
 
 

What this research is about 

Older adults may experience a decline in their 
cognitive function. Cognitive function refers to a 
variety of mental abilities. For example, executive 
function involves high-level mental processes such as 
planning and problem solving. Memory, attention, 
and language are also part of cognitive function.   

Gambling provides an opportunity for older adults to 
socialize and connect with others. Certain kinds of 
gambling activities may improve older adults’ skills in 
game tactic, calculation, concentration, and hand-eye 
coordination. All of these may improve cognitive 
function. However, gambling can become problematic 
for some people. Problem gambling can result in harm 
in major aspects of life, including finance and health. 
Compared to younger adults, it is more difficult for 
older adults to recover from the negative 
consequences due to their fixed and limited incomes.  

There is little research on the associations between 
cognitive function, gambling participation, and 
problem gambling. This study examined cognitive 
function in relation to gambling participation and 
problem gambling among U.S. Chinese older adults.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data from the Population Study 
of Chinese Elderly in Chicago (PINE). The PINE was a 
survey of Chinese older adults living in the Greater 
Chicago area regarding their health and well-being. In 
total, 3,157 older adults responded to the survey. 

The researchers examined the following five cognitive 
function outcomes: 
• Global cognitive function, which is the overall 

capacity of a person to function in daily activities. 

• Executive function, which refers to a wide range 
of high-level mental processes. It was assessed 
with the Symbol Digit Modalities Test (SDMT).  

• Episodic memory, which is the capacity to recall 
past experiences. It was assessed with the Boston 
Memory Test-Immediate Recall (EBMT) and the 
East Boston Memory Test-Delayed Recall (EBDR). 

• Working memory, which is the capacity to hold 
information temporarily. Working memory is 
important for reasoning and making use of new 
information to complete tasks. It was assessed 
with the Digit Span Backward (DB). 

• Mini-Mental State Examination (MMSE), which is 
a test of orientation, attention, memory, language 
and visual-spatial skills. 

Gambling participation was assessed with the 5-item 
Modified South Oaks Gambling Screen (MSOGS). The 
older adults reported how often they gambled with 
money on five different gambling activities. These 
included state lottery tickets, mah-jong or card 

What you need to know 

This study examined the associations of gambling 
participation and problem gambling with cognitive 
function among U.S. Chinese older adults. Older 
adults who reported more frequent gambling had 
better global cognitive function, executive 
function, and episodic memory. However, more 
severe problem gambling was associated with 
lower scores on the Mini-Mental State 
Examination (MMSE). Thus, it is important to 
educate older adults about problem gambling. 
Screening for signs of problem gambling and 
intervening in a timely manner are also important.   

 

Gambling participation, problem gambling, 
and cognitive function in U.S. Chinese older 
adults 



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

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

2022 

games, sports, casino, and slot machines or video 
poker. Severity of problem gambling was assessed 
with the Problem Gambling Severity Index (PGSI).  

The researchers also looked at sociodemographic 
characteristics, including age, gender, income, 
education, marital status, number of children, and 
years in the USA. Physical function was assessed with 
the Katz Index of Activities of Daily Living (ADL).  

What the researchers found 

Of the 3,157 older adults, 58% were women and 42% 
were men. The average age was 73 years old. Around 
15% of the older adults gambled in the past 12 
months. Few older adults (2%) showed problematic 
gambling behaviour. Specifically, 7 scored as problem 
gambling, 29 scored as moderate-risk gambling, and 
29 scored as low-risk gambling.  

Compared to older adults who gambled, older adults 
who did not gamble had higher education and lower 
income. They also reported fewer children, less years 
in the USA, and worse physical function. Older adults 
who did not gamble had poorer global cognitive 
function and episodic memory. But, they had better 
executive function and working memory. 

The researchers examined the associations of 
gambling participation and problem gambling with 
cognitive function, while taking into account socio-
demographics and physical function. Older adults who 
reported more frequent gambling had better global 
cognitive function, executive function, and episodic 
memory. However, older adults with more severe 
problem gambling had lower scores on the MMSE.   

Among older adults who gambled, those with younger 
age, higher education, and higher income had better 
cognitive function. Women had poorer global 
cognitive function, poorer working memory, and 
lower scores on the MMSE than men. Also, older 
adults with worse physical function had poorer 
cognitive function.  

How you can use this research 

This study can inform social and health services for 
older adults, as well as research. Future research can 
explore the mechanisms underlying the associations 

of gambling participation and problem gambling with 
cognitive function. 
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