
 
 

What this research is about 

Compulsive behaviours are repetitive behaviours that 
do not have a beneficial function. People with 
compulsive tendencies may perform these behaviours 
repeatedly, suggesting a lack of control over their 
behaviours. People with gambling disorder (GD) often 
have more difficulty with compulsivity. 

Compulsivity has many different components. Two 
measures of compulsive tendencies are attentional 
set-shifting and attentional disengagement. 
Attentional set-shifting is a person’s ability to switch 
their attention between different cues or tasks. 
People who are more compulsive have more difficulty 
with attentional set-shifting. Attentional 
disengagement is a person’s ability to turn their 
attention away from unhelpful cues. In the case of 
gambling, someone with better attentional 
disengagement is better at turning their attention 
away from gambling cues. 

There are gender differences in GD. For example, men 
are more likely to experience GD than women. There 
may also be gender differences in the different 
components of compulsivity. This study looked at the 
links between gender, compulsivity, and GD. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited patients who were seeking 
treatment for GD at the Bellvitge University Hospital 
in Barcelona, Spain. They recruited 27 women and 30 
men with GD. They also recruited 60 healthy control 
participants from the community (30 women and 30 
men). All participants were between the ages of 18 
and 65. The researchers assessed the participants for 
GD and depression. Then participants completed 
three laboratory tasks to measure their compulsivity. 

The first task was the Wisconsin Card Sorting Task 
(WCST). In this task, participants must sort 128 cards 
into four categories. They did not know the sorting 
rule and had to learn it by trial and error. After they 
learned the sorting rule and correctly sorted 10 cards, 
the sorting rule changed, and they had to learn the 
new rule. The researchers measured how long it took 
participants to shift from the previous rule to the new 
one. Participants who were quicker to change to the 
new rule had better attentional set-shifting. 

The second task was the Trail Making Test Part B. 
Participants must draw a line connecting alternating 
numbers and letters in consecutive order (i.e., 1, A, 2, 
B, 3, C, etc.). Participants who were quicker at this 
task had better attentional disengagement. 

What you need to know 

Compulsivity is the tendency to perform a 
repetitive behaviour that does not have an 
adaptive function. Two aspects of compulsivity are 
attentional set-shifting and attentional 
disengagement. This study looked at the 
differences in compulsivity between men and 
women with GD. Fifty-seven patients with GD and 
60 healthy controls without GD participated. They 
performed tasks that measured their attentional 
set-shifting and attentional disengagement. 
Women with GD had worse attentional set-shifting 
than men with GD. When compared to healthy 
controls, both men and women with GD had 
worse attentional set-shifting. Men with GD also 
had worse attentional disengagement than 
healthy control men. Thus, there are gender 
differences in compulsivity in people with GD. 
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The third task was the Stroop Color and Word Test. 
Participants saw colour words written in various 
colours of ink. The colour words did not match the 
colour of ink they were written in. Participants had to 
identify the colour of the ink while ignoring the 
written colour word. For example, if the word “green” 
was written in red ink, the correct response was 
“red”. Participants who were better at this task had 
better attentional disengagement because they were 
better at ignoring the unhelpful cue. 

What the researchers found 

The researchers compared results for participants 
with GD to those without. Men with GD had worse 
performance on all three tasks than healthy control 
men. This suggests that men with GD have more 
difficulty with both attentional set-shifting and 
attentional disengagement compared to men without 
GD. Women with GD had worse performance on the 
WCST than healthy control women. This suggests that 
women with GD have more difficulty with attentional 
set-shifting compared to women without GD. 

The researchers also compared compulsivity between 
men and women with GD. They found that women 
with GD performed worse on the WCST compared to 
men with GD. There were no gender differences in 
participants with GD for the other two tasks. This 
suggests that women with GD have more difficulty 
with attentional set-shifting than men with GD. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows there are gender differences in 
compulsivity in people with GD. These differences are 
important to consider when designing treatments for 
GD. For example, treatments that focus on improving 
self-control could perhaps focus on different 
components of self-control in men versus women. 
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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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