
 
 

What this research is about 

Gambling disorder (GD) and substance use disorders 
share many similarities. For example, both include 
difficulty controlling one’s behaviour. Both may also 
be linked to impulsivity and risk-taking.  

Impulsivity and risk-taking can be measured through 
reward-related decision making. When people make 
decisions about possible rewards, they balance the 
costs and benefits of each option. Sometimes people 
will prefer immediate rewards over delayed rewards, 
even if the immediate reward is of smaller value. 
Valuing smaller-immediate rewards over larger-
delayed rewards shows more impulsive decision 
making. Additionally, some people may prefer the 
chance of receiving an uncertain but large reward 
over the guarantee of receiving a smaller reward. 
Valuing a larger-uncertain reward over a smaller-
certain reward shows more risky decision making. 

People with GD tend to make more impulsive and 
riskier choices. However, it is not clear how impulsive 
and risky decision making are linked to GD. Do these 
traits increase someone’s risk of developing GD? Do 
they make it harder for someone to recover from GD? 
This study looked for the links between impulsive and 
risky decision making and GD. It also looked at 
whether substance use disorders have an influence. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited 3539 participants from 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk). All participants 
were adults aged 21 and older who lived in the US. 
The participants were screened for their GD and 
substance use histories. This screen included the 
National Opinion Research Center DSM-IV Screen for 
Gambling Problems (NODS). NODS measures current 

and lifetime problem gambling based on 10 criteria. 
The researchers used NODS to identify participants 
with past or current GD. The screen also included the 
Gambling Participation Instrument, which measures 
past-year involvement in different gambling activities. 

The screen also used the World Health Organization’s 
Composite International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI). 
The researchers used the CIDI to identify past or 
current substance use disorders. Finally, it included 
the UPPS-P Impulsive Behaviour Scale. This measures 
personality traits that lead to impulsive behaviours. 

What you need to know 

Gambling disorder (GD) has been linked to 
impulsivity and risk-taking. However, it is not clear 
how they are linked (e.g., does impulsivity increase 
the chance of developing GD as well as its 
maintenance?). This study examined impulsive and 
risky decision making in people with current GD, 
people who had GD in the past and had recovered, 
and people who never had GD. The researchers 
also considered current or past substance use 
disorder.  

Overall, people with current GD made more 
impulsive and riskier decisions than those who 
never had GD. So, impulsive and risky decision 
making could be linked to developing GD. People 
with past GD also continued to make more 
impulsive decisions. So, impulsive decision making 
might have a greater role in the development of 
GD than its maintenance. However, those with 
past GD made less risky decisions. So, they might 
have learned to be less risky, which could have 
helped them overcome their GD. 
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Using the screen results, the researchers recorded 
participants’ GD and substance use histories. 
Specifically, they recorded if participants had current 
GD or past GD (thus had recovered). They also noted 
if participants had current or past substance use 
disorder. Participants who never had GD or substance 
use disorder were considered control participants. 
The researchers excluded participants who did not fit 
into these groups or gave inconsistent responses. 

The researchers invited 1649 eligible participants to 
participate in the next stage. Of these, 434 
participated. In this stage, participants completed 
reward-related decision-making tasks. For impulsive 
decision making, they had to choose between smaller-
immediate and larger-later rewards. For risky decision 
making, they had to choose between smaller-certain 
rewards and larger-uncertain rewards. The 
researchers compared participants’ results on the 
tasks while considering whether they had current or 
past GD, and current or past substance use disorder. 

What the researchers found 

Participants with current GD made more impulsive 
decisions than control participants. So, impulsive 
decision making may increase someone’s chance of 
developing GD. However, those with past GD (those 
who had recovered) made similarly impulsive 
decisions to those with current GD. This means they 
recovered from GD even though they continued to 
make impulsive decisions. These results suggest that 
impulsive decision making has a greater role in the 
development of GD than in the maintenance of GD.  

Participants with current GD made riskier decisions 
than control participants. So, risky decision making 
could increase someone’s chance of developing GD. 
Participants with current GD also made riskier 
decisions than those with past GD. This could mean 
that people who had recovered from GD made less 
risky choices. So, becoming less risk-taking could be 
part of the recovery for GD. 

Finally, the researchers looked at participants’ 
decision making based on their substance use and 
impulsive personality trait scores. Taking these into 
consideration did not change the results. So, the links 

between decision making and GD do not depend on 
substance use or personality traits. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that risky decision making may 
contribute to ongoing GD. So, GD interventions could 
target risky decision making. For example, they could 
teach people skills to identify and avoid risky choices. 
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