
could also develop family therapy sessions for youths 
who present with these risk factors. For example, they 
could teach parents how to reduce the chance that 
children witness their gambling habits. They could 
also offer cognitive behavioural therapy to parents 
who struggle with gambling problems. Future studies 
could examine how the relationship between 
delinquency and gambling unfolds over time and any 
differences based on gender, personality, and age.    
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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. 
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