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Development and validation of the Trading Disorder Scale

What this research is about

In recent years, there has been a substantial increase
in the number of online trading platforms. These
platforms allow retail investors, who buy and sell
through their personal accounts, to easily access a
wide range of financial products, such as stocks and
cryptocurrencies. While technological advances
have provided opportunities for people to more
easily invest on their own, concerns have been raised
about the risk of problematic trading.

Speculative financial trading involves buying and
selling financial assets like stocks in a short period of
time. Most concerning is day trading, where a
person will buy a financial asset and then sell it on
the same trading day. Researchers argue that this
type of trading quite closely resembles gambling.
Both involve risking money with the potential for
large losses.

Currently, several measures are available to assess
problem gambling (PG) behaviour. Yet, no validated
tools exist to identify problematic speculative
trading. A study by Guglielmo et al. (2016) proposed
13 criteria for disordered gambling, which are based
on the DSM-5 criteria for gambling disorder. While
these criteria have been cited in numerous studies,
they have yet to be integrated into a single measure
to assess disordered trading.

The aim of the present study was to design a new
scale for disordered trading that is based on the
criteria outlined by Guglielmo et al. (2016). This
measure, called the Trading Disorder Scale (TDS), is
meant to cover trading of various financial assets,
including stocks, Forex, exchange-traded funds, and
cryptocurrencies. The researchers tested the
structure and validity of the scale. They also tested its
ability to distinguish people at various risk levels for
disordered trading.

What you need to know

Online speculative trading has grown significantly
in recent years. It shares similar characteristics to
those found in traditional gambling, including high
levels of risk and uncertainty and potential for large
losses. In this study, the researchers created and
validated a new measure of disordered trading,
named the Trading Disorder Scale (TDS). A total of
403 Spanish adults who engaged in financial
trading but who did not trade as a profession,
completed a survey. The survey included the TDS as
well as questions about gambling and trading. The
researchers found the TDS to be a valid measure of
disordered trading. People with higher scores
showed more intense trading behaviours, including
more frequent trading. They also had more severe
gambling problems. A cut-off score of 5 was able to
differentiate people with disordered trading from
those at risk or without disordered trading.

What the researchers did

The researchers used data from 403 retail investors,
with 65.3% being male. These participants were
recruited through an online panel for a larger study
in 2022. They were residents of Spain and between 18
and 64 years of age. All had engaged in financial
trading within the past 12 months and did not trade
professionally. The most commmon forms of trading
were cryptocurrencies (47.9%), stocks (44.7%), and
exchange-traded funds (22.8%).

The survey included questions on sociodemographic
information; gambling behaviours in the past 12
months and the Problem Gambling Severity Index
(PGSI); trading behaviours in the past 12 months and
the Trading Disorder Scale (TDS); the UPPS-P Scale
to assess the tendency to act impulsively; and
guestions about substance use. The TDS included 13
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items, each with a yes/no response. Scoring 5 or
higher suggested possible disordered trading.

What the researchers found

First, the researchers tested the structure of the TDS.
It was found that the items were a good fit for
measuring disordered trading. All items loaded onto
a single factor, suggesting a one-dimensional
structure for the TDS. This is consistent with the view
that addictive behaviours fall on a continuum of risk,
ranging from non-use to addiction. Iltems related to
trading when feeling distressed, conflicts with others
(e.g., lying about financial losses), and suicidal
behaviour were the least likely to be endorsed. This
suggests that people who endorse these items show
more problematic trading behaviours.

Next, the researchers assessed how valid the TDS is
as a measure of disordered trading. It was found that
scores on the TDS were related to scores on the PGS
and trading behaviours. Specifically, people who
scored higher on the TDS also scored higher on the
PGSI. They traded more frequently, spent more time
researching the markets, and checked the markets
more frequently during trading days.

The researchers found that a cutoff of 5 or higher on
the TDS reliably identified people experiencing
disordered trading. The analyses indicated three
distinct groups based on TDS scores: non-disordered
trading (72.2% of the participants), at-risk trading
(17.6%), and disordered trading (10.2%). People who
experienced disordered trading scored higher on
both the TDS and PGSI. They traded more
frequently, checked the markets more often, were
more impulsive, and had higher rates of substance
use.

How you can use this research

The creation and validation of the TDS provide
researchers with a new tool to carry out research on
disordered trading. This study could also be of
interest to clinicians who may have clients who are
struggling with their trading behaviours.
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