
 
 

What this research is about 

Opportunities to gamble have increased in recent 
years, including online gambling. Gambling can now 
take place on smartphones and on the internet. This 
has led to more young people gambling despite the 
age restrictions.  

Young people are at risk for gambling problems as 
their brains are not fully developed. This can lead to 
poor understanding of the odds of gambling. It can 
also increase risk-taking behaviours. Young people 
are also more susceptible to family and peer 
influences, as well as messages from advertising. 
Gambling advertisements targeted to young people, 
including on social media, are common.  

Most studies have looked at youth gambling at just 
one point in time. Young people's gambling behaviour 
is complicated. It involves many different factors 
including genetics, family, and developmental traits. 
This study looked at the effects of these factors on 
gambling behaviours at 17, 20, and 24 years of age. 

What the researcher did 

The researchers used The Avon Longitudinal Study of 
Parents and Children (ALSPAC). This is a large 
longitudinal birth cohort study in the UK that 
followed 14,901 children from an early age. The 
young people completed a survey at a research clinic 
in Britsol (England) or online when they were 17 
years old (2009–2011). They were invited to complete 
two more surveys online or by mail at 20 years old 
(2012–2013) and 24 years old (2016–2017).  

Gambling participation was measured at all time 
points. This was done with items from the British 
Gambling Prevalence Survey 2007. Participants were 

categorized as non-gamblers, occasional gamblers, 
and regular gamblers. Child, parental, and socio-
economic were also measured. Child measures 
included gender, IQ, social media use, and playing 
video games. Personality, substance use, and mental 
health difficulties were also included. Parental factors 
included parental education, gambling, and 
depression. Socio-economic measures included 
housing situations and finances.  

What the researchers found 

A total of 3,566 participants at age 17, 3,940 at age 
20, and 3,841 at age 24 were included. Only 1,672 

What you need to know 

The researchers looked at factors that affected  
gambling at ages 17, 20, and 24 years old. They 
used the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and 
Children (ALSPAC). A total of 3,566 participants at 
age 17, 3,940 at age 20, and 3,841 at age 24 were 
included. Most young people reported gambling 
in the past year. Gambling increased from age 17 
to 20, and remained stable at age 24. Gambling 
status stayed mostly the same over time. 
Scratchcards and lotteries were the most common 
forms of gambling at age 17. Online gambling 
increased markedly from 17 to 24 years old, 
especially among men. Many different factors 
were associated with regular gambling. These 
included male gender, lower IQ, cigarette 
smoking, harmful alcohol use, believing that 
successes and failures are beyond one’s control, 
and sensation-seeking. Both parents’ gambling 
and mother's lower education were also 
associated with regular gambling in young people. 

 

Gambling behaviours and risk factors 
among 17 to 24-year-olds in the UK 



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

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

2021 

 

young people completed all three surveys. More 
females completed the surveys than males. 

At age 17, 54% of youths reported gambling in the 
past year. A total of 68% of 20-year-olds and 66% of 
24-year-olds reported gambling. Most youths who did 
not gamble at 17 years old remained non-gamblers at 
ages 20 and 24. Only 33% became occasional 
gamblers and few were regular gamblers. Most 
people who gambled occasionally at 17 also gambled 
occasionally at 20 and 24 years old. Another 23% 
stopped gambling and 7% became regular gamblers. 
Youths who gambled regularly at 17 continued to 
gamble at 20 and 24 years old, with 54% being 
regular gamblers and 37% being occasional gamblers. 
Rates of gambling increased from 9% at age 17 to 
12.2% at age 20. It then decreased slightly to 11.2% at 
age 24. 

At age 17, scratchcards and lottery games were the 
most common forms of gambling. This was more so 
for females. Males gambled more on private bets, 
sports, slots, and online. Online gambling increased 
with age. This increase was more so for males than 
females.  

Males and young people with lower IQs were more 
likely to be regular gamblers. Young people who 
generally felt that things were not in their control 
were also more likely to be regular gamblers. A high 
level of sensation seeking in males was also 
associated with regular gambling. Regular gambling 
was also associated with weekly smoking, harmful 
alcohol use, and frequent social media use. 
Depression was not associated with regular gambling.  

In terms of parental and socioeconomic factors, both 
parents’ gambling and mother's lower educational 
background were associated with regular gambling. 
Young women living in poorer housing situations at 
age 24 were also more likley to become regular 
gamblers.  

How you can use this research 

Service providers, educational staff, and parents can 
use this research to understand and decrease the risk 
of regular gambling among young people. Regulators 

can use this research to reduce access and harms of 
online gambling among young people.  
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