
 
 

What this article is about 

Problem gambling (PG) refers to repetitive gambling 
behaviour that leads to negative consequences. It is 
considered to be a less severe, subclinical form of 
gambling disorder. There are certain risk factors that 
may increase a person’s chance of developing PG. For 
instance, gambling problems are linked with impaired 
emotional processes.  

Certain personality traits are thought to underlie 
impaired emotional processes. One example is 
alexithymia. People with high levels of alexithymia 
show difficulty in being aware of and expressing their 
own feelings. Also, they find it difficult to talk about 
experiences and mental states in themselves and 
others. High rates of alexithymia are found in people 
with substance abuse disorders, eating disorders, and 
some other mental disorders. The current study 
reviewed past research on the association between 
alexithymia and gambling. 

What was done? 

The researchers carried out a systematic review that 
followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) standards. The 
researchers searched major medical and health 
databases including PubMed, Cochrane Database for 
Systematic Review, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and 
Scopus. They searched for research articles that 
explored the relationship between gambling problems 
and alexithymia.  

The researchers reviewed the abstracts of the 
identified articles. Then, they reviewed the full text of 
articles that were found suitable for the review. They 
also searched for any missing articles on Google 

Scholar and through the reference lists of the selected 
articles.  

The researchers reviewed the selected articles. For 
each study, they looked for participant characteristics 
(e.g., age, gender), number of participants, study 
designs, assessment tools used, and study findings. 

What you need to know 

The authors found 20 studies that explored the 
relationship between gambling problems and 
alexithymia. Most of the studies took place in Europe. 
Three studies took place in Canada, one in the USA, 
and one in Australia. All studies were cross-sectional 
studies that collected data at a single time only. There 
were no intervention studies targeting gambling 
problems and alexithymia. 

Fourteen studies included community samples 
(students, community members, poker, slot machine, 
casino, sportsbook and betting gamblers). Six studies 
included clinical samples of people seeking treatment 

Why is this article important? 

This article is a review of the association between 
alexithymia and gambling. The researchers found 
20 studies that explored this association. 
Alexithymia was common among community 
people with gambling problems (31-52%) and 
patients seeking treatment for gambling disorder 
(34-67%). Alexithymia might increase the risk for 
gambling disorder. It was also linked to more 
severe gambling symptoms. It showed links with 
some personality traits (e.g., being impulsive), 
mental health issues, and gambling-related 
thinking processes. 

The association between gambling and 
alexithymia 
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for problem gambling. In all studies, a version of the 
Toronto Alexithymia Scale was used to assess 
alexithymia. The 20-item version (TAS-20) was the 
most common. The TAS-20 includes 20 questions to 
assess three facets of alexithymia: difficulty 
identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and 
externally-oriented thinking. Externally-oriented 
thinking is a tendency to focus on external events 
rather than internal states. In most studies, the South 
Oaks Gambling Screen was used to assess PG. 

In the studies with community samples, most studies 
found a higher level of alexithymia in people with 
gambling disorder compared to people with problem 
gambling or healthy people. Between 31-52% of 
people with gambling disorder had a high level of 
alexithymia. Distress and a tendency to be impulsive 
influenced the relationship between gambling and 
alexithymia. One study found that bettors who were 
at risk of PG and had a high level of alexithymia were 
most likely to chase gambling losses. Another study 
found that gamblers high in alexithymia showed 
difficulty making decisions. There were mixed findings 
with regard to how each facet of alexithymia was 
related to gambling disorder. For example, some 
studies found that people with gambling problems 
had more difficulty describing their feelings, but this 
was not reported in other studies. 

In the studies with clinical samples, between 34-67% 
of people with gambling disorder had alexithymia. 
When compared to people without gambling disorder, 
those with gambling disorder had much higher levels 
of alexithymia. Also, TAS-20 scores were found to 
predict the severity of gambling disorder. People with 
higher scores on the TAS-20 had more severe 
gambling disorder. 

Who is it intended for? 

This review is intended for gambling researchers. 
Future research could study the relationship between 
gambling problems and alexithymia over time to find 
out whether alexithymia contributes to the 
development and maintenance of PG. It is also 
possible that alexithymia is a consequence of PG. 
Future research could also explore the role of other 

factors (e.g., genetics) in the relationship between PG 
and alexithymia. 

This review is also intended for clinicians and 
gamblers. Clinicians could assess alexithymia to help 
plan for more effective treatments. Gamblers could 
practice recognizing and making sense of their 
emotions to find better ways to manage their feelings. 
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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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