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Risk Factors for Pathological Gambling: A Literature Review

Introduction


In correlation to the growing accessibility of gambling within the past years it has become more extensive in the world and the occurrence of pathological gambling has increased. Within this time there has also been an increase of gambling research. Significant advancements have been discovered in understanding the medical aspects of pathological gambling as well as in the area of treatment. Also the knowledge of how to diagnose and treat symptoms of pathological gambling has improved dramatically over time. 


Compulsivity has always fascinated me and I always wondered why and what compulsions caused someone to do acts although they may be harmful to their health. Personally I have known people who do actions that are harmful to their health and sometimes others around them, like smoking. This knowledge leant interest to pathological gambling and the motivations, causes, effects, and thought processes that people went through when gambling. 


Pathological gambling (PG) is defined by a “gambling behavior that is persistent and recurrent and that causes significant impairment in a person’s life – with family membesr or at work or school” (Cunningham-Williams et al., 2004, p. 377). “The psychiatric diagnosis is made when at least 5 out of 10 criteria are present” (Cunningham-Williams et al., 2004, p. 377). The criteria mimic substance dependence and include pre-occupation, inability to control or stop gambling, needing to gamble more often or make larger bets to obtain a level of excitement, continuing to gamble despite problems, lying to conceal gambling involvement, committing illegal acts to obtain gambling money, “withdrawal-like” symptoms of restlessness or irritability when unable to gamble, and “self-medication” behavior such as gambling to escape a dysphoric mood. Criteria also include those more specific to the nature of gambling, such as “chasing losses” in order to win, break even or recover past losses, and relying on others for a financial “bail-out” due to gambling related financial problems (Cunningham-Williams et al., 2004, p. 377). If any 5 of these previously stated conditions are met by a person then that person’s gambling addiction is considered pathological. Pathological gambling has many risk factors, some controlled and others that are uncontrollable. Some of these factors include demographics variables, personality, comorbidity, and illegal acts. The research shows that age, gender, education, income, ethnic groups, location, personality, impulsivity, comorbidity, alcohol abuse, other drugs, depression and illegal activities are all risk factors for pathological gambling.


To conduct this study I used Ebscohost Academic Search Premier and PsycINFO. I used the key words pathological gambling, risk factors, causes, compulsivity, and personality. Many results were given, some studying specific risk factors of PG, some studying general risk factors, and others studying PG with people of specific habits. I chose mostly articles with general views of the risk factors to PG and some articles that specify specific causes of PG.

Demographics Variables

AGE


Age is one of the plausible risk factors for PG and has been studied thoroughly and results have been given as to if it is a possible factor. Research from Cunningham-Williams et al. concluded that being between the ages of 18-20 was protective against the risk for being a recreational gambler, but not a pathological gambler. Volberg et al. performed a large study using the SOGS-R (South Oaks Gambling Screen) and DSMIV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) in a Swedish sample (Johansson et al., 2009). The sample was comprised of life-time problem and pathological gamblers that were compared to non-problem gamblers on different variables (Johansson et al., 2009). Volberg et al. reported that people of age younger than 25 years were shown to be at significant higher risk for PG which agrees with Cunningham Williams (2004) research. Clarke et al. (2006) also reported that people aged 18-24 remained at somewhat greater risk than older age groups for PG. However, Myrseth et al. (2009) did not find any significance in age as a factor. But it can be presumed, by majority of my research, that age is definitely a risk factor of becoming a pathological gambler. Younger adults (younger than 25) are at more risk of becoming a PG than older adults do.
Gender


In studying gender as a factor of PG there are not many studies that have tried to answer whether males or females are at higher risk then each other, but of the studies that have been conducted there is a clear conclusion. In gender studies where gender has been weighed in as a factor for problem gambling, it has been concluded that male gender is a significantly higher risk factor for PG (Johansson  et al., 2009). Cunningham-Williams et al. (2004) had similar results, concluding that men were at a higher risk of PG. Cunningham-Williams et al. (2004) also stated that women were primarily non-gamblers and that each of the other groups were comprised primarily of men who were recreational, sub-threshold, or pathological gamblers. Clarke et al. (2006) also determined that gender was risk factor of PG. Clarke et al. (2006) referenced a 1991 study in New Zealand that showed that men were at higher risk for PG than women. Although this specific study is outdated, it shows how the gender trends when relating to PG have not changed. Again, however Myrseth et al. (2009) did not find gender as a risk factor for pathological gambling. With supporting evidence from recent studies it can be said that gender plays a role as a risk factor for PG.

Education


It can be assumed that education level would be a possible risk factor of PG but this has not been thoroughly studied. There have been far too little studies researching the correlation if any between the two. In one of the few studies reviewing this, the Volberg et al. study, it was inconclusive as to if education was a risk factor. Myrseth et al. (2009) did in fact conclude that educational level was a significant predictor of pathological gambling. More research on education level as a possible risk factor of PG is needed.

