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Abstract

Psychological distress (PD), especially among university undergraduates, is a global concern
judging that they report higher rates of PD compared to the general population. However, the role
of gambling involvement, age and gender on psychological distress among Nigerian
undergraduates has not been given adequate research attention. This study aims to contribute to
filling this gap in knowledge. A total of 1,338 respondents (19.84 £ 3.22 years) including 512 male
and 826 female students were selected from four universities in Osun state using a multistage
sampling technique. The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) and Attitude Towards Gambling
Scale (ATGS-8) were used to measure the variables. Reported prevalence of gambling involvement
was 28.6%, 38.2% and 7.5% for mild, moderate and severe levels, respectively. Also 34.0%, 40.3%
and 11.3% reported mild, moderate and severe levels of PD respectively. Patterns of gambling
involvement among the undergraduates included playing card or dice games for money 26%,
betting on animals 12%, sports betting 24%, physical and online lottery and betting 14%, visit to
casinos for betting 12%. Also, 21.6% reported having no intentions to abstain from gambling,
28.5% plan to limit to once daily and 74.3% have been involved in gambling in the last one month.
Gambling involvement was found to significantly predict PD. Age was equally observed to strongly
predict PD. Male and female participants reported similarly levels of PD. It is concluded that a
high prevalence of PD exist among Nigerian undergraduates and that gambling is a significant
contributor to PD. Further studies on the interaction between gambling and PD is recommended.
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INTRODUCTION

Psychological Distress (PD) has been defined as non-specific symptoms of stress, depression and
anxiety (Viertio et al., 2021), which include a set of painful physical and mental signs. PD may be
linked with normal oscillation in mood in most individuals, or a pointer to the onset of anxiety, a
major depressive disorder, somatization disorder schizophrenia or a variety of other clinical
conditions (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2023). PD refers to the general concept of
“maladaptive psychological functioning in the face of stressful life events” (Abeloff, 2000).
Horwitz, (2002) defined PD as a state of emotional suffering characterized by symptoms of
depression (such as loss of interest; unhappiness; desperateness) and anxiety (such as restlessness;
feeling tense). PD is also characterized by somatic symptoms such as headaches, insomnia, and lack
of energy that are likely to vary across different areas.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) defined PD as a
“range of symptoms and experiences of a person's internal life that are commonly held to be
troubling, confusing, or out of the ordinary.” (APA, 2013). Manifestation of PD could also include
functional impairments, behavioral problems and confusing or troubling personality traits (APA,
2013). PD is also seen as a momentary phenomenon associated with specific stressors and
characterized by sleep disturbances, fluctuating eating patterns, diarrhea, constipation chronic pain,
provoked to anger frequently, forgetfulness, excessive tiredness and memory problems, and
anhedonia (no longer finding pleasure in activities that were previously pleasurable e.g. sex). PD
typically reduces or disappears when the individual either adapts to the stressor, or the stressor is
removed (Horwitz, 2007).

The period of undergraduate studies often coincides with the developmental phase referred to as
emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Arnett et al., 2014). This phase which is between adolescence
and adulthood is characterized by many transitions and challenging tasks such as preparatory for
adult live, career choice, intimate relationships, financial self-sufficiency and so on (Miller,
2017; Schechter et al., 2018). For emerging adults, the years in tertiary institutions implies more
tasks including handling academic matters (Schulenberg & Schoon, 2012), and several other school
related stressors that could elevate PD (Padrdn et al., 2021). University education seems to make up
a vital transition for mental health (Pedrelli et al., 2015; Auerbach et al., 2016; Harris, 2019) as
students regularly report higher levels of psychological distress compared to the general population
(James et al., 2017; Tariku et al., 2017; Mboya et al., 2020). In particular, high levels of depression,
anxiety and suicide risk are reported among university students (Rotenstein et al., 2016; Poorolajal
etal., 2017; Tang et al., 2018; Akpunne & Uzonwanne, 2020; Akpunne et al., 2022).

