
 
 

What this research is about  

Gambling disorder is a psychological condition where 

a person struggles to control their gambling even 

though there are negative consequences. It is 

classified as an addiction. People with gambling 

disorder frequently struggle with substance addictions 

(also called substance use disorders) as well. There 

are multiple factors that may explain why gambling 

and substance use problems often co-occur.  

The self-regulation model proposes that attachment 

trauma is a common factor between these two types 

of problems. Attachment trauma refers to when an 

attachment figure (e.g., a primary caregiver) does not 

model healthy ways of coping with emotions. As a 

result, the individual does not know how to regulate 

their emotions and impulses. Alexithymia is a 

personality trait that refers to difficulty in identifying 

emotions in oneself and others. It is thought to be 

related to attachment trauma. The aim of this study 

was to assess whether alexithymia is a risk factor for 

developing problems with gambling among people 

with a substance use disorder.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited adults who were inpatients 

at a hospital in Spain. All participants were diagnosed 

with a substance use disorder. The participants were 

asked to complete several questionnaires:  

• Attachment styles were assessed with the 

Questionnaire of Adult Attachment. This 

questionnaire categorizes people as having a 

secure or an insecure attachment style. A person 

with an insecure attachment style has low self-

esteem and shows hostile or clingy behaviours in 

their relationships. They also often feel 

uncomfortable with intimacy.  

• The Toronto Alexithymia Scale was used to assess 

alexithymia.  

• The Cuestionario Breve de Juego Patológico (Brief 

Questionnaire of Pathological Gambling) was used 

to measure problematic gambling behaviours.  

• The Symptoms Check List 90-R (SCL 90-R) was 

used to measure other mental health symptoms, 

What you need to know 

Many people who struggle with gambling disorder 

also suffer from substance use disorders. The self-

regulation model theorizes that gambling and 

substance addictions share a common origin of 

attachment trauma, which manifests as 

alexithymia. Alexithymia is a personality trait 

where people struggle with identifying and 

expressing their emotions. The researchers 

surveyed 369 Spanish adults with a substance use 

disorder. They assessed for attachment styles, 

alexithymia, and gambling problems.  

The researchers found that an insecure 

attachment style and a higher score of alexithymia 

increased the probability of gambling problems. 

The mechanism that insecure attachment style 

increases the risk for gambling problems is 

partially through alexithymia. That is, people with 

an insecure attachment style are more likely to 

have alexithymia. Thus, they gamble as a way to 

deal with the distress of not being able to properly 

handle their emotions. This increases their risk for 

gambling problems. 

Alexithymia as a common origin of substance 

use and gambling problems 
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such as depression and anxiety. The SCLR 90-R 

also calculates an overall score of mental health.  

What the researchers found 

A total of 369 people, with a average age of 44 years, 

participated in the study. More than half of the 

sample (68%) were men, and half of the participants 

were single (50%). Two in five were unemployed 

(40%). The majority of the participants (79%) used 

more than one substance, excluding tobacco. Most of 

the participants (80%) had sought psychological 

treatment for substance abuse before. Approximately 

26% of the sample had symptoms of problematic 

gambling. A few (7%) had sought psychological 

treatment for gambling before.  

There were many sociodemographic factors related to 

a higher probability of problematic gambling. 

Individuals who were men, widows, and had 

previously sought psychological treatment for 

gambling were more likely to have problematic 

gambling symptoms. People who were single and who 

had previous treatment for a substance use disorder 

were less likely to have problematic gambling 

symptoms. People who scored higher on alexithymia 

were also more likely to have problematic gambling 

symptoms.  

Although multiple sociodemographic factors were 

related to problematic gambling, none of these 

factors were related to insecure attachment. 

However, having an insecure attachment style and 

alexithymia both increased the likelihood of 

experiencing problematic gambling behaviours. The 

researchers further investigated this effect and 

discovered that the way in which insecure attachment 

style affects problematic gambling is partially through 

alexithymia. That is, people with an insecure 

attachment style are more likely to have alexithymia. 

Thus, they gamble as a way to deal with the distress 

of not being able to properly handle their emotions. 

This increases their risk for problematic gambling.  

How you can use this research 

This study could be useful for researchers and 

practitioners interested in the relationship between 

substance use and gambling disorders. Although 

previous research has shown that they frequently co-

occur, it is not understood precisely why this happens. 

This research demonstrated that an insecure 

attachment style, and specifically alexithymia, could 

be one common mechanism shared between 

substance use and gambling addictions.  
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