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Background: The variables predictive of problem gambling are 
routinely assessed and fairly well established. However, problem 
gamblers were all ‘at-risk’ and ‘recreational’ gamblers at some 
point. Thus, it is instructive from a prevention perspective to also 
understand the variables predictive of gambling and at-risk 
gambling and whether they are similar or different to the ones 
predictive of problem gambling. This is the purpose of the present 
study, which uses the Baseline General Population Survey (BGPS) of 
Massachusetts paired with the Problem and Pathological Gambling 
Measure (PPGM) (Figure 1).

Results: The strongest predictor of being a Non-Gambler was having 
a lower portion of friends and family that were regular gamblers. At-
Risk Gamblers compared to Recreational Gamblers were more likely 
to: gamble at casinos; play the instant and daily lottery; be male; 
gamble online; and be born outside the United States. Compared to 
Recreational Gamblers, Problem and Pathological Gamblers were 
more likely to: play the daily lottery; be Black; gamble at casinos; be 
male; gamble online; and play the instant lottery. Importantly, having 
a greater portion of friends and family who were regular gamblers 
was the second strongest predictor of being both an At-Risk Gambler 
and Problem/Pathological Gambler.

Methods: Between September 2013 to May 2014, a representative 
sample of 9,578 Massachusetts adults was administered a 
comprehensive survey of their past year gambling behavior and 
problem gambling symptomatology. Based on complete responses 
to the PPGM (9,523), respondents were categorized as Non-
Gamblers (2,523), Recreational Gamblers (6,271), At-Risk Gamblers 
(600), or Problem/Pathological Gamblers (129). With the reference 
category of Recreational Gambler, a series of binary logistic 
regressions were completed to identify the demographic, health, 
and gambling related variables that differentiated Recreational 
Gamblers from Non-Gamblers, At-Risk-Gamblers, and 
Problem/Pathological Gamblers.

Conclusions: This is the first study to analyze all of the subtypes of 
gambling behavior with one dataset and with Recreational Gambler –
the most common type of gambler – as the reference group. This 
allows for better discrimination of predictors with the aim of reducing 
gambling related harm and more efficient allocation of prevention 
and treatment efforts.

Across all analyses, gambling involvement of family and friends is 
strongly predictive of Recreational Gambling, At-Risk Gambling, and 
Problem/Pathological Gambling. This suggests that the social 
networks of heavily involved Recreational Gamblers and At-Risk 
Gamblers (in addition to Problem and Pathological Gamblers) could 
be an effective target for prevention efforts in Massachusetts. 

From these analyses, it is clear that: a) gamblers need to be aware of 
the normalizing effect that their social group has on their own 
gambling behavior, b) friends and family of regular gamblers need to 
be aware of the facilitative role they have on that person’s gambling, 
and c) all gamblers need to be aware that problem gambling (and 
presumably heavy gambling) has a significant genetic basis and thus 
need to be particularly vigilant if they have a positive family history. 

For more information: www.umass.edu/seigma

Table 1: Mental health status & substance use by gambler type
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Figure 1: The Gambling Continuum

Non-Gambler At-Risk Gambler
Problem and 
Pathological 

Gambler

Gender Male Male

Age 18-34 or 65+

Race/Ethnicity Non-White BLACK3

Born in United States No No No

Educational Attainment HIGHER3 Lower Lower

Employment
Student, 

Homemaker,
Disabled, or Retired

Household Income Lower Lower

Military Service No

Tobacco Use No

Alcohol Use NO2 No

Binge Drinking No

Drug or Alcohol 
Problems

No

Behavioral Addictions Yes

Mental Health 
Problems

Yes

Childhood Unhappiness Higher Higher

Friend & Family 
Gambling

FEWER1 MORE2 MORE2

Daily Lottery Games -- Yes YES1

Instant Lottery Games -- YES3 Yes

Raffles -- No

Casino Gambling -- YES1 Yes

Bingo -- Yes

Private Gambling -- Yes

Online Gambling -- Yes Yes

Table 1: Multivariate Predictors of Non-Gambling, At-Risk 
Gambling, and Problem & Pathological Gambling*

*The bolded and superscripted variables list the top three predictors relative to Recreational 
Gambler.