Psychological problems have been linked in literature to problematic gambling. For instance, Rash
et al., (2016) stated that gambling is addictive and highly co-morbid with many other mental health
disorders. According to Abbott (2017), problem gamblers manifest significantly higher anxiety,
mood, and personality disorders. Gambling has been defined as a willingness to risk something of
value to get even greater value (APA, 2013; Mayo clinic, 2022). Gambling is a complicated
phenomenon (Blaszczynski & Nower, 2002), influenced by genetic disposition (Xuan et al., 2017),
family history of gambling or substance-use disorder (Blanco et al. 2012), personality traits
(MacLaren et al., 2011), socio-demographic and exposure variables (Volberg et al., 2008) and
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hostile childhood events (Petry et al., 2005). Participation in gambling varies significantly
according to age and gender. Men are more likely than women to gamble in racing, sports, and
casino card games. In contrast, few gender differences in gambling participation are observed
concerning gaming machines and lotteries (Productivity Commission, 2009).

Demographic, psychological, and biological factors have been identified as predictive risk markers
and processes associated with the development of gambling disorder (Ferrara, et al., 2016; WHO
2017). Some demographic risk factors associated with gambling include young age (adolescents),
male sex, low socioeconomic status, non-white ethnic origin and divorced or separated parents
(Toneatto & Nguyen, 2007; Ferrara, et al., 2016). Gambling disorder is highly comorbid with other
psychiatric disorders (APA, 2013; Weinstock & Patten, 2016; WHO 2017), such as an increased
risk of substance use disorder (Rahman et al., 2014), major depression (MDD), dysthymia, anxiety
disorder, panic disorder, and specific phobias (Chamberlain & Sahakian, 2007; Rahman et al.,
2014; Ferrara et al., 2014). Some of the characteristic behaviours of gambling such as chasing
losses, preoccupation with gambling, inability to stop, are impulsive, often premature, poorly
thought out, risky, and result in harmful long-term outcomes. Deficits in inhibition, working
memory, planning, cognitive flexibility, and time management or estimation are more common in
individuals with pathological gambling (Chamberlain & Sahakian, 2007; Ferrara et al., 2014).
Several environmental factors such as accessibility to gambling, location and type of gambling
establishment, size and number of prizes, and near-miss opportunities also contribute to the
developmental pathways of gambling (Lobo & Kennedy 2009). Also, rates of early negative
childhood experiences like abuse and trauma, are reported as higher in people with gambling
disorder than in social gamblers. According to Dowling (2014), gambling problems affect the
functioning of the family and intimate relationships and other family members. Impaired family
relationships, emotional issues and financial difficulties are some of the most common impacts on
family members of people with gambling problems.

The family environments of people with gambling problems are also characterized by high levels of
anger and conflict as well as low levels of clear and effective communication, less independence,
less engagement in intellectual and cultural activities, a lack of commitment and support, little
direct expression of feelings, and less participation in social and recreational activities (Ferrara et
al., 2014). The children of people with gambling problems are exposed to a range of family
stressors, such as financial and emotional deprivation, physical isolation, inconsistent discipline,
parental neglect/abuse and rejection, poor role modelling, family conflict, and reduced security and
stability (Sousa et al., 2018).

High rates of gambling involvement have been reported among the university student population
(Etel et al., 2013; Mubaraka & Blanksbya, 2013; Tozzi et al., 2013). According to Oyetun;ji et al.,
(2021) among Nigerian undergraduates, gambling activities are engaged in to survive. This
situation may predispose them to being pathological/compulsive gamblers (Oyebisi et al., 2012).
Compulsive gamblers exhibit an overwhelming drive to keep gambling despite its toll on their lives
(APA, 2013; Mayo clinic, 2022). Research reports by NOIPolls (2019) and Ifeduba et al., (2020)
showed that gambling and betting are becoming extremely popular in Nigeria, particularly amongst
the youth population and sports fans. Also, Aguocha et al., (2019) stated that more than half (57%)
of sampled Nigeria secondary school students had previously participated in gambling.
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Research questions

What is the prevalence of gambling involvement and psychological distress among the
participants?

