
 
 

What this article is about 

This article reviews evidence about the influences of 
genetics and environmental factors on gambling 
behaviour. Gambling disorder is when someone 
becomes addicted to gambling. This results in harms 
to themselves, their friends and family, and their 
community. Researchers have studied twins to 
understand if gambling behaviour is affected more by 
genetics or environmental factors. But the results of 
these studies have varied widely. Some studies 
suggest that gambling behaviour is determined mostly 
by genetics. Other studies suggest that gambling 
behaviour is influenced only by shared and non-
shared environmental factors. Shared environmental 
factors include family environment, parental style, 
and socio-economic status. Non-shared 
environmental factors are unique to each twin, such 
as unique experiences and friend groups. 

These contrasting results may be due to the fact that 
researchers have used different assessments to 
measure gambling behaviour, and have studied 
participants of different ages and sex. The authors did 
a comprehensive review of twin studies. They 
summarized their findings regarding the influences of 
genetics and environment on gambling behaviour. 
The authors also explored if factors such as type of 
gambling assessment used, age, and sex could affect 
the extent of influence that genetic and 
environmental factors have.  

What was done? 

The authors searched for studies that compared 
identical and non-identical twins on gambling 
behaviour. They found 18 twin studies that were 
published before April 1, 2017. The authors examined 

whether the studies used a symptom oriented 
assessment or a behaviour oriented assessment. 
Symptom oriented assessment is used to diagnose 
symptoms of gambling disorder. This type of 
assessment include measures based on the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual (DSM), the South Oaks 
Gambling Screen (SOGS), the Gambler’s Anonymous 
Scale (GA20), and the Canadian Problem Gambling 
Severity Index (PGSI). Behaviour oriented assessment 
is used to determine an individual’s risk of developing 
gambling problems.   

To determine the effect of age, the authors separated 
participants in to adolescents and adults. To 
determine the effect of sex, they analyzed only 
studies involving same-sex twins. They separated 
participants into males and females for those studies.  

What you need to know 

The authors analyzed the 18 twin studies and found 
that genetics and non-shared environmental factors 

Why is this article important? 

Past studies have investigated the influence of 
genetic and environmental factors on gambling 
behaviour. But their results have varied widely. 
The authors reviewed studies investigating 
gambling in identical and non-identical twins. They 
found that genetics and non-shared 
environmental factors had moderate influences on 
gambling behaviour. They also found that the type 
of gambling assessment used, gamblers’ age and 
their sex could affect the extent to which genetics 
and environmental factors influence gambling 
behaviour.  

  

 

A review of twin studies on genetic and 
environmental influences on gambling 
behaviour 



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International License. 
 

2018 

had moderate influences on gambling behaviour. 
Shared environmental factors did not influence 
gambling behaviour.  

Genetics had a larger influence on gambling if a 
symptom oriented assessment was used. This finding 
suggests that genetics could be important in the 
development of gambling disorder. Genetics had a 
smaller influence if a behaviour oriented assessment 
was used. Thus, non-shared environmental factors 
could be more important for general gambling than 
for gambling disorder. 

Compared to adolescents, genetics had a greater 
influence on adult gambling behaviour. This finding 
suggests that genetics contribute more to gambling in 
adults. On the other hand, environmental factors, 
such as being with friends, may have more influence 
on adolescent gambling behaviour.  

Sex also affected the extent to which genetics and 
environmental factors influenced gambling behaviour. 
Compared to females, genetics had a greater 
influence on male gambling behaviour. This finding 
suggests that males are more likely to inherit their 
gambling behaviour than are females. On the other 
hand, shared and unique environmental factors 
tended to influence female gambling behaviour. 
Shared environmental factors did not influence male 
gambling behaviour. 

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for prevention and treatment 
service providers. If there are certain genes linked to 
gambling, service providers could screen gamblers 
and identify those at-risk of developing gambling 
problems. They could offer prevention programs for 
identified at-risk gamblers. Treatment providers could 
design programs that teach female gamblers how to 
deal with negative influences from family and friends 
to prevent further gambling harm to themselves and 
their family.  

This article could also be used to inform future 
research. It provides insight into the extent of 
influence of genetic and environmental factors on 
gambling. It also suggests areas of future research. For 

example, researchers could study whether specific 
genes are linked to gambling disorder.   
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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. 
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