
 
 

What this research is about 

People with high self-compassion treat themselves 
with kindness and understanding when they 
experience stress, hardship, or failure. Self-
compassion often promotes greater psychological 
well-being overall. In particular, self-compassion helps 
people accept themselves and be more open minded 
about their problems. It also helps them not to feel 
isolated from others when experiencing problems. 

People with problem gambling often experience 
negative emotions attached to their gambling 
behaviour. This includes feelings of anxiety, stress, 
and irritability. How much self-compassion someone 
has may affect how they cope with these negative 
feelings. For example, higher self-compassion is linked 
to lower impulsivity. So, someone with higher self-
compassion may take fewer impulsive gambling risks. 
At the same time, self-compassion is linked to less 
negative feelings about failure. Someone who is not 
concerned about failure may take more risks. In this 
sense, having higher self-compassion could make 
someone more likely to take gambling risks. 

People with non-problem gambling may not have 
negative emotions attached to their gambling 
behaviour. Thus, their level of self-compassion may 
not relate to their risk taking in gambling. 

This study looked at the relationship between self-
compassion and risk-taking. Specifically, it compared 
self-compassion and risk-taking between people with 
problem gambling versus non-problem gambling. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers performed the study in the lobbies of 
two casinos in Manitoba, Canada. They recruited 

adults who were visiting the casinos to participate in 
the study. In total, 240 casino patrons participated 
and 216 of them completed the study properly.  

First, participants completed the 9-item Problem 
Gambling Severity Index (PGSI). The PGSI measures 
problem gambling in the past year. It asks participants 
to rate how much statements about problem 
gambling relate to them. Scores range from 0 to 27, 
and higher scores indicate higher risks of problem 
gambling. The researchers categorized participants as 
having either non-problem gambling (score of 0) or 
potential problem gambling (score of 1+). 

Next, participants completed the 12-item Self-
Compassion Scale-Short Form (SCS-SF). This scale 
measures various aspects of self-compassion. These 
fall into the categories of self-kindness vs. self-

What you need to know 

People with high self-compassion treat themselves 
with kindness when they experience negative 
feelings or events. People with problem gambling 
often experience negative feelings in relation to 
gambling. Thus, their level of self-compassion 
might affect their gambling behaviour. 

This study tested how self-compassion affected 
risk-taking in casino patrons with and without 
problem gambling. For people without problem 
gambling, higher self-compassion was not linked 
to reduced risk taking. In contrast, people with 
problem gambling made less risky decisions if they 
had higher self-compassion. Thus, self-compassion 
could help protect people with problem gambling 
from making risky decisions in a casino setting. 

Self-compassion may reduce risky decision-
making in casino patrons with problem 
gambling 
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judgement, seeing one’s failure as common to most 
people vs. isolation, and mindfulness vs. over-
identification of problems.  

Finally, participants completed the Iowa Gambling 
Task (IGT). This task measures gambling risks over a 
series of 100 trials. In each trial, the participant 
chooses a card from one of four decks shown on the 
computer screen. After they choose, the computer 
tells them how much they won or lost. Two of the 
decks are ‘good’ decks, and two are ‘risky’ decks. The 
‘good’ decks provide small but frequent wins and are 
the best choice in the long run. In contrast, the two 
‘risky’ decks provide large rewards, but also large or 
frequent losses. They are worse choice in the long 
run. The participant learns through trial-and-error 
which two decks are ‘good’ and which are ‘risky’. 

The researchers compared the risk-taking behaviour 
of people with non-problem gambling to those with 
potential problem gambling. They also tested how 
self-compassion affected risk-taking in both groups. 

What the researchers found 

Overall, participants with non-problem gambling 
performed well on the IGT. This means they learned 
to choose the less risky, ‘good’ decks across trials. 
Within this group with non-problem gambling, a small 
number of people with high self-compassion made 
risky choices throughout the task. 

For participants with potential problem gambling, 
self-compassion was strongly linked to their 
performance on the IGT. People with higher self-
compassion learned to choose the less risky, ‘good’ 
decks across trials. In contrast, many people with 
lower self-compassion did not learn to choose the less 
risky, ‘good’ decks. Thus, higher self-compassion 
helped people with potential problem gambling avoid 
the risky decks. 

Overall, higher self-compassion led to less risk taking 
in the IGT in people with potential problem gambling.  

How you can use this research 

This research shows that self-compassion is linked to 
less risky decision-making in people with potential 

problem gambling when tested in a casino setting. 
Thus, treatments for problem gambling could aim to 
increase levels of self-compassion in patients who 
may still be entering casinos or other gambling 
venues. 
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York 
University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in safer gambling policies, standards, 
and practices. The work we do is intended for 
researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators and 
operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.  
Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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