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University students (N=995) residing in an environment which affords many opportunities to gamble were surveyed. For those participants over 21 years of age, 92.5% said they had gambled at least once in a casino, compared to 59.8% of the 18 year olds, 72.8% of the 19 year olds, and 86.1% of the 20 year olds. Casino gambling is legal only at 21. Preferences in favorite game showed no difference between the two groups except that those under 21 years were more than twice as likely to prefer sports betting to those over 21. The percentage of participants classified as probable pathological gamblers by the South Oaks Gambling Screen was 9.21% for those under 21 years, and 14.91% for those over 21 

The gaming industry shares a problem with the makers of alcoholic beverages: how to market a product to a broad set of consumers some of whom are excluded by legal statute from partaking. Just as there are underage drinkers of alcohol, there are the underage who frequent casinos and create a regulatory problem for the industry, and occasionally personal problems for themselves. The legal age for casino wagering in the United States is 21 years for all states, though some states may permit other forms of gambling at lower ages. Thus, the problem of gambling by underage persons is recognized as a matter of social concern for both the industry and for the individual. 

College students provide a convenient population to assess the extent of gambling by underage persons, especially when the population is centered in an environment prolific with casinos. We are acutely aware of the problem because the gambling milieu of Las Vegas offers an enormous temptation to students of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Gambling machines are accessible within a 100 yards of the campus, and the famed Las Vegas Strip is only a mile away. Most UNLV students come from the greater Las Vegas valley and have thus grown up in a city unmatched in opportunities for gaming. In previous studies we have examined pathological gambling (Oster & Knapp, 2001) and sports betting (Oster & Knapp, 1998; Knapp, Rasmussen, & Niaghi, 2003) by college students. Here our particular interest is in the gambling patterns of college students who are under 21 years of age, and how they compare to their over 21 years cohort. 

The best data to date on gambling by college students is contained in a meta-analytic review of studies which surveyed college students in both the United States and Canada (Shaffer, Hall, & Bilt (1997). The authors reported a lifetime prevalence of Level 3 gamblers, those with "clinically meaningful problems of disordered gambling," for college students of 4.67% (p. iii). Against this broad background of gambling by college students is the narrower question of wagering by those who are not yet 21 years old. The survey studies available on this issue are limited (see Knapp & Crossman for a review). However, they constitute a body of literature which continues to grow as do regulations and enforcement efforts to keep away from the tables and machines of the gaming industry those under the legal age to gamble (Stitt, Giacopassi, & Vandiver, 2000). Based on samples from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas our previous studies have found that well over half of students under 21 years claim to have gambled in a casino with nearly a quarter claiming to do so weekly (Oster & Knapp, 2001). 

The present study assessed the frequency of gambling, game preferences. and degree of pathology reported by college students who were not yet of legal age to wager. 

Method 

Participants 

Students who voluntarily participated in this study were recruited from psychology classes at the University of Nevada. Las Vegas. The convenience sample of students (N = 995) was 53.8% female and 46.2% male. Their mean age was 21.05 years with a range from 17 to 73. The majority of the students (67.6%) were under the legal age (21 years) to gambling in Nevada and were state residents (73.9%). The ethnicity of the sample was: 61% white, 16.2% Asian, 7% African American, 6.3% Hispanic, 5.4% mixed racial heritage, .7% Native American, and 3.3% "other." 

Instrument and Procedure 

Participants were informed about the nature of the study and completed a set of questionnaires in a group setting. The questionnaire analyzed in the present report was The South Oaks Gambling Screen (the SOGS) an instrument shown to be a reliable and valid measure of gambling problems (Lesieur & Blume, 1987). The SOGS permits the classification of respondents as a recreational gambler (score of 0), problem gambler (score of 1 to 4), and probable pathological gambler (score of 5 or above). In addition, demographic inquires and questions relating to various kinds of gambling behavior were included. Anonymity for all participants was assured and informed consent obtained. 