What are the patterns of gambling involvement among the undergraduates?

To what extent will gambling involvement predict psychological distress among the participants?
To what degree will age predict psychological distress among the undergraduates?

What is the influence of gender on psychological distress among the participants?

MATERIALS AND METHOD

Participants: A multi-stage sampling approach was used to select participants from university
undergraduates in Osun state, southwest Nigeria. Using simple random sampling (ballot
method), four universities (Osun State University (UNIOSUN), Redeemer’s University (RUN),
Fountain University Osogbo (FUO) and Oduduwa University Ipetumodu (OUI) were chosen in
the first stage. In the second stage, the clustered sampling approach was used to guarantee
representativeness in the selection of respondents from various pre-existing clusters. Several
subgroups that the participants already belonged to in the selected institutions were used to
achieve this goal. Gender, faculty, and study levels were the groupings that were used as clusters.
The purposive sampling strategy was employed in the last stage of selecting 1338 respondents
(mean £ SD age of 19.84 + 3.22 years) for the study to guarantee that the identified clusters were
sufficiently sampled.

Measures: The GHQ-12 (General Health Questionnaire) was created to measure psychological
distress (Goldberg & Williams, 1991). The GHQ-12 includes the following items: being able to
concentrate; losing sleep over worry; playing a useful role in society; being capable of making
decisions; constantly under stress; being unable to overcome difficulties; enjoying normal
activities; facing problems; being unhappy and depressed; losing confidence in yourself;
believing yourself to be worthless; feeling reasonably happy. The GHQ is frequently regarded as
the gold standard for measuring psychological distress because of its broad use and recognized a
measure of psychological distress (Furukawa et al., 2003). The GHQ-12 has been proven to be
measurement invariant (i.e., to measure the same construct) across gender and between adults
and adolescents (Shevlin & Adamson 2005). The GHQ-12's items are rated on a four-point
severity and frequency scale (0-3). The overall psychological distress score is calculated by
adding the scores of the GHQ-12 components. The GHQ-12 has a.90 reliability coefficient
(Hankins 2008) and has been used among Nigerian samples with an acceptable reliability value
of .73 (Akpunne & Akinnawo, 2019). GHQ-12 was used to validate suicidality scale among
Nigerian young people (Akpunne et al., 2023) yielding a congruence validity coefficient of r=
.605, p<.001.

Gambling involvement was measured with the Attitude Towards Gambling Scale (ATGS-8) by
Orford et al. (2007). ATGS- 8 is the 8-item version of the original 14-item version instrument
developed for the British Gambling Prevalence Survey in 2007 (Orford et al., 2007). ATGS-8
items were scored using a Likert scale: 1 = “strongly agree”, 2= “agree”, 3= “neither agree nor
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disagree”, 4="disagree,” and 5 = “strongly disagree”. Four items (1, 4, 6, 7) were reversely
scored.
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The sum of eight items forms a total ATGS-8 score (range 8-40). A score of 24 is a midpoint
and represents the overall neutral attitude towards gambling. In contrast, scores above 24
indicate an average attitude favourable to gambling and those below 24 unfavourable attitudes
towards gambling. Derived Cronbach's alpha value on the British sample was 0.76, and item-
total correlations varied from 0.39 to 0.58 (Orford et al., 2007; Wardle et al., 2011; Wardle et al.,
2007).