Income


Income which is much correlated to education level was, however, not inconclusive as to the significance a risk factor. Many studies have come to a conclusion that income is indeed a risk factor for pathological gambling. In an analysis by Bondolfi et al. (2000), higher income was shown to be a risk factor for gambling problems. Delfabbro et al. suggest also that teenagers who gamble and play videogames may be from families with greater incomes. However, Clarke et al. (2006) suggest that people in low income houses have high risk of PG. This difference may be on the account of the age group that was tested, the difference in year, and/or the difference in location of the studies. So it can be concluded that income in truth can be a risk factor of PG and can differ from high income to low income depending on many reasons.
Ethnic Groups


In many studies ethnicity has been mentioned as a risk factor for pathological gambling. Some have been focused on ethnicity primarily and others have looked and other demographic features but they have all had similar results. Cunningham-Williams et al. (2004) showed that in the group of African American gamblers 47% were considered pathological and that in the other ethnic groups less than 25% were. Johansson et al. (2009) suggested that being African American, Hispanic, Asian, or an immigrant were all risk factors for problematic gambling. Clarke et al. (2006) investigated the same thing and adds that out of all the various demographic risk factors, ethnicity remained the dominant risk factor. Whether Clarke et al. (2006) argument is true it can be argued that ethnicity, however, is a risk factor of problematic and pathological gambling. 

Location


It can be assumed that in places where this is more availability of gambling that there will be a greater amount of pathological gamblers within that area. There have been several studies that all proved this. Ladoucuer et al. studied the effects of increased availability of pathological gambling behavior by performing two prevalent studies separated by a 7 year period. The study showed that after the 7 years increased gambling venues, the number of pathological gamblers increased by 75%. Even in small countries where the availability of gambling has increased so has the number of pathological gamblers, which is true in the case of the same country Estonia (Kaare et al., 2009). Due to the research, location is characterized as a risk factor for PG.

Personality/Impulsivity


To be impulsive is to be actuated or swayed by emotional or voluntary impulses. Impulsivity is one of the main risk factors that cause PG because it is the feeling that drives gamblers to keep on gambling. Kaare et al. (2009) presume that studies have found that pathological gamblers rank higher in impulsivity compared to a control of people. Johansson et al. (2009) agree, showing higher symptoms for the PG group than the rest, particularly for impulsivity. Van Holst (2009) concludes that pathological gambling was linked with increased impulsiveness shown by higher delay discounting curves, higher scores on impulsivity questionnaires and further impulsive choices on inhibition tasks. From research done it can be concluded that impulsivity is a risk factor of PG. 

Comorbidity

Alcohol Abuse


Alcohol may be seen as an escape for those who may be suffering from negative effects of pathological gambling but is it in fact a risk factor for PG. Research shown by Johansson et al. (2009) shows that both lifetime alcohol problems and use of alcohol within previous months were extensively related to problem gambling in a case study that was done. Cunningham-Williams et al. (2004) also stated that alcohol abuse/dependence people were found to have a “significantly higher likelihood of being problem gamblers than their counterparts” (p. 378). Alcoholism is a possible PG risk factor.

Other Drugs


Seeing as how alcoholism can be classified as a risk factor for PG the risk factors of other drugs should be looked into also. Johansson et al. (2009) presumed that recurrent drug usage was in fact connected to more problem gambling. Cunningham-Williams et al. (2004) also argued that the usage other drugs like cigarettes increased the possibility of problem gambling. Drug use other than alcohol can be presumed as a possible risk factor for PG.
Depression


Depression can lead to many unseen circumstances within the lives of those it affects. Is it possible that depression could be a risk factor for pathological gambling? Johansson et al. (2009) found a difference in depression between experimental and control groups. Higher rates of depression were found in patients with more serious pathological gambling problems. Cunningham-Williams et al. (2004) agree, stating that people with major depression “were found to have a significantly higher likelihood of being problem gamblers than their counterparts” (p. 378). Kaare et al. (2009) showed that the overall “personality profile of pathological gamblers is a combination of impulse control problems, acting-out tendencies, and emotional vulnerability (high anger, depression, self-consciousness and vulnerability and low cheerfulness)” (p. 386). Depression can be characterized as a risk factor for PG.

Illegal Activity


Many illegal actions are done to profit and support bad habits. Bad habits such as pathological gambling may be supported illegal actions. Johansson et al. (2009) suggest that there is a significant relationship between problem gambling and criminality. Cunningham-Williams et al. (2004) also agree that many PG’s commit illegal acts to obtain gambling money. So it can be concluded that illegal activities are enablers risk factors for PG.

