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Abstract

The main aim of this study was to examine how people think about problem gambling, i.e., persistent gambling despite
its negative effects, through the social representations (SRs) that they share about this issue. SRs are organized collections
of beliefs, opinions, and knowledge that members of a social group have in common, and past research highlighted them
as significant predictors of people’s behavior, and therefore valuable for public health interventions. We investigated the
content of the social representation (SR) of problem gambling in a sample of Romanians and we also aimed to examine
the variations in this representation according to individuals'involvement in gambling, and the relations between these
variations and life satisfaction. Sex differences were also assessed. We approached the SR content using the free associa-
tion technique with the inductive stimulus “individual with problem gambling” on a convenience sample of Romanians
(N=313). Results of the comparative statistical analyses indicate significant differences in the core of this SR between
groups with different positions on the variables considered. They suggest several elements of social stigmatization of
people struggling with problem gambling within the SRs shared by certain groups, specifically by individuals with no
gambling involvement (mostly female) and by those with low life satisfaction. Our findings indicate that the SR of indi-
viduals with gambling involvement (mostly male) is as focused on the psychological dynamics that attract and keep
one’s involvement in gambling, but also on its risks, including that of social exclusion. Finally, our findings indicate that
individuals with high life satisfaction share a more empathic perspective on the struggles confronted by people with
problem gambling.
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1 Introduction

Gambling represents an activity that essentially involves components such as: (i) the outcome of the event is uncer-
tain, and the final result is largely based on chance or luck; (ii) bets are not exclusively limited to sums of money; in
certain contexts, personal goods can also be wagered; (iii) participation in gambling activities is voluntary; and (iv)
involvement in gambling activities involves the payment of a sum of money or, depending on the context, a fee [1].

It is important to note that the literature acknowledges that gambling may have both positive and negative out-
comes [2]. Regarding the positive effects of gambling, it has been revealed that recreational gambling can enhance
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aspects such as escape from boredom and a way to pass the time especially for many older individuals [3, 4], com-
munity connection [5, 6], family interaction [5], or enjoyment [7]. Another positive experience created by gambling
is that of “escape”; individuals may engage in gambling to escape daily worries and to boost self-esteem, allowing
those involved a window of time in which they can enter an ideal environment [3]. It must be noted that this escape
from negative emotions may provide only temporary relief and is highly associated with problem gambling and
maladaptive coping mechanisms [4]. Other positive aspects of gambling include a sense of freedom, enhanced self-
competence, confidence in one’s abilities, or increased cognitive efficiency [8-11].

The negative effects of gambling are much more varied and have a profound impact on mental health, including
financial difficulties [12], health problems [13], emotional distress [14], depression [15, 16], anxiety [15, 17], or even
suicide [18]. Furthermore, some individuals are unable or unwilling to refrain from gambling even when they come
to experience such harmful effects and negative outcomes. This type of persistent gambling was labeled “problem
gambling”, and past research highlighted that it can have important negative consequences [19]. Most importantly,
problem gambling has been found to be linked to a higher chance of developing addiction disorders [20], various
mental health diseases [21], and a variety of psychological and socioeconomic problems [22]. Therefore, problem
gambling has been repeatedly highlighted as a significant public health issue [23, 24].

These findings highlight the importance of understanding how people perceive and think about problem gambling
in order to develop tailored interventions to prevent this phenomenon and to support individuals who are already
affected by it. The aim of this research is to examine lay thinking about problem gambling through the lenses of the
theory of social representations (SRT), and to investigate how these lay perceptions differ according to three factors
that have been previously highlighted as associated to problem gambling, i.e., actual gambling involvement, gender
and life satisfaction.

1.1 Social representations and gambling

Social representations (SRs) are organized collections of beliefs, opinions, and knowledge that members of a social
group have in common regarding particular issues or social objects [25-28]. SRT [25-28] has been frequently put to
use in order to understand how knowledge about important social issues is constructed and shared, as SRs function
as a conceptual system through which people interpret reality and that shapes their relationships with the physical
and social environment, influencing both behaviors and practices [29]. Also, SRs play a decisive role in organizing
action [30] and molding behaviors [31, 32]. The content of the SR of any object is closely related to the social practices
towards the respective object [27, 28, 33, 34]. Therefore, people’s SRs about a particular topic are predictors of their
behaviors that are relevant to that topic. For instance, studies on consumer behavior have showed that individuals’
reception and adoption of new products can be predicted based on their SRs of the novel technologies involved and
of other relevant issues [35, 36]. This also implies that prevention campaigns should carefully consider people’s SRs
about the targeted behavior and attempt to modify the content of these representations in order to provoke actual
behavioral changes. Past findings support this claim, as research conducted within SRT that examined how individu-
als make sense of well-being and illness has provided important guidance for tailoring prevention and intervention
campaigns [37]. On another note, SRs of various issues with societal relevance have been the focus of extensive
research on the Romanian population [38-41]. Another study recommends that the SR of “individual with problem
gambling”should be considered within the context of gambling to gain a deeper understanding of this practice [42].

