
 
 

What this article is about 

Gambling has become a public health concern. Young 
people, in particular, are susceptible to gambling 
problems. Despite being an age-restricted activity, 
gambling is quite common among youth. Past 
research has noted that gambling problems in youth 
can lead to negative consequences, such as poorer 
well-being, lower academic attainment, and more 
problematic family life. Gambling at an early age also 
predicts negative consequences in adulthood.  

Many quantitative studies have examined gambling in 
youth, noting their involvement rates, motivations, 
and experiences of gambling problems. However, only 
a few qualitative studies exist. There is also no study 
that has attempted to synthesize the qualitative 
research thus far. Qualitative studies explore the 
experiences of gambling from young people’s 
perspectives. A review to synthesize their key findings 
can lead to a better understanding of how gambling 
fits into the lives of young people. 

This article reviews the key themes and concepts in 
qualitative research on youth gambling. The article 
aims to identify what research has been done and 
what is still missing from the literature.  

What was done? 

The author did a rapid systematic review about youth 
gambling. The author searched several databases and 
grey literature for relevant articles that were 
published up to August 2017. Studies had to use 
qualitative methods and have been published in 
English. They must explore gambling from young 
people up to the age of 24.  

 

The author identified 75 articles after an initial 
screening. Only 27 articles met the criteria for 
inclusion. After a full review, there were 21 papers 
left. All studies were reviewed against the Centre for 
Appraisal Programme checklist for qualitative 
research. The author identified 17 different themes 
across the studies, which could be summarized into 
two major themes. 

What you need to know 

The author identified two major themes. The first one 
was about perceptions and meanings of gambling. 
The studies revealed that most youth felt that 
gambling was a normal activity in everyday life. Only a 
few cultural groups perceived it as negative (e.g., 
Canadian Polish youth). Sports had an important role 
in framing gambling as a normal activity. Some studies 
explored how advertising and marketing made 
gambling seem like a fun and harmless activity.  

Why is this article important? 

Gambling has become prevalent among youth. 
Yet, only a few qualitative studies have explored 
this topic in depth. Currently, there is no summary 
of the qualitative evidence. This review aims to 
map what qualitative research has been done and 
identify what is still missing. The author identified 
21 studies, and two major themes across the 
studies. The first theme examined how youth view 
gambling as a normal activity in their everyday life, 
but also how their perceptions about gambling are 
ambiguous. The second theme identified the 
factors that influence youth gambling. These 
include family, peers, places, technologies, and 
advertisements.  
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Most studies did not explore youth’s perceptions 
about what gambling was. The few studies that did 
showed that participants had ambiguous views about 
what defines gambling. Most youth discussed a 
financial risk in gambling. However, youth might make 
a distinction between formal and serious gambling, 
which involved betting with money, and informal and 
friendly gambling, which involved betting something 
of value. Some participants viewed online gambling as 
different from land-based gambling. Others 
considered these as similar.  

Studies that specifically explored youth’s motivations 
found that they tended to be about the social 
importance of gambling and winning money. Youth 
who did not gamble preferred to use money on other 
things or feared losing money. Fear of losing was 
more of a concern for girls.  

The second theme was about the factors that 
influenced gambling behaviour. One factor was 
family. In many studies, family members gambled 
together to strengthen family bonds, and older family 
members taught younger members how to gamble. 
Some studies noted that not all family environments 
emphasized gambling as a source of bonding. One 
study noted that gambling was considered a “waste of 
money” by some families.  

Peers were powerful influencers. Many studies 
reported that youth gambled with their peers and 
viewed it as a friendly activity. Some youth gambled 
because they wanted to fit into the social groups. 
However, peer influences could also prevent youth 
from gambling. Studies that examined ‘place’ had 
mainly focused on access and availability of gambling. 
Easy access to gambling in the local environment 
contributed to gambling among youth. Technologies 
had also driven youth gambling. Having cellphones 
with data enabled youth to gamble anywhere and at 
anytime.  

Some studies explored how free online games might 
teach youth how to gamble with real money. There 
were mixed findings about whether these games 
could actually lead to real gambling. Finally, another 
powerful factor was advertisement and marketing. 

Many young people noted how they were influenced 
by bonus offers and other marketing strategies.   

Who is it intended for? 

This review provides insights into where qualitative 
research is at with respect to youth gambling. 
Knowing the factors that influence youth gambling 
could help in the development of new prevention 
programs that target youth. This review could also 
promote further research. For example, there are 
gaps in knowledge with regard to the role of 
technology and place, beyond access and availability. 
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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 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. 
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