
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling is becoming a public health concern. While 
many people gamble without experiencing a problem, 
those who gamble more frequently may develop a 
problem with their gambling. Problem gambling 
occurs when people continue to gamble even though 
they experience harms from gambling. Past research 
has found that people with problem gambling tend to 
prefer short-term gains with high risk over smaller but 
more certain gains in the long run. This tendency has 
been linked to poor learning when making decisions 
on outcomes that are uncertain. In this study, the 
researchers examined if specific difficulties in learning 
might be linked to the experience of specific harms 
from gambling.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants through the 
research participation system of a public university in 
Denmark. There were 140 participants. All were above 
the age of 18 and had gambled in the past three 
months. Many were students under the age of 27.  

Participants completed the study online. First, they 
reported how frequently they gambled and the type 
of gambling they most frequently played. Over half of 
the participants reported sports betting.  

Participants then completed the GamTest. This 
questionnaire has 15 questions that ask about the 
experience of gambling harms. It assesses five aspects 
of harm: (1) spending too much time gambling; (2) 
spending too much money gambling; (3) money 
problems due to gambling; (4) social problems; and 
(5) general consequences, especially negative 
emotions.  

Finally, participants completed the Iowa Gambling 
Task (IGT). In this task, participants chose cards from 
four decks. Two decks featured frequent but small 
gains, as well as infrequent and small losses. These 
were advantageous decks as they resulted in overall 
gain in the long run. Two decks featured frequent and 
large gains, as well as infrequent but large losses. 
These two decks were disadvantageous and resulted 
in overall loss in the long run. Participants played for 
100 trials and had to learn how to choose from the 

What you need to know 

People with problem gambling show poor learning 
when making decisions on outcomes that are 
uncertain. This study examined if specific 
difficulties in learning might be linked to the 
experience of specific harms from gambling. The 
researchers asked 140 people who gambled 
casually to complete a decision-making task (the 
Iowa Gambling Task) and a questionnaire on 
harms from gambling (the GamTest).  

In general, people who tended to switch their 
choices during the task were more likely to report 
harms from gambling. This might be because they 
were less able to make use of what they had 
previously learned when making their choices. 
Also, being more influenced by how often one got 
rewarded was linked to spending too much time 
gambling and social problems due to gambling. 
Learning more quickly from rewards than from 
losses was linked to money problems and negative 
emotional consequences. These results could be 
used to inform learning and decision-making in 
problem gambling. 

Differences in learning when making 
decisions may be linked to specific harms 
from gambling 
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advantageous decks. If a participant chose more 
frequently from the disadvantageous decks, it would 
show poor learning during decision-making. 

The researchers used an outcome learning model to 
test differences in learning during the IGT. This model 
took into account how quickly people adapted their 
behaviour based on their learning about gains and 
losses. The model also took into account how likely 
people would persist in making the same choices and 
how quickly they forgot about their previous choices. 
The researchers determined how differences in 
learning were related to participants’ GamTest scores.  

What the researchers found 

Participants who gambled more frequently had higher 
scores on the GamTest on all five aspects. That is, they 
were more likely to report spending too much time 
and money gambling. They also reported more money 
problems, social problems, and negative emotional 
consequences. 

The researchers found that specific difficulties in 
learning might be linked to specific harms. In general, 
participants who were less likely to persist in their 
choices and more likely to switch between decks 
during the IGT had higher scores on the GamTest. This 
suggested that people who experienced more harms 
from gambling were less persistent in their choices. As 
a result, they might be less able to make use of what 
they had previously learned when making decisions.  

Two other difficulties in learning might also be linked 
to problem gambling. The first was related to learning 
from how frequently one got rewarded. Participants 
who were more influenced by how often they 
experienced gains on the IGT were more likely to 
spend too much time gambling and have social 
problems. The second was related to learning from 
gains and losses. Participants who learned more 
quickly from gains than from losses were more likely 
to have money problems and negative emotional 
consequences.  

How you can use this research 

This study could be used to inform future research on 
learning and decision-making in problem gambling. It 

could also be relevant to the prevention and 
treatment of problem gambling. 
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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. 

  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:filjcs@cas.au.dk
mailto:filjcs@cas.au.dk
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2020.106496
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2020.106496
mailto:info@greo.ca
mailto:info@greo.ca



