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Discuss the cognitive explanation for gambling addiction. (16 Marks) 
 
The cognitive explanation for gambling addiction is based on the role of cognitive biases and 
irrational thinking. Gamblers often have distorted expectations about the likelihood of 
winning and believe that the potential rewards of gambling outweigh the financial and 
personal costs. One example of this is recall bias (selective recall), whereby gamblers focus 
on and remember occasions when they have won money while forgetting or downplaying 
their losses. As a result, they develop an inaccurate perception of their overall gambling 
success. This bias reinforces the belief that gambling is profitable and increases the 
expectation of future wins, encouraging the individual to continue gambling despite 
experiencing repeated losses. Such cognitive distortions therefore contribute to the 
maintenance of gambling addiction. AO1 
 
Cognitive biases play an important role in their distorted views of expectancy (Rickwood, 
2000). There are four types of cognitive biases which include faulty perceptions- the 
gambler's fallacy in which gamblers believe that their losses cannot last forever and that they 
inevitably must be ‘due’ a win. Near-miss bias (or near-miss effect) - A gambler perceives an 
outcome that is close to winning, such as getting two matching symbols on a slot machine, 
as being almost successful. Although the outcome is actually a loss, it creates the illusion 
that a win is likely in the near future, encouraging the gambler to continue gambling. AO1 
 
A final cognitive bias is the illusion of control, which occurs when gamblers mistakenly 
believe they can influence outcomes that are actually determined by chance. This is often 
demonstrated through superstitious rituals or specific gambling behaviours that gamblers 
believe improve their chances of winning. For example, a gambler may choose particular 
lottery numbers or follow a betting strategy because they believe success is due to skill 
rather than luck. As a result, gamblers overestimate their ability to control outcomes and may 
attribute wins to their own skill while viewing losses as the result of bad luck. This false 
sense of control encourages continued gambling and contributes to the maintenance of 
gambling addiction. AO1  
 
To illustrate the effects of cognitive biases, Griffiths (1994) conducted research with 30 
regular gamblers and 30 non-regular gamblers playing slot machines. It was found that the 
regular gamblers demonstrated 11.5% more instances of ‘irrational verbalisations’, 
compared to the non-regular gamblers, even though between the two groups there were no 
observable differences between the number of wins attained. Verbalisations included 
statements like ‘I’m good at playing this machine!’. Griffiths research showed that irrationality 
and holding cognitive biases are characteristic of problem gamblers.  AO1/AO3 
 
There are individual differences between each gambler’s cognitive distortions, as suggested 
by Burger and Norris (1985). The extent to which they believe they have control over events 
in their life differs, those who believe they have a high degree of control, may displace their 
feelings to random events such as winning the lottery. Therefore, in an attempt to prove that 
they still have this degree of control, continue to partake in gambling behaviours that lead to 
addiction. AO3 
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Evidence does exist to support the irrationality and impulsive nature of gamblers. Michalczuk 
et al. (2011), used a group of 30 gamblers and 30 non-gamblers. It was found that the 
gamblers all had an increasingly impulsive nature- demanding instant rewards rather than 
waiting for smaller rewards that are more likely to occur. This suggests that alongside the 
cognitive distortion of a deluded illusion of control, there is another cognitive element of 
gambling which is displayed through traits such as impulsivity. AO3 
 
Furthermore, this explanation for gambling addiction has real life implications. Clark (2010) 
found that cognitive theory has sparked new research into the biological basis of gambling 
and improved understanding of CBT as a potential treatment for gambling addictions- 
particularly the illusion of control aspect which is more identifiable to therapists. As a result of 
this, it is also now more easily targeted by them, highlighting the practical and theoretical 
merits of the cognitive explanation of gambling. AO3 
 
Teachers Comment: 
Brilliant essay. Admirable level of detail and exemplification of the cognitive explanation, with 
four well-ordered discussion points that build a persuasive argument. 
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