
 
 

 

 
 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Is positive thinking among slot machine gamblers a 
case of maladaptive coping mechanisms? What types 
of strategies do positive thinking gamblers and non-
positive thinking gamblers employ after a gambling 
loss? 
 
PURPOSE 
Research has demonstrated that optimism and 
“positive illusions” can be used a coping mechanism 
among those facing adversity. Gamblers are a little 
studied group who also experience adversity and 
uncertainty. They often feel considerable levels of 
frustration, guilt, anger and a sense of feeling cheated 
after making significant losses. In order to deal with 
such feelings it is hypothesized that these individuals 
will search for positive consequences from their 
behaviour in order to offset this negative affect. The 
purpose of this study was to determine whether after 
gambling, gamblers compensate and reduce negative 
affect by identifying positive consequences from 
experiencing a loss. A second goal of this study was 
to identify types of strategies which gamblers employ 
and consider how these should be classified. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 
Eighty-seven regular slot machine gamblers between 
the ages of 12 and 64 years who gambled at least 
once per month. The most common age group was 
18-25, followed by the under 18 years of age group. 
There were six times as many males as females, 33% 
percent reported having been educated to degree 
level or higher, and the majority of participants (73%) 
were either unemployed or in full-time education. 
 
PROCEDURE  
Participants were recruited in locations housing slot 
machines across the UK. Semi-structured interviews 
with participants were performed. Depending on the 
response given to a question about positive benefits 
from gambling, participants were assigned to 
a positive thinker or non-positive 
thinker category. Forty-eight of the participants 

(55%) were classified as positive thinkers and 39 
(45%) were classified as non-positive thinkers.  
 
MAIN OUTCOME MEASURES 
A 104-item semi-structured interview schedule 
investigated motivation, demographic information, 
physiological experiences, thought processes, 
emotions, personality, and the existence of other 
potentially addictive behaviours. 
 
KEY RESULTS 
Types of positive thinking. Results of the interviews 
generated a list of positive beliefs which were 
reported by gamblers either during or immediately 
following a gambling loss. In the context of 
addictions, comparative thinking refers to 
gamblers who reduce perceived risk through 
inaccurate comparisons with other social vices such 
as alcohol and drug use. Gamblers who adopted this 
thinking style expressed that gambling was less 
harmful than the other vices. Prophylactic 
thinking refers to gamblers who rationalize that a 
sizable loss early in their playing career will 
discourage them from future gambling. When a 
gambler recalls an unrealistically large amount of wins 
and an unrealistically small amount of losses, this is 
referred to as biased frequency 
thinking. Chasing validation occurs when a 
gambler believes that the laws of probability apply in 
the short run – that each loss brings them one step 
closer to winning. The belief that a loss serves to 
alleviate negative affect through permitting the 
gambler to avoid responsibility is referred to 
as responsibility avoidance and prioritization is 
the belief that losing brings a new sense of clarity to 
the gambler. With the resourcefulness belief, 
gamblers think that by losing they still acquire 
something valuable for their money 
and thoughtfulness is where the gambler believes 
that gambling will make them more thoughtful to 
others. The final style of positive thinking, fear 
reduction, involves gamblers who believe that losing 
money that they cannot afford is a character-building 
experience.     
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Positive versus non-positive thinkers. Men were more 
likely to employ positive thinking styles than women. 
Positive thinkers reported starting gambling at an 
earlier age, having more leisure time for gambling, 
preferring busier gambling environments, gambling 
twice as often and devoting almost twice as much time 
to each gambling session compared to non-positive 
thinkers. Gamblers who were positive thinkers 
experienced significantly less guilt after a gambling 
loss than non-positive thinkers. 

 
LIMITATIONS 
It is unclear how the interview questions were 
developed and if they were based on work from 
previous studies. Although positive thinking styles 
were identified, stronger empirical support is needed. 
Methodologically, cognitive mechanisms and coping 
strategies are difficult to study since may not operate 

consciously and participants may not be able to 
verbalize or recall all types of positive thinking at any 
one time. Participants were rather young considering 
30 of the 87 were between the ages of 12 and 25. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
Authors inferred that despite which form gambling 
takes, positive thinking is maladaptive in a gambling 
situation. Positive thinking disrupts the naturally 
occurring contingencies of reinforcement that might 
otherwise prevent excessive gambling by 
overestimating benefits and reducing guilt. 
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