
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling fallacies are erroneous beliefs that people 

may have about gambling. For example, the illusion of 

control is a belief that one can influence the outcomes 

of games of chance. Gambling fallacies also include 

misunderstanding about the statistical nature of 

gambling, such as the probability of wins and losses in 

the short run.  

Treatments for problem gambling have often focused 

on correcting gambling fallacies. Past studies have 

found that reducing gambling fallacies does not 

necessarily lead to a change in gambling behaviour. 

Also, people who do not have a gambling problem 

may also have gambling fallacies. There have been 

few longitudinal studies that follow and collect data 

from a cohort of participants over an extended period 

of time. Some of these studies have found that while 

gambling fallacies predict future gambling problems, 

there are more important predictors.   

Using data from a large cohort of Canadian adults, this 

study sought to understand the role of gambling 

fallacies as compared to other factors known to 

contribute to problem gambling. Another aim was to 

understand the mutual influences of gambling 

fallacies and problem gambling on each other.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers used data that were collected as part 

of the AGRI National Study on Gambling (ANP). 

Participants were recruited from LEO, an online panel 

of Leger Opinion. The panel is designed to be 

representative of the adult population in Canada. The 

baseline survey took place in Fall 2018. A total of 

10,199 adults who lived in different regions of Canada 

completed the survey. A follow-up survey occurred 

one year later in Fall 2019. A total of 4,707 

participants completed the follow-up survey.  

Participants completed a number of measures in both 

surveys. The Gambling Fallacies Measure (GFM) was 

used to assess six different erroneous gambling 

beliefs. The Problem and Pathological Gambling 

Measure (PPGM) assessed participants for gambling 

problems. Based on their scores, participants were 

grouped into five gambling type categories: 

nongambling, recreational gambling, at-risk gambling, 

problem gambling, and pathological gambling.  

The Gambling Participation Instrument (GPI) asked 

participants how often they had gambled in the past 

year. The Impulsivity facet from Form S of the Revised 

NEO Personality Inventory assessed participants for 

tendencies to act rashly.     

What you need to know 

Gambling fallacies are erroneous gambling beliefs. 

Correcting gambling fallacies has been the focus of 

many treatments for problem gambling. However, 

reducing gambling fallacies does not necessarily 

lead to a change in gambling behaviour. This study 

sought to understand the role of gambling fallacies 

as compared to other factors known to contribute 

to problem gambling. The researchers used data 

from a large cohort of Canadian adults. The results 

showed that gambling fallacies were common in 

all participants, not just those with problem 

gambling. Gambling fallacies predicted problem 

gambling both currently and in the future, but 

there were other stronger predictors. Thus, the 

researchers suggested that treatments should not 

focus exclusively on correcting gambling fallacies.  

Are erroneous gambling beliefs the main 

determinants of problem gambling? 
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Participants reported the biggest win from past year 

and the different gambling games they played (e.g., 

lottery, instant win tickets, casino table games). For 

each gambling game, they reported how often they 

played and how much money they spent. For family 

history of problem gambling, they reported if they 

had a family member who had a gambling problem.   

What the researchers found 

Participants who endorsed more gambling fallacies 

tended to have more severe gambling problems. 

However, some participants without a gambling 

problem also had gambling fallacies. There were also 

some participants with problem or pathological 

gambling who had no or few gambling fallacies.  

Level of gambling fallacies was not stable across time. 

About two in five participants endorsed the same 

number of gambling fallacies one year later. One-

quarter of participants endorsed more gambling 

fallacies. Another 36% endorsed fewer gambling 

fallacies. Overall, there was a general trend of 

decreasing gambling fallacies over time.  

Level of gambling fallacies predicted current gambling 

type categories as well as gambling type categories 

one year later. That is, participants with more 

gambling fallacies were more likely to experience 

problem or pathological gambling. They were also 

more likely to experience problem or pathological 

gambling one year later. However, there were other 

stronger predictors than gambling fallacies. 

Specifically, being impulsive, past year biggest win, 

and gambling more frequently were all stronger 

predictors. Playing more gambling games, higher 

gambling losses, and a family history of problem 

gambling also predicted gambling type categories.  

Problem gambling also predicted gambling fallacies. 

Participants with problem or pathological gambling 

endorsed more gambling fallacies. They also endorsed 

more gambling fallacies one year later. Other 

predictors of gambling fallacies included past year 

biggest win, number of gambling games played, 

gambling frequency, and being impulsive.  

How you can use this research 

This study can inform problem gambling treatments 

and research. The researchers suggested that 

treatments should not focus exclusively on correcting 

gambling fallacies. Future research could find factors 

that influence specific gambling fallacies.  

About the researchers 

Carrie A. Leonard and Robert J. Williams are affiliated 

with the Department of Psychology at the University 

of Lethbridge in Alberta, Canada. Daniel S. McGrath is 

affiliated with the Department of Psychology at the 

University of Calgary in Alberta, Canada. For more 

information about this study, please contact Carrie A. 

Leonard at carrie.leonard@uleth.ca.   

Citation 

Leonard, C. A., Williams, R. J., & McGrath, D. S. (2021). 

Gambling fallacies: Predicting problem gambling in a 

national sample. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors. 

Advance online publication. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000673 

Study funding 

This study was as part of the AGRI National Project 

(ANP), a national study that received funding from 

the Canadian Consortium for Gambling Research, the 

Canadian Centre for Substance Abuse and Addiction, 

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario, and the 

Alberta Gambling Research Institute. 

 

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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