In this regard, based on SRT [25-28], we consider that the SR of gambling shared by members of certain social
categories may foster the belief that involvement in gambling is sometimes acceptable and even a desirable prac-
tice. This type of belief would motivate their engagement in gambling-related practices. Hence, SRs may constitute
a predisposing factor for the negative outcomes associated with gambling, such as financial difficulties, relationship
problems, anxiety, depression, or psychological distress [15, 42-45]. This study aims to highlight the specificities of
the SR of problem gambling shared by people with a history of gambling, which may provide valuable guidance
for (1) future strategies for preventing problem gambling and (2) psychotherapeutic or mental health intervention
models for problem gambling.
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1.2 Sex differences regarding involvement in gambling

Individuals engaged in gambling activities are predominantly men [23, 46, 47]. In comparison to females, the risk of males
to be exposed to gambling, to engage in this type of behavior and to develop problem gambling is significantly higher [48].
For instance, there are findings indicating that males are nearly three times more likely than females to develop gambling-
related problems [47], while others show that the male-to-female ratio transitions from approximately 1:1 in social gambling
to 3:1in cases of problem and pathological gambling [49, 50]. This phenomenon may occur because males are significantly
more predisposed than females to take risks and perceive outcomes of involvement in gambling as positive, by holding SRs
that highlight the potential benefits of gambling [51].

1.3 Life satisfaction, stigma and gambling

Life satisfaction involves a holistic and subjective emotional assessment of one’s life [52, 53]. Past findings suggest significant
relationships between low levels of life satisfaction and the risk of developing problem gambling, as negative life outcomes
such as low income, unemployment, being single, or undergoing a divorce, were pinpointed as risk factors for the emer-
gence of gambling-related issues [54]. Conversely, problem gambling affects life satisfaction, as past findings indicated that
excessive involvement in gambling brings about different types of psychological distress such as anxiety, depression, alcohol
consumption, financial difficulties resulting from loss of money, relationships problems and strain on close relationships [20,
21,49, 50, 52, 55-58]. Additionally, problem gambling often exposes the individual to social stigma, including from close
associates and family members [55]. It is very common for individuals with problem gambling to hide their involvement in
gambling to avoid stigmatization [56, 57]. Nevertheless, this can create a vicious cycle, as the more individuals hide their
involvement in gambling, the more they may suffer and perceive themselves as increasingly stigmatized [58]. Additionally,
stigma among individuals involved in gambling has been identified as a significant barrier for seeking help and treatment
when gambling becomes problematic [56, 59]. Also, stigma associated with involvement in gambling affects families and
close individuals due to the embarrassment and shame it causes [60, 61]. Considering that stigma is negatively linked with
life satisfaction [62], it is not surprising that life satisfaction has been suggested as a relevant measure of the general psycho-
logical outcomes of problem gambling [63]. Our study also aims to explore the stigma attached to individuals with problem
gambling through the examination of the content of the SRs of this issue, as well as the differences between people with
high and low levels of life satisfaction with regards to the SR of problem gambling.

1.4 The present study

The aforementioned research findings and the increased frequency of gambling in the general population worldwide have
raised awareness about the risk of problem gambling and the significant difficulties involved in developing effective interven-
tions addressing this condition in those affected. As such, highlighting the lay people’s understanding of problem gambling
may provide important benchmarks in conceptualizing and implementing strategies aiming both to prevent it and to provide
effective support to those already affected. To this aim, the present study explores the content of the SR of problem gambling
in the general population of a country with a high prevalence of this issue, i.e, Romania [64, 65]. Another important objective
of this research is to examine whether and how the main elements of the content of this SR vary according to individuals’
personal experiences related to gambling involvement, as well as to their sex and life satisfaction.

2 Method
2.1 Participants and procedure

Three hundred thirteen participants took part in this research, ranging in age from 18 to 65 years (M =28.04;
SD =8.87). Out of the total participants, 105 individuals are female (65.5%), 104 individuals are male (33.2%), and 4
individuals are non-binary (1.3%). The majority of individuals come from urban areas (68.7%) and have postgradu-
ate education (at least a college degree) at 48.2%. In terms of marital status, the majority of participants are in a
relationship (37.4%), with the duration of the relationship ranging up to 396 months (M =40.63 months; SD = 66.89).
The characteristics of the participants are presented in Table 1.

