
Metacognition affects gambling 
disorder and other mental health 
problems

What this research is about

People with gambling disorder often have other 
mental health problems. These may include mood 
disorders, personality disorders, alcohol and drug 
use. Metacognition refers to the beliefs that people 
have about the way they think and how their mind 
works. Research has shown that metacognition is 
linked to many mental disorders, such as depression, 
anxiety disorder and obsessive-compulsive 
symptoms. In these disorders, thinking tends to be 
biased in a detrimental way. Patients often find it 
difficult to regulate thoughts that are maladaptive. 
As a result, they tend to cope in a way that makes 
things worse. A few research studies have found 
that maladaptive metacognition also has a role in 
the development of gambling disorder. This study 
examined if the presence of other mental disorders, 
such as anxiety, could affect the relationship between 
metacognition and gambling disorder. 

What the researcher did

The researchers recruited 69 pathological gamblers 
who were at first hospital admission for the treatment 
of gambling problems in Bari, Italy. They also 
recruited 58 individuals without gambling problems 
as controls. The pathological gamblers and controls 
were matched for age, gender and education. They 
completed a survey that asked about their gambling 
problems, mental health problems and metacognition. 
The survey assessed 5 aspects of metacognition. 
These included: 1) Positive beliefs about worry, 

which is the extent  a person believes that worrying 
and negative thoughts help with coping; 2) Negative 
beliefs about uncontrollability and danger, which is 
the extent a person believes that  they cannot control 
their negative thoughts; 3) Cognitive confidence 
or the extent of being confident in one’s memory 
and attention; 4) Beliefs about the need to control 
thoughts, which is the extent a person believes that 
they need to be in control and suppress certain types 
of thoughts; and 5) Cognitive self-consciousness 

What you need to know

Metacognition, or the beliefs that people have 
about how they think, can affect the development 
of gambling disorder. This study examined if 
having other mental health problems might have 
an impact on the link between metacognition and 
gambling disorder. The researchers surveyed 69 
pathological gamblers and 58 individuals who did 
not have gambling problems. Results showed 
that pathological gamblers had more mental 
health problems and maladaptive metacognition. 
Specifically, pathological gamblers were more likely 
to believe that they should be in control of their 
thoughts. They also believed that they could not 
ignore negative thoughts and were more likely to 
pay attention to those thoughts. The presence of 
mental health problems affected the link between 
metacognition and gambling problems. Individuals 
who had more maladaptive metacognition had more 
mental health problems. In turn, having more mental 
health problems led to greater gambling problems. 
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or the tendency to pay close attention to one’s own 
thoughts. The researchers compared the levels of 
gambling problems and mental health problems in the 
pathological gamblers and controls. They then ran a 
few models to see how the presence of other mental 
health problems might affect the relationship between 
metacognition and gambling problems.

What the researcher found

Pathological gamblers had more mental 
health problems than controls. They also had 
more maladaptive metacognition. Specifically, 
pathological gamblers had more negative beliefs 
about uncontrollability and danger, beliefs about 
the need to control thoughts, and cognitive self-
consciousness. Thus, pathological gamblers were 
more likely to believe that they should be in control 
of their thoughts. They also believed that they could 
not ignore negative thoughts and were more likely 
to pay attention to those thoughts. All aspects of 
metacognition except for cognitive confidence were 
related to greater gambling problems. The presence 
of mental health problems affected the relationship 
between metacognition and gambling problems. 
Individuals who had more maladaptive metacognition 
had more mental health problems. Specifically, they 
had greater obsessive-compulsive, depression, 
anxiety, interpersonal sensitivity and psychotic 
symptoms. In turn, having these mental health 
problems led to greater gambling problems.   

How you can use this research

Treatment providers can use this study to design 
treatment programs that help pathological gamblers 
change their thinking in a more adaptive way. They 
should also assess for the presence of other mental 
disorders in pathological gamblers. Metacognitive 
Therapy (MCT) is a recent approach for treating a 
number of mental disorders. These include anxiety 
disorder, depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder 
and post-traumatic stress. The aim of MCT is to 
change the way that patients think. Future research 
should evaluate if this approach can be used to treat 
pathological gamblers who also have other mental 
health issues.  
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Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (GREO)

Gambling Research Exchange Ontario (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 responsible 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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