The effects of gender and gambling preference

What this research is about

People with gambling disorder (GD) cannot control
their gambling. They can experience psychological,

relationship, financial, and legal harms from gambling.

People with GD are also more likely to show suicidal
behaviour, such as suicidal ideation and suicide
attempts. Many studies that examine risk factors for
suicidal behaviour treat people with GD as a single
group. However, there may be some profiles of
individuals with GD at higher risk of suicidal
behaviour. For example, people with GD who gamble
on non-strategic games could be at higher risk than
those who gamble on strategic games.

Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) is a common
treatment for GD. CBT teaches people strategies to
change harmful thoughts and behaviours. Some
people with GD respond well to CBT, while others
relapse or drop out of CBT programs. This study
tested which factors were linked to suicidal behaviour
in people with GD. It also aimed to find which factors
increased the risk that someone with GD would
dropout or relapse during a CBT intervention. This
included the effect of gender, gambling preference,
and a lifetime history of suicidal behaviour.

What the researchers did

The researchers recruited 1112 patients with GD who
attended the Gambling Disorder Unit at Bellvitge
University Hospital in Barcelona, Spain between 2005
and 2019. Participants attended two clinical
interviews where they completed the following:

i) South Oaks Gambling Screen (SOGS), which
screens for current problem gambling severity.

ii) Diagnostic Questionnaire for Gambling Disorder,
which measures the presence of GD in the past
year based on the DSM-5 criteria.
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What you need to know

People with gambling disorder (GD) are more
likely to have suicidal behaviours. Some people
with GD respond well to cognitive behavioural
therapy (CBT), while others relapse or drop out of
treatment. This study tested what factors affect
suicidal behaviours and responses to CBT. A total
of 1112 patients with GD completed the clinical
interviews. Then they received 16 weeks of CBT
treatment. About 21% of participants had suicidal
ideation and 7% attempted suicide at some point.
Women were more likely to have suicidal ideation
than men. Women, as well as those who prefer
non-strategic games, were more likely to have
attempted suicide. Worse mental health state and
some personality traits were also linked to suicidal
behaviour. Neither suicidal behaviour nor
gambling preferences affected CBT treatment
outcomes.

iii) Symptom Checklist-Revised, which measures
symptoms of depression, anxiety, hostility, etc. It
also measures the level of psychological distress.

iv) Temperament and Character Inventory-Revised,
which measures seven personality dimensions,
including harm avoidance (e.g., a tendency to be
worried, doubtful, and shy) and self-
transcendence (e.g., having spiritual experiences).

Participants reported their gender, marital status,
education, and employment. They also answered
questions about their gambling preferences
(strategic/mixed vs. non-strategic), and perceptions of
family support. Finally, the clinician asked participants
if they have ever had suicidal thoughts (i.e., suicidal
ideation) and/or suicide attempts.
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After these clinical interviews, participants received a
16-week CBT treatment for GD. The researchers
measured whether participants dropped out or
relapsed during the treatment.

What the researchers found

About 21% of participants had suicidal ideation at
some point in their life. Women were more likely to
have suicidal ideation than men. Participants with
more severe GD, higher debts, and worse mental
health were also more likely to have suicidal ideation.
Finally, those with higher self-transcendence, higher
harm avoidance, and lower self-directedness were
more likely to have suicidal ideation.

About 7% of participants had attempted suicide at
some point. Women were more likely to have suicide
attempts than men. Additionally, participants who
gambled on non-strategic games, were not married,
or did not receive family support were more likely to
have attempted suicide. Finally, participants with
higher GD severity, worse mental health, and higher
self-transcendence were more likely to have
attempted suicide.

Overall, 25% of participants relapsed during the CBT
treatment and 26% dropped out. Participants were
more likely to relapse or drop out if they were women
and if they did not have family support. Neither
gambling preferences (i.e., strategic vs. non-strategic)
nor past suicidal behavior were linked to differences
in treatment outcomes.

How you can use this research

This research shows that women with GD are at
higher risk of suicidal behaviour and worse treatment
outcomes. It also shows a link between suicide
attempts and non-strategic gambling. Clinicians could
tailor treatments for higher risk patients.
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