@ Discover



Brief Commmunication Discover Global Society (2024) 2:66 | https://doi.org/10.1007/544282-024-00099-9

The data were collected through the Google Forms platform. The questionnaire link was distributed within virtual
groups associated to gambling as well as within groups related to different cities in Romania, including Facebook
groups for residents in these urban communities (e.g., Suceava, Baia Mare, Bacdu, etc.). To ensure participant diver-
sity, the link was not posted in groups targeting specific demographics, such as university-related groups. Instead,
it was shared in community-based groups, e.g., “Residents of Suceava". This recruitment method has been employed
in other studies involving the Romanian population [66, 67]. The present study was approved by the Research Ethics
committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Education Sciences, Alexandru loan Cuza University of lasi, Romania
(Approval No. 1902 of November 2023). The study was performed in accordance with the principles of the Declara-
tion of Helsinki. The authors obtained informed consent from the participants.

2.2 Measures

Social representations of gambling. Each participant was asked to write the first, second, and third word or phrase
they associated with the notion of “individual with problem gambling"”. Optionally, participants were also given the
opportunity to rate a fourth word or phrase they associate with “individual with problem gambling”, along with their
sentiments toward that particular word/phrase. This approach is based on the “Associative Network” [68] instrument
and has demonstrated its validity in other studies that examine the content of social representations [39, 40, 69].

Life satisfaction. We used The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) [53] to measure life satisfaction. The scale consists of
5 items (e.g., “The conditions of my life are excellent.”), scored on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 =strongly disagree to
7 =strongly agree. Higher scores indicate a higher level of life satisfaction. The scale had good reliability, with Cronbach’s
a=0.88.

Variables related to involvement in gambling. Participants reported whether they had engaged in gambling activities
in the last 6 months.

Socio-demographic variables. Participants reported their sex, age, place of origin, marital status, and the duration of
their relationship.

Table1 Sample N %
characteristics
Sex
Male 108 34.5
Female 205 65.5
Place of origin
Rural area 98 313
Urban area 215 68.7
Level of education
Postgraduate education (at least a college degree) 194 54
Pre-university education (at most high school completed/vocational school 48 13.4
completed, without pursuing a college degree)
Ongoing university studies (currently attending college) 50 13.9
Marital status
Married 80 25.6
Divorced 8 2.6
Single 106 339
In a relationship, but not officially married 117 374
Widow/widower 2 0.6
Involvement in gambling in the last 6 months
No 206 65.81
Yes 107 34.19

@ Discover



Discover Global Society (2024) 2:66 | https://doi.org/10.1007/544282-024-00099-9 Brief Communication

2.3 Analyses

First, we analyzed the associations between the independent variables of our study, i.e., gender, involvement in gambling
and life satisfaction. Second, participants were divided into two categories based on involvement in gambling activities
in the last 6 months: (1) individuals engaging in gambling, and (2) individuals not engaging in gambling. Additionally,
participants were further divided into two categories based on life satisfaction, using the median as a reference point:
(1) individuals with low life satisfaction, and (2) individuals with high life satisfaction.

Then, we used multiple correspondence analysis in T-Lab 10.2 [70] to examine the content of the SR, specifically
through the frequency of each of the lexical elements associated by participants with the inductor used (i.e., “individual
with problem gambling”) and the co-occurrences of these elements. Moreover, this method provides an assessment of
the degree to which each lexical element is specific to each of the groups of the variables introduced as independent (or
“active”) in the analysis. We used sex, past involvement in gambling, and life satisfaction as active variables. The method
identifies latent factors that explain the data variability (i.e., the co-occurrences between the words or expressions evoked
by participants) and represents the co-occurrences between the lexical elements and their relationships to the active
variables in a bi-dimensional space (see Fig. 1).

