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A d o l e s c e n t  U p d a t e

Teen gambling is a relatively understudied problem that is a similar addictive behavior such as alcohol
and drug abuse.  Pathological gambling, the most severe form, is a mental disorder that has criteria in
the DSM-IV.1  Problem gambling is a term used to describe gambling behavior that is less severe, but
still interferes with everyday life.1  According to the National Research Council’s review of research on
problem gambling, up to 85% of adolescents have gambled at some point in their lifetime.2  More
concerning, up to 73% of youth have gambled within the past year.  While the majority of these youth
will never face any significant problems from gambling, 4%-8% of youth have serious gambling problems
and 10%-15% of youth are at risk for developing serious problems sometime in the future.3  In general,
gambling is more popular among male adolescents than females.3

      While money is often cited as a reason for gambling, most teens gamble for the excitement and
enjoyment received from gambling, as well as the escape it provides.4  Teens who have gambling problems
tend to have underlying psychological concerns, such as lower self-esteem, higher rates of depression,
and fewer coping skills.  Teens who gamble are also at higher risk for developing other addictive behaviors,
such as addictions to alcohol and drugs.  Like many addictive disorders, pathological gambling among
adolescents can lead to decreasing academic performance, withdrawal from family and friends, and an
increase in criminal activity.3

      Teens face an increased risk of problem or pathological gambling for several reasons.  There are few
established gambling treatment and prevention programs for youth.  Also, Internet gambling is very
accessible to adolescents.  While it is technically illegal for teens to gamble in the United States, the
Internet provides an easy way around this technicality.  Many gambling Internet sites require some form
of electronic payment, such as a debit card or credit card, which many high school students and almost
all college students possess.5  Little enforcement exists on many of these websites and it is up to teens
to be honest about their age when registering.  Simulated gambling sites exist for children, where winners
gain points rather than cash.  While legal, these sites still pose a threat to teens because the sites teach
gambling behavior and make real gambling more attractive.5  Many times, even schools unknowingly
teach addictive behavior through fundraising activities that revolve around casino-themed nights and
lottery-style games.4  With such accessibility to gambling-style games without adequate education on
the dangers of gambling, it is not difficult to understand why teens are more likely than adults to have
a gambling problem.4
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The topic of teen gambling
demands attention as popularity
grows among today’s youth. “The
co-author of this newsletter issue,
Amy Hamilton, is completing her
senior year at the University of
Miami and is in the process of
applying to medical school.” This
summer she worked as a Summer
Scholar in the Children’s Mercy
Teen Clinic.

Regional trainings on “Current
Adolescent Health Issues” will be
offered this fall.  Topics will include
Healthy Eating, Normal Growth and
Deve lopment  and  Heal thy
Relationships.  The dates and
l o c a t i o n s  a r e :
September 12--North Kansas City;
September 20--Jefferson City; and
September 26--St. Louis.  For more
information, check the Adolescent
Health Program web site at
www.dhss.mo.gov/AdolescentHealth
a n d / o r  c o n t a c t
patti.vantuinen@dhss.mo.gov.

The next edition will deal with
pandemic influenza.  Be looking
for this very timely topic.  As
always, please let Dr. Lynch or
Patti Van Tuinen know of topics
that are of interest.

Co Authors Daryl A. Lynch, MD and Amy Hamilton

T e e n  G a m b l i n g

R e s o u r c e s  f o r  T e e n s
1-888-BETSOFF Missouri Lottery Commission in cooperation with the Missouri
Alliance to Curb Problem Gambling  http://www.888betsoff.com/youth/index.htm

Alberta Alcohol and Drug Abuse Commission - http://www.zoot2.com
Lane County (Oregon) Health and Human Services
www.lanecounty.org/prevention/gambling/Youth.htm

Louisiana Youth Gambling Prevention - http://www.thegamble.org

McGill University International Centre for Youth Gambling Problems with
High-Risk Behaviors  http://www.youthgambling.org/

Talk it Out! - www.gamtalk4teens.org

Missouri Department of Mental Health, Division of Alcohol and Drug Abuse
http://www.dmh.missouri.gov/ada/progs/gambling.htm



Adolescent "SHORTS" is produced to advocate for and
promote adolescent health and well being. Information
contained in their newsletter is not a substitute for
legal, medical or policy advice. Readers are urged to
consult their own advisor about specific situations
or questions.
     Articles in Adolescent "SHORTS" refer to boys and
girls. For simplicity, the pronouns "he" and "she" are
used interchangeably unless otherwise noted.
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Treatment of Problem Gambling
      Three stages of prevention programs are recommended to
combat problem gambling.4 Primary prevention focusing on the
general adolescent population is needed and should increase
educational efforts through the school, home, and professionals.
Secondary prevention, aimed at teens who are at high risk for
developing a gambling problem, needs to attempt to reduce their
risk through educational and counseling programs.  Finally, for
those teens who suffer with gambling problems tertiary prevention
needs to be offered with treatment.

Tips for Parents to Prevent Online Gambling
      Parents can be proactive and educate their children about
the dangers of gambling.  Since one of the main ways teens gain
access to gambling comes from the Web, Internet safety can be
one of the first lines of defense against problem gambling.5   It
is important to monitor teen’s online activity, as the web posses
several dangers to children and teens.  Keeping the computer in
an open area and out of an adolescent’s bedroom can make it
easier to know what a teen is doing online.  Have a conversation
with the teen about the dangers of online gambling, including a
ruined credit score, addiction, and the potential to lose money.
Establish rules as to what games they can play online.  Remember
that parents are role models for teens, so parents should consider
their own attitudes towards gambling.5

      Parents can monitor their teen for signs of trouble.  Signs
include borrowing money from the family, having gambling
paraphernalia at home, sudden changes in cash flow, valuables
missing from the home, and being overly upset about the outcome
of a sporting event.6  General signs of trouble can include a drop
in academic performance, a change of friends, and spending more
time than normal away from home.  It is important to remember
that these warning signs should be considered in context and not
independently.
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National Association of School Psychologists
NASP Communique’, May 2007
http://www.nasponline.org/publications/cq/cq357gambling.aspx

Wellness Resource Center at the University of Missouri-Columbia
and the Missouri Partners in Prevention
www.gambling.missouri.edu


