The transmission of gambling and
substance use probiems through families

What this research is about

There are many factors involved in the development
of gambling problems. One known environmental
factor is having a family or household member who
gambles when a person is young. Having a parent or
sibling with a gambling problem is a known risk factor
for developing gambling disorder. Adolescents with a
family member with gambling disorder are also more
likely to be impulsive and to develop problems with
substances. These problems can occur when they are
young or later in life.

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship
between exposure to addictive behaviours as a child
and later development of gambling disorder. The
researchers explored the influences of specific family
members. The researchers also examined if there was
an influence from family or household members’
alcohol, drug use, and other addictive behaviours.

What the researchers did

The researchers used data from an epidemiological
study in the US. This study surveyed adults over the
age of 18 through: (1) random telephone calls, and (2)
distributing an online survey to a random selection of
participants from an online panel. In the survey,
participants were asked how often they had gambled
on different activities in the past year. The Problem
Gambling Severity Index was used to assess the
presence and severity of gambling problems. The
Alcohol Use Disorder Identification Test Consumption
(AUDIT-C) and the Drug Abuse Screening Test-10
(DAST-10) were used to measure alcohol and drug
problems, respectively.

The family history method was used to assess
exposure to familial gambling. Participants were asked

What you need to know

Having a family member who gambles is
increasingly seen as one of the most important
factors that can contribute to the development of
gambling problems. The researchers examined the
relationship between exposure to gambling and
other addictive behaviours as a child or adolescent
and engagement in gambling, as well as presence
of gambling problems, as an adult. They surveyed
3499 adults and asked about family history of
gambling and other addictive behaviours.
Participants were also asked about their gambling
engagement and alcohol/drug uses. The
researchers found that having a member of the
household who engaged in gambling or substance
uses increased participants’ likelihood of gambling
or using substances. This in turn increased the
likelihood that they would experience problems
related to their own gambling or substance uses.
The results showed both inter- and intra-
generational influences.

whether any family or household members gambled
when they were a child or adolescent. If participants
indicated that one or more family or household
member gambled, they were asked whether they had
witnessed or participated in the gambling.
Participants were asked to recall the gambling of
specific family members, including father, mother,
brother(s), sister(s), grandfather(s), grandmother(s),
and other household members. Participants were also
asked whether family or household members used
alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, illegal drugs, over-the-
counter medications, or engaged in other behaviours
to excess (e.g., binge eating, pornography).
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What the researchers found

A total of 3,499 participants were included in this
study. Approximately 61% of participants had
gambled in the past year. Most of the people who had
gambled scored as non-problem gambling on the PGSI
(70%). Approximately 14% were categorised as low-
risk gambling, 7% as moderate-risk gambling, and 9%
as high-risk for gambling problems. Most participants
(70%) had consumed alcohol in the past year.
Approximately half of the participants who drank
(53%) did so in a hazardous way. About a quarter of
participants had used drugs in the past year.

Approximately 38% of participants had been exposed
to gambling as a child or adolescent by one or more
household/family member(s). Participants who
reported past-year gambling were much more likely
to have been exposed to gambling, substance use,
and other addictive behaviours from
family/household members. Fathers were the most
frequently reported family member to gamble. This
was followed by mothers, grandfathers,
grandmothers, and brothers.

Approximately two-thirds of participants had
witnessed their family members’ gambling. Nearly
40% of participants had participated in gambling with
family members as a child/adolescent. Men and Black
or African American participants were more likely to
have witnessed gambling in their family. Hispanic
participants were more likely to have gambled
frequently with family members.

Generally, participants who had been exposed to
gambling, alcohol, drugs, and other addictive
behaviours as youths had higher PGSI, AUDIT-C, and
DAST-10 scores. The researchers also found that it
mattered which family member was engaged in
addictive behaviours. Having a father, mother, or
brother who gambled; a sister who used
alcohol/drugs; or a brother, sister, grandmother, or
other family member who engaged in other addictive
behaviours were all related to more frequent
gambling and higher PGSI scores. Having a father and
brother who gambled; a mother or other family
member who used alcohol/drugs; or a sister who
engaged in other addictive behaviours were all related
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to more frequent alcohol use and higher AUDIT-C
scores. Finally, having a brother who gambled; a
father, mother, brother, sister, or other family
member who used alcohol/drugs; or a father, brother,
grandfather, or other family member who engaged in
other addictive behaviours were all related to
increased drug use and higher DAST-10 scores.

How you can use this research

This study could be useful for researchers and
clinicians interested in how gambling problems, and
other addictive behaviours, can be transmitted
through families. This study showed that there are
both inter- and intra-generational influences.
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