
 
 

What this article is about 

Problem gambling is defined as repetitive gambling 
behaviour that leads to negative consequences. 
Problem gambling is considered an addictive 
behaviour. Past research describes addictive 
behaviour as an imbalance of three brain process 
systems: (1) the impulsive system, which handles 
routine situations and is automatic; (2) the reflective 
system which allows a person to act and react to new 
situations and make complex decisions; and (3) the 
interoceptive system, which is in charge of bodily 
sensations and provides information about risks or 
rewards in complex situations. In problem gambling, it 
is believed that the impulsive system is overactive, the 
reflective system is underactive, and the interoceptive 
system is impaired. This results in little control over a 
person’s gambling. 

Based on this idea, addiction research has mainly 
studied brain processes such as attention processing, 
flexibility, and decision-making. Some addiction 
research has studied social cognition (SC). SC refers to 
cognitive functions that let a person notice and 
understand social cues and form social relationships. 
SC includes non-verbal emotion processing, which is 
the ability to notice and discriminate emotions in 
others and react in the right way. SC also includes 
empathy, which is the ability to feel/share and 
understand the feelings of others, and Theory of Mind 
(ToM), which is the ability to understand one’s own 
and others’ mental states in order to predict 
behaviour. It also includes emotional intelligence, 
which regroups different abilities that permit to 
process and understand emotions and form 
relationships because of this understanding. 

Most addiction research on SC has been in psychiatric 
conditions such as autism or schizophrenia. The 
relationship between SC and gambling disorder (GD) is 
unclear. SC could contribute to trigger, maintain, or 
cause GD. The current article is a review of recent 
research on SC and GD. 

What was done? 

The authors carried out a systematic review following 
the instructions of the Reporting Items for Systematic 
Review and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) statement.  

The authors searched three databases: PsycINFO, 
PubMed, and ScienceDirect. They searched using a 
combination of key words relating to GD and SC. They 
only searched for studies that assessed SC using 
neuropsychological measures in the context of GD. 
These measures are tasks designed to test a cognitive 
function known to be linked to a particular brain 
process. The authors only searched for research 
studies published in English or French between 
January 2013 and September 2018. They also used the 

Why is this article important? 

Only one published research study explored social 
cognition (SC) in people with gambling disorder 
(GD) using neuropsychological tasks. The findings 
suggest impaired SC. More studies are needed to 
add to these results and consider factors such as 
personality traits and gender. If future studies do 
confirm SC impairments in GD, social cognitive 
remediation therapies could be considered. This 
type of therapy aims at improving mental and 
social functioning.  
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reference lists of the research studies to find other 
studies. 

The authors reviewed the article titles and abstracts 
to find those that researched the link between SC and 
GD. They aimed to describe SC difficulties linked to GD 
as reported by past published research studies. The 
authors also aimed to understand the profile of 
people with GD to provide advice on treatment 
focused on SC. 

What you need to know 

There were 18 published research studies that met 
the search criteria. But, only one study directly 
assessed SC in GD using neuropsychological measures 
(i.e., not self-report measures). This study had an 
experimental design. 

This one study focused on non-verbal emotion 
processing among men seeking treatment for GD. 
None of the participants had a history of psychiatric 
disorders. This study found that participants were less 
accurate in recognizing emotions on people’s faces 
and in people’s voices, compared to men without GD. 
These findings suggest that people with GD may have 
an impaired ability to process social cues. However, 
this study did not include any women participants, so 
the findings might not apply to the general 
population. 

No other studies explored the other factors of SC 
among people with GD using neuropsychological 
measures. However, there were some studies (not 
included in the review) that involved participants self-
reporting their own SC abilities. Two studies found 
that gamblers without a gambling problem had poor 
quality of relationships. Another study found that 
people with GD had a hard time understanding their 
own emotions and others’ emotions.  

Who is it intended for? 

Future research could consider other factors that 
might impact SC, such as personality traits, gender, 
and problem gambling severity. Future research could 
study the link between GD and SC difficulties over 
time, to confirm which one comes before the other. 

If future studies find SC impairments in people with 
GD, social cognitive remediation therapies could be 
considered by treatment providers to improve SC in 
GD patients. This type of therapy aims at improving 
mental and social functioning. It has mainly been used 
to treat psychiatric disorders such as schizophrenia 
and anorexia. 
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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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