Each factor represents an axis in this space, representing underlying structures or themes in the data that capture the
main sources of variation in and associations among the lexical elements collected from participants. Each factor reflects
a principal dimension of variation in the data. Factors are ranked by their importance, measured by the percentage of
inertia (or data variance) they explain. Each factor is composed by two semi-axes, i.e., opposing sets of lexical elements,
labeled as “negative” and “positive” depending on their t-values. The respective factor reflects, on the one hand, the
co-occurrences of the lexical elements in each semi-axis set, and on the other hand the opposition between these two
sets, in the sense that participants who elicited the words in one set tend to be different from those who elicited the
elements in the second. The specificity of each lexical element to its semi-axis is reflected in the magnitude of its t-value.
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Fig. 1 Results of the multiple correspondence analysis
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3 Results
3.1 Associations between independent variables

The Chi-Square association test showed that gender was significantly associated with involvement in gambling, X2 (2,
313)=72.40; p<0.001. Most female participants (81.5%) had no gambling involvement, while most male participants
(67.3%) had involved in gambling. Conversely, among participants with no gambling involvement most were females
(82.3%) and 16.7% were males, while among participants who had involved in gambling 63.6% were males and 34.5%
were females. We then examined the relationship between gender and life satisfaction using the Independent t-Test,
which showed that females in our sample (M=25.05; SD=6.61) had higher life satisfaction than males, M=21.83; SD=7.35;
t(307)=3.90; p <0.001. The t-test comparison using gambling involvement as grouping variable indicated that partici-
pants with no involvement in gambling (M=25.24; SD=6.37) had higher life satisfaction than those who had involved
in gambling, M=21.56; SD=7.76; t(311)=4.51; p < 0.001.

3.2 Descriptive statistics

T-Lab 10.2 [70] generated a list of words that participants elicited at least 4 times. Consequently, there are 68 different
words elicited at least 4 times. The list of words and their frequencies can be seen in Table 2. The words were provided
in Romanian, with their English translations included in Table 2.

3.3 Multiple correspondence analysis

The multiple correspondence analysis extracted two factors. Factor 1 (vertical) explains 59.82% of the data inertia (vari-
ance). The defining words for Factor 1 (i.e., the lexical elements with the highest t-values) are presented in the Table 3.

Factor 2 (horizontal) explains 29.86% of the data inertia (variance), and its defining words are presented in Table 4.

Considering the lexical elements specific to each semi-axis of the two latent dimensions, Factor 1 reflects a spectrum
of perceptions ranging from negative attributes associated with problem gambling (e.g., addiction, irresponsibility)
specific to the negative semi-axis to more neutral or positive attributes (e.g., luck, winning) on the positive semi-axis. The
second latent dimension (Factor 2) may capture another spectrum of perceptions, such as personal traits (e.g., gullibility,
laziness) versus financial consequences (e.g., debt, financial loss).

Examining the sets of lexical elements that emerged as more closely associated to each of the groups defined by our
independent variables, results indicate that male participants and participants with past involvement in gambling are
characterized by common lexical elements, i.e.: slot machines, win, greed, and luck. These words could fit into a descrip-
tive category named “Gambling Dynamics” considering that this category encompasses the broader themes and ele-
ments that influence gambling experiences, including both physical machines and abstract concepts. In addition, female
participants and those who have not engaged in gambling activities in the last 6 months also share a set of common
elements, such as trauma, sadness, wasted time, uneducated, addiction, and irresponsibility. These words could fit into a
descriptive category named “Gambling’s Dark Side” considering that this category effectively captures the adverse effects
and broader consequences that gambling can have on individuals and society. The associations to problem gambling
specific to individuals with a low level of life satisfaction were: laziness, obsession, victim, antisocial, and gullibility. These
words could fit into a descriptive category named “Downfall Dynamics” considering that this category effectively captures
the broader themes and elements that influence negative outcomes related to gambling, including practices, tendencies,
and personal vulnerabilities. In addition, those with a high level of life satisfaction associated the inductor with lexical
elements such as: frivolity, mercy, help, loneliness, and financial loss. These words could fit into a descriptive category
named “Gambling’s Social and Emotional Costs", considering that this category effectively captures the broader themes
and elements related to the social and emotional repercussions of gambling, including both interpersonal dynamics
and personal financial impacts.

