
 
 

What this research is about 

Schizophrenia is a serious mental disorder that can 
impair people’s ability to function. People with 
schizophrenia are over three times more likely to have 
problem and pathological gambling (PPG) than the 
general population. However, many people with 
schizophrenia are not assessed for behavioural 
addictions like PPG. Thus, the connection between 
schizophrenia and PPG is not well understood. 

People with schizophrenia often suffer from distorted 
or delusional beliefs. People with PPG can also often 
have distorted beliefs. For example, they may believe 
they can control their chance of winning luck-based 
gambling games such as the lottery. Thus, delusional 
beliefs may link schizophrenia to PPG. 

Schizophrenia has many different symptoms, which 
belong to five clusters: 

i) Positive symptoms, such as delusions and 
hallucinations (i.e., symptoms present in 
schizophrenia and not the general population); 

ii) Negative symptoms, such as social withdrawal or 
reduced emotional expression; 

iii) Disorganized/concrete symptoms, such as 
disorganized thoughts and behaviour; 

iv) Excited symptoms, such as aggression, 
hyperactivity, and impulsivity; 

v) Depressed symptoms, such as guilt, anxiety, and 
low mood. 

This study tested how these symptom clusters were 
related to PPG in people with schizophrenia. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants through the 
Connecticut Mental Health Center and the VA 

Connecticut Healthcare system. They recruited 337 
participants in total, who had either schizophrenia or 
schizoaffective disorder. The researchers interviewed 
participants about their schizophrenia symptoms, 
gambling behaviour, and gambling motivations. 

The researchers used the Positive And Negative 
Syndrome Scale (PANSS) to measure symptoms of 
schizophrenia. PANSS is a 30-item scale, which 
includes items to assess each of the five symptom 
clusters for schizophrenia.  

The researchers used the NORC Diagnostic Screen 
(NODS) to identify participants with PPG. NODS uses 

What you need to know 

People with schizophrenia are over three times 
more likely to suffer from problem gambling. This 
may be because both problem gambling and 
schizophrenia involve delusional beliefs. However, 
the link between schizophrenia and problem 
gambling is not well understood.  

This study interviewed people with schizophrenia 
about gambling behaviour and motivations. 
Participants with more severe schizophrenia 
symptoms had stronger financial motivation for 
gambling and started gambling at a younger age. 
They had lower motivation to gamble for service 
from staff, and possibly for other social reasons as 
well. About 19% of participants (65 participants) 
had problem gambling. Participants with problem 
gambling appeared to have more severe 
depressive symptoms of schizophrenia. Thus, a 
specific subset of symptoms might be linked to 
problem gambling in people with schizophrenia. 

 

Schizophrenia symptoms are linked to 
specific motivations for gambling and 
problem gambling  



 
  
  

 
 

 
 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International License. 
 

2020 

the DSM-IV criteria for pathological gambling. Based 
on their NODS scores, participants were grouped into 
those who gambled and those who did not gamble. 
They then grouped gambling participants into those 
who gambled recreationally and people with PPG. 

Finally, the researchers asked participants about their 
motivations to gamble. Participants rated how much 
the following motivations applied to them: 

• Financial (to win money); 
• Social (to socialize with family or friends); 
• Company (to be around others); 
• Service (to receive personal service from staff); 
• Excitement (excitement or challenge of gambling). 

What the researchers found 

Overall, 53% of participants gambled. About 19% of 
participants had PPG, and 34% gambled 
recreationally. Participants with PPG appeared to 
have higher scores for the Depressed symptom cluster 
than participants without PPG. The scores for the 
other four symptom clusters did not differ between 
participants with and without PPG. 

For these gambling participants, the social, company, 
service, and excitement motivations for gambling 
were all linked together. However, gambling for 
financial gain was not linked to the other motivations. 
Additionally, participants who reported stronger 
financial motivation for gambling had more severe 
schizophrenia symptoms (i.e., higher PANSS scores). 
Participants with higher PANSS scores also had lower 
motivation to gamble to receive personal service from 
staff, and possibly for other social reasons as well. 
They also tended to start gambling at a younger age. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that PPG is common among 
people with schizophrenia. It also shows a link 
between financial motivation for gambling and 
schizophrenia. This finding suggests that people with 
schizophrenia may have delusional beliefs about their 
chance of winning in gambling games. Thus, clinicians 
who work with people with schizophrenia could 
screen them for PPG. This may be particularly 
important if they experience severe symptoms. 
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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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