RESULTS

Socio-Demographic characteristics of participants: The distribution of participants by sex
shows that 512 (38.3%) of the participants were male while 826 (61.7%) were female.
Distribution by age shows that the participants’ mean + standard deviation age was 19.86+2.95,
with their ages ranging between 15 and 30 years. This indicates that majority of the participants
were in their late adolescence. Distribution by institutions of learning shows that 505(37.7%)
were students of Osun State University (UNIOSUN), 374 (28%) were students of Redeemers’
University Ede, Osun State (RUN), 189 (14.1%) were students of Fountain University Oshogbo,
Osun State, and 270 (20.2%) were students of Oduduwa University Ipetumodu Osun State
(OUI). Distribution of participants by level of study shows that 409 (30.6%) were 100 level
students, 241 (18.0%) were 200 level students, 363 (27.1%) were 300 level students, 276
(20.6%) were 400 level students, 49 (3.7), while 500 level students. Also 1,302 (97.3%) were
single, 33(2.5%) were married while 3(.2%) were engaged. Details are presented in Table 1:

Table 1: Socio-Demographic distributions of participants

Variables Frequency Percentage
Sex Male 512 38.3
Female 826 61.7
Total 1338 100.0
Age Mea_n o % Standard 19.84 +3.22 years
Deviation
Universities UNIOSUN 505 37.7
RUN 374 28.0
FUO 189 14.1
oul 270 20.2
Total 1338 100.0
Level of 100 level 409 30.6
education 200 level 241 18.0
300 level 363 27.1
400 level 276 20.6
500 level 49 3.7
Total 1338 100
Marital status Single 1302 97.3
Married 33 2.5
Engaged 3 2
Total 1338 100.0
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Prevalence of gambling and psychological distress among university undergraduates

Table 2: Prevalence of gambling and psychological distress among university undergraduates.

Variables None % Mild % Moderate % Severe %
Gambling 25.7 28.6 38.2 7.5
Psychological distress 14.4 34.0 40.3 11.3

Table 2 summarizes the prevalence of gambling and psychological distress (PD) among the
participants. Prevalence of gambling behaviour revealed that 25.7% of the participants reported
as nil gambling behaviour, while 28.6%, 38.2% and 7.5% reported mild, moderate and severe
gambling patterns, respectively. Also 14.4% have nil report of PD, 34.0% reported mild PD,
while 40.3% and 11.3% reported moderate and severe levels of PD respectively.

Patterns and Nature of Gambling Involvement among the Participants over a Lifetime
Period

Further findings showed that 26% of the undergraduates have been involved with playing card,
dice or any indoor game for money, 12% have been involved with placing monetary bet on
animals, and 24% reported having participated in online sport betting. Also, 11% have visited
lotto kiosks to play lottery, 14% have played online betting or lottery, and 12% have been to
casinos for betting or lottery. Finally, among those involved in gambling, 21.6% have no desire
to abstain or stop gambling, 28.5% plan to limit to once daily and 74.3% reported to have
gambled in the past one month.

Test of Hypotheses
Hypothesis 1: Gambling behaviour will significantly predict psychological distress among
undergraduates in selected university in Osun state Nigeria.

Table 3: Regression Analysis of the Predictive Influence of gambling involvement on
psychological distress among university undergraduates.

B p T sig | R R® F P
(Constant) 24.14 22.57 | .000
Gambling 28 16 oo 000 | 162 | 026 | 3126 | .000

A regression analysis was conducted to determine the predictive influence of gambling
involvement on psychological distress among university undergraduates in Osun state, Nigeria.
The result shown in Table 3 reveals that gambling involvement significantly predicted
psychological distress among the participants (= .16, t= 5.59, p < .05). The beta contribution of
.16 is an indication of a positive relationship between gambling involvement and psychological
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distress. This shows that psychological distress increases with an increase in gambling
involvement. The analysis in Table 3 further shows an R? of .026, which suggests that 2.6%
variance of psychological distress among the participants is explained by gambling involvement
[F (1, 1338) = 31.26, p < .05]. Based on this result it is concluded that gambling involvement is a
significant predictor of psychological distress among university undergraduates.
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Hypothesis 2: Age will significantly predict psychological distress among undergraduates in
selected university in Osun state Nigeria.

Table 4: Regression Analysis of the Predictive Influence of age on psychological distress
among university undergraduates.