We further examined the specificity of the content of the SR of participants who have engaged in gambling in the last
6 months and that of individuals not involved in gambling through the set of typical and exclusive words, respectively, of
each of these two categories. The typical lexical elements are those that emerged more frequently in one of the groups,
as indicated by a chi-square test comparing their frequencies across categories, while the exclusive elements are those
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EZI;UZC eblﬁyorf):;?irc?;ants and Word Frequency Word Frequency
their frequencies Addiction 161 Weak 7
Financial_loss 79 Without_future 7
Irresponsibility 33 Alcohol 7
Financially_ruined 31 Greed 7
Stupid 28 Gullibility 7
Recklessness 21 Fun 6
Poverty 19 Lie 6
Sick 17 Isolation 6
Wasted_time 17 Bad_luck 6
Squander 16 Mercy 6
Out_of_control 16 Richness 6
Depression 16 Without_education 5
Desperation 15 Victim 5
Problem 15 Trauma 5
Money 14 Crazy 5
Immaturity 14 Curiosity 5
Luck 13 Escape 5
Debt 13 Frivolity 5
Sadness 13 Frustration 5
Naivet 12 Hope 5
Illusion 11 Indifference 4
Vice 11 Helplessness 4
Destruction 11 Manipulation 4
Gambler 11 Free_time 4
Loneliness 10 Financial_difficulties 4
Win 10 Antisocial 4
Vulnerability 10 Dreamer 4
Risk 9 Enrichment 4
Laziness 9 Uneducated 4
Lost 8 Unfulfillment 4
Help 8 Unhappiness 4
Estranged_family 8 Suicide 4
Slot_machines 8 Refuge 4
Obsession 8 Pain 4
Table 3 Defining words for Semi-axis negative t-value Semi-axis positive t-value
Factor 1
Addiction —-247 Antisocial 1.81
Frivolity -1.95 Depression 1.85
Immaturity -1.80 Gambler 1.99
Irresponsibility —-2.05 Greed 241
Loneliness - 1.68 Luck 4.18
Uneducated -1.86 Slot Machines 1.88
Win 293

which were associated to the inductor only by participants in one of the groups. The two types of elements pertaining

to gambling involvement as active variable are presented in Table 5.
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Table 4 Defining words for

Semi-axis negative t-value Semi-axis positive t-value
Factor 2
Gullibility —-272 Debt 2.27
Laziness —-1.96 Financial loss 1.95
Trauma -1.72 Frivolity 1.75
Victim -1.70 Mercy 1.88
Without education -1.72
Table 5 Typical gnd exclusive Individuals with involvement in gambling Individuals with no involvement in gambling
words based on involvement
in gambling Typical words Xz p Exclusive words  Typical words XZ p Exclusive words
Luck 21.12  0.001  Antisocial Addiction 4.12 0.04 Isolation
Win 1496 0.001 Escape
Gambler 8.02 0.004 Frivolity
Depression 6.48 0.01 Trauma
Debt 491 0.02 Without education
Uneducated

Unhappiness
Refuge

4 Discussions

Using the SRT [25-28] coined by Serge Moscovici, we aimed to explore the content of the SR of “individual with problem
gambling” in the Romanian population. Our findings highlighted a set of important elements comprising the content
of this SR and significant differences between groups with different positioning on the three psycho-social coordinates
considered, i.e., gambling involvement, life satisfaction, and sex.

Firstly, we found that females and individuals who have not engaged in gambling activities in the last 6 months
predominantly associated problem gambling to words such as “trauma”, “sadness", “without education”,“addiction’, “irre-
sponsibility” or “wasted time". The other words that emerged as specific to individuals who have not engaged in gambling

" u

activities from our analyses on the typical and exclusive words of each social category are “isolation”, “escape”, “frivolity’,
“unhappiness’, and “refuge”. Some of these lexical elements, i.e,, “trauma’, “sadness", “isolation”, and “unhappiness” have a
strong negative emotional connotation, highlighting, together with “addiction”, the psychological risks of gambling. The
explanations for this result can originate from various aspects. For instance, they can be interpreted in light of the fact
that these females have not engaged in gambling. At the same time, this finding can also be explained in the context
of previous research that showed females are more likely to perceive negative outcomes associated with involvement
in gambling activities [51]. In other words, this negative association could arise either from the absence of gambling or
from being female, and future research should disentangle these possible sources of variation. Some of the other words
in this set, i.e., “without education”,"wasted time", “irresponsibility”, and “frivolity”, suggest that in this group problem gam-
bling is interpreted as a vain activity rooted in one’s poor education and consequent irresponsible lifestyle. Gambling is
represented as one of the available options for individuals facing difficulties in life, offering a risky yet alluring “refuge”
for them to “escape” their problems. Overall, this pattern of content at the core of this SR composes a coherent account
of the social and psychological trajectory of people with problem gambling, highlighting the predisposing factors and
the negative consequences of gambling. It also implies a detached and quite judgmental perspective on those affected
by this practice, highlighting their responsibility (or lack thereof) in preventing this existential downfall or recovering
from it, complementing past findings on the substantial social stigma attributed to gamblers, even by their close ones
and family members [55]. This stigmatization, shared within the SR of gambling among those not involved, can cause
affected individuals to further conceal their struggle with gambling and refrain from seeking help.