Results 

Of the total number of participants in the study, 76.3% said they had gambled in a casino at least once. When these subjects were partitioned by age of legal wager (above or below 21 years), 92.5% of those over 21 said they had gambled at least once in a casino, compared to 59.8% of the 18 year olds, 72.8% of the 19 year olds, and 86.1% of the 20 year olds. For underage participants, there was no significant difference between gender on the item of having gambled in a casino with 71.1% of the males reporting that they had compared to 66.3% of the females [C.sub.2] (1, N=673)=1.75, ns. 

Responses were examined by age tiering to assess for consistency of reporting. For example, mean frequency of casino gambling was 4.89 for those over 21, and progressively 3.79 for 18 year olds, 4.24 for 19 year olds, and 4.56 for 20 year olds. Responses of "never having gambled" in a casino showed a similar age related patterning: 7.5% of those over 21, 40.2% of 18 year olds, 27.2% of 19 year olds, and 13.9% of 20 year olds. 

Preferences for casino games did not differ for those over or under 21 with one exception. When asked to indicate their favorite form of gambling, machine play (video poker or slot for example) was first for both groups (49.3% for the under 21 compared to 60.84% for the over 21). Live tables games ranked second (17.1% and 27.1% respectively), and sports betting ranked third. For those under 21 years it was selected as their favorite form of gambling more than twice as often as for those over 21 (11.4% compared to 5.0%). All other forms of gambling, including non-casino gambling, did not differ as a total when under and over 21 years were compared (18.2% and 17.1% respectively). 

Participants with SOGS scores of five or greater were identified as "probable" pathological gamblers. For the entire sample, 11.05% were so classified. When partition by age of legal wager, 9.21% of those under 21 were classified as potential pathological gamblers as compared to 14.91% of those over 21 years. The difference is statistically significant when evaluated by [C.sup.2] (1, N=995)=7.1 8, p <.01. There was a significant gender difference with males having a rate of probable pathological gambling double that of females (12.6% compared to 6.5%) [C.sup.2] (1, N=673)=7.44, p. < .01 for those under 21 years. 

Discussion 

Based on self-report measures significant numbers of college students in the present sample had gambled in a casino though they were not yet of legal age to do so. This was the case for over fifty percent of the participants for every age bracket from 18 through 20. Moreover, a large number of those under 21 gave evidence suggestive of pathological gambling. Thus, gambling in general and pathological gambling in particular appear widespread among a student population at a large state university located in a city with readily available gaming. 

The percent of underage students who reported having gambled in a casino is consistent with results found in previous studies both at UNLV and at other campuses located near gaming opportunities (Knapp & Crossman, in preparation; Stitt, Giacoppassi, & Vandiver, 2000). The rate of probable pathological gambling was higher than that found at other campuses, and slightly higher than that in previous reports of UNLV underage students (Oster & Knapp, 2001). The finding of a gender difference in the percentage of probable pathological gamblers is consistent with our previous results, but the failure to find a gender difference on the item of ever having gamble in a casino suggests that underage females are just as likely to enter a casino and gamble as under age males. 

Self-report measures may only approximate the rate of gambling behavior, and can be influenced by extraneous factors. However, the consistency of results over the years at our campus (Oster & Knapp, 2001), and progression of admitted casino gambling from age 18 to 20 suggestion that some reliable phenomena is being measured. The next step is to seek forms of independent validation of such self reported claims of casino gambling while underage. Until then, any conclusions should be caution and circumscribed. 

University administrators and student service provides may wish to take a proactive stance toward gambling, particularly underage gambling. Some universities have developed educational programs delivered through student counseling centers (Oster, 1999; Schmidt, Rarpaport, & Minnelli, 1997) to address the issue. The academic success of students may depend on their awareness of the potential addictive nature of casino wagering. Similarly, the data presented suggest that the gaming industry may face a significant regulatory challenge in preventing wagering by underage patrons. Considerable educational efforts are made each fall to assure that college students are knowledgeable about the dangers of alcohol abuse and drug addiction. It may be time to add gambling to the list of potential threats to an academic career and successful life. 
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