
Not Just a Game
Understanding Youth Gambling

Anyone can experience gambling-related problems — 
regardless of age, gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, 
or background.

•	 In Massachusetts, more than 1 in 10 young adults 
(under 21) have placed a bet within the past month.1

•	 Nearly half (43.5%) of middle school students in 
Massachusetts report gambling in the past year.2 

•	 By high school, 60–80% of students say they have 
gambled for money at least once in the past 12 months.3 

Gambling-Related Harm Among Youth

Young people (ages 10–24) experience higher rates of 
dealing with problem gambling compared with adults.4

Young people who gamble are more likely to report 
mental health challenges, substance use, impulsivity, 
and other risk-taking behaviors than their non-
gambling peers.5
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Overall, Black Indigenous People Of Color (BIPOC) 
youth in Massachusetts are less likely than white peers 
to engage in gambling activities, but may experience 
disproportionate harm when they do.6 

•	 BIPOC youth in Massachusetts are more likely to 
gamble recently and show warning signs of at-risk 
gambling, despite lower rates of gambling over 
their lifetime.7 

In Massachusetts, 43% of young adults (18–24) who 
gamble say it has negatively affected their finances.8

Some young gamblers describe experiences such as:9

•	 borrowing or asking others for money to cover 
gambling losses

•	 gambling to cope with stress or personal challenges

•	 feeling restless or irritable when trying to cut back

•	 thinking about gambling frequently or finding it hard 
to stop

These experiences may signal gambling-related harms and 
are important opportunities for support and prevention.



Preventing Youth Gambling Harms12

Increase Parental Awareness - Parents and caregivers 
play a key role in prevention.

•	 Stay involved: Setting clear boundaries around 
device use, online purchases, and gaming can reduce 
exposure to gambling-like activities.

•	 Model healthy behavior: Youth are less likely to 
gamble when parents do not gamble or when 
gambling is discussed openly and responsibly.

•	 Learn about hidden risks: Many video games include 
features like loot boxes, skins, or in-game purchases 
that mimic gambling. Parents can talk with their 
children about how these work and why they can 
be risky.

Strengthen School-Based Education - Schools can help 
students understand gambling risks through interactive, 
evidence-based programs that:

•	Teach decision-making and critical thinking skills

•	Teach decision-making and critical thinking skills

•	 Build probability and math literacy so students better 
understand odds and chance

•	 Develop media and advertising literacy to help youth 
recognize how gambling is marketed and glamorized

Risk Factors

While gambling problems can affect anyone, 
certain factors can increase vulnerability 
among youth:10 11

Early exposure — starting to gamble at a 
young age

Brain development — during adolescence, 
the brain is still developing in ways that 
increase impulsivity, risk-taking, and 
belief in “luck” or control over outcomes 
(cognitive distortions)

Family and peer influence — gambling 
behaviors and attitudes among family or 
friends can shape early habits

Advertising and marketing — may 
exaggerate the fun and financial rewards 
of gambling while downplaying risks

Video games and online gaming — can 
introduce gambling-like features such as 
loot boxes and chance-based rewards

Gender and income — being male 
and having lower socioeconomic 
resources are linked with higher risk 
for gambling problems
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Need Gambling Help?

Are you looking to stop gambling, take a break, or are curious about 
ways to keep your play safe and fun? We’re here for you 24/7, 365. 
Reach out to our team of trained experts with any gambling-related 
questions. All calls and messages are free and confidential.

macgh.org 
617-426-4554
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