Secondly, the content of the SR of the people who have engaged in gambling activities in the last 6 months, most of

them being male, is centered on“slot machines”,“win’,“greed", and “luck”. While “slot machines” and “luck” can be considered
as descriptive elements, conveying the prototypical components of gambling as involving games of chance on dedicated
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devices, “win"and “greed” may indicate mixed feelings about betting. More specifically, “win” can be accompanied by an
extremely high sense of joy generated by success in gambling. Equally, “greed” suggests the type of occurrences in which
the gambler, driven by greed, continues betting after a series of initial wins and ends up losing. Nevertheless, because of
the initial wins, the brain may register the received dopamine, potentially creating a vicious cycle of addiction. The high
prevalence of “win” and “greed” further suggests that people with involvement in gambling (mostly male) share a SR that
also provides an explanation of problem gambling, different from the one identified above in the group of female and
individuals with no gambling involvement. While the latter highlights the social and personal roots of this addiction, the
SR shared by people who gambile is focused on the internal dynamics of gambling, specifically on the reinforcements
brought by winnings and the psychological forces that maintain one’s compulsive gambling.

The SR of problem gambling shared by people with involvement in gambling can be further outlined with reference
to the lexical elements that emerged as typical or exclusive words to this group, i.e., “antisocial”,“depression” and “debt".
The first two indicate that the psychological risks of gambling are also part of the core SR of people who are involved in
these activities, paralleling the content of this SR among individuals who refrain from this type of activities. Past studies
on the same population (i.e,, Romanian) have highlighted that individuals in Romania who engage in gambling activi-
ties are prone to depression [15, 42], which, in turn, among other negative outcomes, can be generated by the stressful
life conditions in times of financial difficulties. The emergence of “debt” as highly prevalent in the SR of participants with
involvement in gambling suggests the salience of this causal route and, in conjunction with the other elements, the
awareness of the risks of mental problems brought by problem gambling among the members of this group. Moreover,
it can also indicate their fear of the risks of social marginalization of individuals struggling with compulsive gambling,
thus shedding more light on the internal struggles that they face.

Thirdly, our findings indicate substantive differences in the SR of problem gambling according to participants'life sat-
isfaction. Those with a high level of life satisfaction predominantly associated problem gambling with “frivolity’,“mercy’,
“financial loss","help",“loneliness”, or “suicide”. While “frivolity” denotes superficiality in life decisions, highlighting an internal
attribution regarding gambling, the other elements suggest a more empathetic perspective on the challenges individuals
in this condition face. Specifically, “loneliness”, “financial loss” and “suicide” highlight important risks of problem gambling,
while“mercy’, and “help” may suggest various aspects, such as individuals with high life satisfaction being inclined to show
empathy towards gamblers or emphasizing the importance of providing assistance to those struggling with problem
gambiling, including their own willingness to offer such help themselves. Building on the premise that SR can influence
norms and values in a society [25, 26, 28], as well as social practices [29], our results indicate that individuals with high life
satisfaction are more inclined to support societal initiatives offering help and treatment to people addicted to gambling.

" "o

Conversely, participants with a low level of satisfaction associated problem gambling to “laziness", “obsession’, “vic-
tim", “gullibility” and “antisocial”. Overall, this set of lexical elements conveys a SR that portrays people with a problem
gambling as victims of their own character flaws, gullible and lazy enough to fall in the trap of gambling. Past research
highlighted adverse outcomes such as anxiety, depression, financial issues or relational problems that drastically affect
the life satisfaction of individuals chronically involved in gambling [15, 16, 42, 43, 45, 63, 71-73]. Our findings further
suggest that people affected by other personal factors that diminish their life satisfaction share a SR of problem gambling
that highlights the personal responsibility for this condition. This indicates that among this group, problem gambling is
socially constructed as a stigma associated to the inability of those affected to control their impulses when facing this
type of temptation, more manageable in comparison to other more serious life struggles.

There are several limitations of our study. Firstly, involvement in gambling is a taboo subject in Romania, hence some
of our participants may have concealed their real engagement in gambling because of social desirability concerns. Future
studies should complement this type of assessment with objective measures of problematic involvement in gambling,
such as the value of money lost or the number of hours spent in gambling activities. Secondly, we consider it a limitation
that we only used a subjective assessment of life satisfaction, and we did not include objective measures of relevant
protective demographic factors such as high income. The inclusion of such objective factors should be considered in
future studies. Thirdly, a limitation that needs to be addressed is that the study did not include a measure for criteria
related to problem gambling. Future studies should incorporate such a measure, which would also facilitate a compari-
son between those who do and do not meet the criteria for problem gambling and the types of words they elicit. Future
research should consider this direction for a deeper understanding of SR. We also didn’t address other factors that may
impact people’s SRs of problem gambling, such as personality or risk preferences.

