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Research Rounds is devoted to disseminating insights from 

peer-reviewed sources to promote increased awareness, 

acceptance, and adoption of clinically relevant information for 

those working with problem gamblers and their loved ones.  

Problem Gambling and Chasing Behaviors 

Gambling related cognitive distortions lead 

a gambler to overestimate their personal skills, 

abilities, and the probabilities of winning. Such 

irrational thoughts are believed to be implicated 

in chasing behaviors— continued gambling in 

an attempt to recoup losses. Until recently, 

researchers had not studied how these two 

phenomena—cognitive distortions and chasing 

behaviors—might be related. This gap led Italian 

researchers to explore irrational thinking 

patterns among a sample of 250 habitual 

gamblers to understand chasing behaviors. 

Specifically, they sought to investigate 

gambling-related cognitive distortions that 

precipitate and perpetuate chasing behaviors. 

Interestingly, the researchers did not confine 

chasing behaviors to between-session chasing 

(e.g., returning on a later day to recoup lost 

money). They also included within-session 

chasing (e.g., a tendency to gamble excessively 

within a single gambling session). They asserted 

the term “chasing” extends beyond the original 

notion of recouping losses and can include 

chasing wins—gambling after a win with hopes 

of gaining more.1 Supporting this approach, it is 

notable that studies have failed to find impaired 

control differences between chasing losses or 

wins with the overall observation that problem 

gamblers have difficulty stopping  

regardless of whether they are winning or 

losing.2,3 

Previous work has explored chasing 

behaviors among problem gamblers. For 

example, research has linked chasing behaviors 

to impulsivity, sensation seeking, diminished 

sensitivity to punishment, increased cortical 

activation in brain regions related to reward 

expectancies, incentive motivation, and reward 

anticipation. Associations have also been found 

with poor decision-making, disinhibition, 

alexithymia, deficits in reflective functioning 

(the ability to understand one’s own behavior), 

increased craving levels, and a disconnect with 

future directed thinking about the consequences 

of their behavior.1 However, the Italian study 

was the first to investigate the interplay between 

gambling-related cognitive distortions, temporal 

perspective, and chasing behavior.  

What did the researchers find? First, chasing 

proneness was related to levels of gambling 

expectancies and predictive control as 

measured by the Gambling Related Cognitions 

Scale.4 To clarify, gambling expectancies are 

characterized by the belief that gambling will 

make things better, make one happier, make the 

future brighter, and reduce tension or stress. 

Predictive control is characterized by thoughts 

that one has the ability to predict gambling 
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outcomes. For example, beliefs such as: (1) 

several gambling losses are bound to be 

followed by a series of wins, (2) a series of 

losses will provide a gambler with a learning 

experience that will help them win later, (3) a 

belief the gambler has some control over 

predicting their wins, or (4) gambling when they 

“feel lucky” will contribute to wins. Most of 

these beliefs ignore the element of chance or 

randomness associated with gambling. Indeed, 

the belief that the probability of a random event 

occurring in the future is somehow influenced 

by the past history of that type of event 

occurring is the definition of the gambler’s 

fallacy. Extensions of these irrational beliefs 

introduce elements of magical thinking or the 

belief that one has a special skill/ability that will 

give them an advantage. The researchers also 

found, not surprisingly, that chasing proneness 

was associated with a greater tendency to focus 

on immediate gratification. Interestingly, 

gambling severity in the study, as measured by 

the South Oaks Gambling Scale, did not predict 

chasing behavior. In fact, for the participants, an 

increase in chasing behavior was associated with 

greater intensity of gambling-related cognitive 

distortions over and above the level of gambling 

severity. 

The authors of the study reported, 

“Paradoxically, believing that gambling 

outcomes can be predicted based on previous 

patterns fosters the illusion that the future is 

somewhat controllable. Perceiving that gambling 

will make one feel better and assuming that 

game outcomes are to a certain extent under 

control could fuel present 

orientation…Believing that wins depend on 

one’s own skills and, at the same time, 

attributing losses to uncontrollable external 

forces (such as fate or bad luck) clearly bring out 

this paradox. Such self-serving bias, inevitably 

encourages continued gambling despite previous 

losses. In our opinion, cognitive distortions 

could be equally useful to shed light on the 

mechanism underlying chasing propensity. Since 

our results indicated that gambling severity did 

not play a central role in chasing behavior, 

although the opposite is true, a promising 

avenue in gambling disorder treatment could be 

tailoring the intervention on different subtypes 

of gamblers, such as non-chasers and chasers.” 

Clinical Application 

Overall, these results suggest chasing 
behaviors may be decreased by targeting 
gambling-related cognitive distortions and 
helping patients engage in future-directed 
thinking such as “Can you think ahead about 
what will happen if…” or “Imagine what it will 
feel like to tell your romantic partner you’ve lost 
money gambling.” “Can you visualize the look 
on your children’s face when they discover there 
is no money for something they are excited 
about doing?” As irrational beliefs about the 
outcomes of chasing are diminished and 
gamblers increase their ability to recruit future-
directed thoughts we would anticipate a 
reduction in problem gambling behaviors based 
on this research. 
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