B B T sig |R |R. |F P
(Constant) 25.90 15.16 .000
Age 21 07 245 014 .07 01 6.00 .014

A regression analysis was conducted to determine the predictive influence of age on
psychological distress among university undergraduates Osun state, Nigeria. The result shown in
Table 4 reveals that age significantly predicted psychological distress among the participants
(B= .07, t= 2.45, p < .05). The beta contribution of .07 is an indication of a positive relationship
between age behaviour and psychological distress. This shows that psychological distress
increases with an increase in age of participants. The analysis in Table 4 further shows an R? of
.01, which suggests that .01% variance of psychological distress among the participants is
explained by age [F (1, 1338) = 6.00, p < .05]. Based on this result it is concluded that age is a
significant predictor of psychological distress among university undergraduates.

Hypothesis 3: There will be significant gender influence on psychological distress among
undergraduates in selected universities in Osun state Nigeria

The study employed an independent sample t-test to analyze the data and test the hypothesis; the
level of significance is set at 0.05%. The analysis procedure involve comparing the mean score
of male and female participants on their level of psychological distress, the analysis result is
presented in Table 5.

Table 5: Independent sample t-test of psychological distress by sex.

Variables N X SD t p
P;ychologlcal Male 465 30.01 8911 -.19 .89
distress

Female 752 30.07 8.557

The t-test scores showed that there were 465 male and 752 female participants. Table 4 revealed
that sex had significant no significant influence on psychological distress (t = -.19, p = .89).
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Hence the mean scores show that both male and female undergraduates had similar
psychological distress score.

Discussion of Findings

The participants in this study reported a 28.6% mild, a 38.2% moderate and a 7.5% severe
prevalence of gambling involvement. This findings show a high rate of gambling involvements
among Nigerian university undergraduates. This is in support of previous local (Ifeduba et al.,
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2020; Oyetunji et al., 2021) and international studies. For instance, some empirical surveys
exposed that in several nations, individuals who have a positive attitude toward a gambling
activity at some point in their lives are more than those who have never gambled (Shaffer &
Hall, 2001; Calado & Griffiths, 2016). Related studies show that about 86% of the general
population across the socio-demographic spectrum globally reported some form of gambling and
that about 4-8% of these populations were young adults who reported severe gambling (Salaam
& Brown, 2012; Kristiansen & Jensen, 2014; Oyeleke et al., 2017). Akwagyiram and
Akinyelure, (2018) reported that about 60 million Nigerians between the ages of 18 and 40 years
were reported to spend about 1.8 billion Naira daily on gambling activities, with an average
investment of 3,000 Naira per day. A positive attitude towards gambling has been found among
many young people, with the majority reporting a previous gambling activity (Calado &
Griffiths, 2016; Gambling Commission, 2017; Ayandele & Aramide, 2020). For instance, about
half of British adults (48%) indicated previous participation in a gambling activity (Gambling
Commission, 2017). According to McCarthy et al. (2018), 45% of women aged 16-34 years in
Australia gambled more than once a week. About 40.5% of participants in a Ugandan study
gambled at least once a week (Ahaibwe et al., 2016).

A survey study of 3,879 African youths by GeoPoll, (2017) showed that 54% of participants had
indulged in gambling. A similar Nigerian youth study reported that 41% of randomly selected
participants had engaged in some form of betting (NOIPolls, 2019). Also, Aguocha et al., (2019)
reported that more than half (57%) of sampled secondary school students in Nigeria had
previously participated in gambling. Gender differences in gambling were also reported, showing
that young male participants gambled more frequently than young females (e.g., Ahaibwe et al.,
2016; Gambling Commission, 2017; Ayandele & Aramide, 2020). Also, a high prevalence of
psychological distress was found among the participants. As a result of several extraneous
factors including issues relating to academic activities (Auerbach et al., 2016; Harris, 2019;
Akpunne et al., 2022), studies show that university undergraduates are prone to high levels of
psychological distress (Poorolajal et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2018; Akpunne & Akinnawo 2019;
Akpunne et al., 2020) compared to the general population (Mboya et al., 2020).