To conclude, our study has highlighted several significant variations in the content of the SR of problem gambling
according to individuals’ personal experiences in this respect, their sex and their level of life satisfaction. Our findings
suggest several elements of social stigmatization of people struggling with problem gambling within the SRs shared by
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certain groups, specifically by individuals with no gambling involvement and by those with low life satisfaction. Both SRs
stress the people with a problem gambling and implicit blame for his condition, but while the representational content
of the former group also highlights the role of external, social factors, the SR of latter focus on the personality flaws that
predispose those affected to fall prey to their gambling temptation. These findings are important in light of the fact that
social stigma in SR and discourse can lead people with gambling problems to experience greater psychological distress
and be less likely to seek help. Also, we found that the SR of individuals with gambling involvement focuses on the psy-
chological dynamics that attract and keep one’s involvement in gambling, but also on the psychological but also of the
social risks of gambling, including that of social exclusion. Finally, the core representational content of individuals with
high life satisfaction was found to suggest a more empathic perspective on the struggles confronted by people with
problem gambling and presumably more open towards offering them the assistance and support they need.

Author contributions All authors contributed to the study conception and design. Material preparation, data collection and analysis were
performed by A.H. and T.D.H. The first draft of the manuscript was written by A.H. A.C.H. and T.D.H. commented and reviewed the manuscript.
All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding Not applicable.
Data availability The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the corresponding author.

Code availability Not applicable.

Declarations

Competing interests The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License, which
permits any non-commercial use, sharing, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to
the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if you modified the licensed material. You
do not have permission under this licence to share adapted material derived from this article or parts of it. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If
material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds
the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativeco
mmons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

References

1. Blaszczynski A. Overcoming compulsive gambling: a self-help guide using cognitive behavioral techniques. 1. publ. London: Robinson;
1998.
2. LatvalaT, LintonenT, Konu A. Public health effects of gambling—debate on a conceptual model. BMC Public Health. 2019;19:1077.
3. Loroz PS. Golden-age gambling: psychological benefits and self-concept dynamics in aging consumers’ consumption experiences. Psychol
Mark. 2004;21:323-49.
4. Estévez A, Jauregui P, Lopez-Gonzalez H, Mena-Moreno T, Lozano-Madrid M, Macia L, et al. The severity of gambling and gambling related
cognitions as predictors of emotional regulation and coping strategies in adolescents. J Gambl Stud. 2021;37:483-95.
5. Browne M, Bellringer M, Greer N, Kolandai-Matchett K, Langham E, Rockloff M, et al. Measuring the burden of gambling harm in New
Zealand. 2017;
6. LaPlante DA, Shaffer HJ. Understanding the influence of gambling opportunities: expanding exposure models to include adaptation.
Am J Orthopsychiatry. 2007,77:616-23.
7. Hing N, Breen H, Gordon A. A case study of gambling involvement and its consequences. Leis Sci. 2012;34:217-35.
8. Association AG. State of the states: the AGA survey of casino entertainment. Washington, DC: American Gaming Association; 2013.
9. Basham P, Luik J. The social benefits of gambling: iea economic afairs. Econ Aff. 2011;31:9-13.
10. Hope J, Havir L. You bet they’re having fun! J Aging Stud. 2002;16:177-97.
11. Tarras J, Singh AJ, Moufakkir O.The profile and motivations of elderly women gamblers. UNLV Gaming Res Rev J. 2000;5:3.
12. Komoto Y. Factors Associated with Suicide and Bankruptcy in Japanese Pathological Gamblers. Int J Ment Health Addiction. 2014;12:600-6.
13. Santangelo G, Barone P, Trojano L, Vitale C. Pathological gambling in Parkinson’s disease. A comprehensive review. Parkinsonism Relat
Disord. 2013;19:645-53.
14. Lorains FK, Cowlishaw S, Thomas SA. Prevalence of comorbid disorders in problem and pathological gambling: systematic review and
meta-analysis of population surveys. Addiction. 2011;106:490-8.

@ Discover


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Discover Global Society (2024) 2:66 | https://doi.org/10.1007/544282-024-00099-9 Brief Communication

15.
16.

17.
18.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,
25.

26.
27.
28.

29.
30.

31.