Furthermore, this study found that gambling involvement is a significant predictor of
psychological distress among the Nigerian undergraduates. This research supports previous
Nigerian studies (Akpunne et al., 2022; Daniel et al., 2023; Chinawa et al., 2023). Also in a
British study the Mental Health Foundation (2021) reported that people with mental health
problems were more at risk problematic gambling. Similarly, Ciccarelli et al., (2016) and Grant
et al., 2019 found positive link between increased gambling and psychological distresses among
undergraduates. Problematic gambling is marked by a loss of control over gambling behaviour
(Raylu, 2002) and is associated with numerous sequelae, including psychiatric problems

27



(Ledgerwood et al., 2004). Problem gambling has been associated with mental health concerns in
several researches (Lorains et al., 2011; Haydock et al., 2015). For instance, Afifi et al., (2016)
reported that at-risk and problem gambling predicted future occurrences of major depressive
disorder, alcoholism, and drug use. In a New Zealand study, 46 percent of problem gamblers
have psychological problems (Abbott et al., 2015). Lorains et al., (2011) reported that nearly 38
percent of problem gamblers had mood problems, and 37 per cent had anxiety disorders. In a
similar study Abbott (2017), reported that problem gamblers manifest significantly higher
anxiety, mood, and personality disorders.
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In this study, age of the students is found to be a strong predictor of psychological distress. This
finding support previous literature that reported age as a useful risk marker for PD (Best et al.,
2023; Drapeau et al., 2014). This study found that older students reported higher PD than
younger counterparts. This finding support previous literature that showed that most
undergraduates are at the adolescence stage of development, (Zarrett & Eccles, 2006; Rega et al.,
2022) which impacts greatly on their emotions and behaviours. Thus older adolescent students
tend to report significantly larger increases in psychological and behavioral problems (Tang et
al., 2021). Previous research has equally shown that the prevalence of internalizing disorders
such as anxiety and depression increases from early to mid-late adolescence (Oldehinkel et al.,
2011). Thus, the higher PD found in older students may be in part due to developmental factors.
Finally, this study found similar levels of psychological distress across gender, though females
reported higher mean score than male students. Literature show overall evidence of gender
difference in the forms of mental illness (Adewuya et al., 2018). For instance study have shown
that women are more predisposed to silent internalized symptoms, while men are more
susceptible to act out mental suffering (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2018). It has been found that
depression, anxiety (American College Health Association (ACHA), 2018), and psychological
distress (Idowu et al., 2022; Nogueira & Sequeira, 2018) are higher in female than in males
students. On the other hand, male students show higher rates of vulnerability coping strategies
(use sleeping pills, alcohol abuse, ignoring the symptoms), as well as negative attitudes (refusal
or reluctance) regarding professional help-seeking or mental health counselling (DeBate et al.,
2018). This study did not strongly show that females have higher level of psychological distress
than male students. The reason for this difference could be due to prevailing extraneous variables
including difference in social cultural settings.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of this study there is a high prevalence of gambling involvement and PD
among Nigerian undergraduates in Osun state. Strong links between gambling involvement and
PD is also established as gambling involvement was found to strongly predict PD among the
participants. Also, age is a strong risk marker for PD with older students being more predisposed
to PD than the younger undergraduates. Lastly, gender influence returned similar PD experience
among the participants. There is therefore the need to establish properly equipped psychological
services in Nigerian tertiary institutions to manage psychological distresses presented by
students. Again, psychologist should embark on regular public enlightenment campaigns on the
negative effects of gambling involvement on the mental health undergraduates in particular as
well as that of the general public should be through various mediums. Finally, further studies on
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the role of other extraneous (psychosocial cultural) factors on the relationship between gambling
and PD is recommended.
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