32.
33.

34.

35.

36.

37.
38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,
45,

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.
52.

Hutul T-D, Karner-Hutuleac A. The level of gambling prediction using depression and anxiety in the Romanian population. J Gambl Stud.
2022;38:653-62.

Rizeanu S. Pathological gambling and depression. Procedia Soc Behav Sci. 2013;78:501-5.

Cartmill T, Slatter T, Wilkie B. The role of anxiety and dissociation in Young Australian Gamblers. J Gambl Stud. 2015;31:1215-26.
Moghaddam JF, Yoon G, Dickerson DL, Kim SW, Westermeyer J. Suicidal ideation and suicide attempts in five groups with different severi-
ties of gambling: findings from the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions: Suicide In Five Gambling Groups.
Am J Addict. 2015;24:292-8.

Meyer G, Hayer T, Griffiths M, editors. Problem Gambling in Europe. New York: Springer, New York; 2009. https://doi.org/10.1007/
978-0-387-09486-1.

Jauregui P, Estevez A, Macia L, Lopez-Gonzalez H. Gambling motives: association with addictive disorders and negative and positive
mood in youth. Addict Behav. 2020;110: 106482.

Vaughan E, Flack M. Depression symptoms, problem gambling and the role of escape and excitement gambling outcome expectancies.
J Gambl Stud. 2021;38:265-78.

Muggleton N, Parpart P, Newall P, Leake D, Gathergood J, Stewart N. The association between gambling and financial, social and health
outcomes in big financial data. Nat Hum Behav. 2021;5:319-26.

Calado F, Griffiths MD. Problem gambling worldwide: an update and systematic review of empirical research (2000-2015). J Behav Addict.
2016;5:592-613.

Shaffer HJ, Korn DA. Gambling and related mental disorders: a public health analysis. Annu Rev Public Health. 2002;23:171-212.
Moscovici S. La psychanalyse, son Image et son public. Etude sur la représentation sociale de la psychanalyse. Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France; Second edition. 1961;

Moscovici S. Answers and questions. J Theory Soc Behav. 1987;17:513-29.

Moscovici S. Notes towards a description of Social Representations. Eur J Soc Psychol. 1988;18:211-50.

Moscovici S. Why a theory of social representation? In: Deaux K, Philogéne G, editors. Representations of the social: Bridging theoretical
traditions. Blackwell Publishing; 2001. p. 8-35.

Abric J-C. Les représentations sociales: aspects théoriques. Pratiques sociales et représentations. 1994;2:11-37.

Thommen B, von Cranach M, Ammann R. The organization of individual action through social representations: a comparative study of
two therapeutic schools. Hogrefe & Huber Publishers; 1992.

Abric J-C. Experimental study of group creativity: task representation, group structure, and performance. Euro J Social Psych.
1971;1:311-26.

Codol J-P. Représentation de la tache et comportements dans une situation sociale. 1968.

Abric J-C. Lartisan et l'artisanat: analyse du contenu et de la structure d'une représentation sociale. Bulletin de Psychologie.
1984;37:861-75.

Abric J-C. Central system, peripheral system: their functions and roles in the dynamics of social representations. Papers Soc Representa-
tions. 2001;2:75-8.

Huotilainen A, Pirttila-backman A-M, Tuorila H. How innovativeness relates to social representation of new foods and to the willingness
to try and use such foods. Food Qual Prefer. 2006;17:353-61.

Bartels J, Reinders MJ. Social identification, social representations, and consumer innovativeness in an organic food context: a cross-
national comparison. Food Qual Prefer. 2010;21:347-52.

Joffe H. Social representations and health psychology. Soc Sci Inf. 2002;41:559-80.

Arhiri L, Gherman M-A, Holman AC. Ageism against older patients in nursing: conceptual differentiations and the role of moral sensitivity.
J Elder Abuse Negl. 2022;34:198-221.

de Rosa AS, Holman A. Social representations of female-male beauty and aesthetic surgery: a cross-cultural analysis. Temas em Psicologia.
2011;19:75-98.

Holman AC, Havarneanu GM, Tepordei AM. The social representation of the traffic accident. Buletinul Psihologia Campului Social.
2010;73-84.

Todeanca D, Holman AC, Turliuc MN, Antonovici L. The social representation of organ donation in the Romanian online environment. A
qualitative approach. Psihologia Sociala. 2019;93-111.

Hutul A, Holman A-C. Problem gambling, depression, anxiety and associated demographics: findings and ethical implications. JIME.
2023;6:71-81.

Drummond A, Sauer JD, Ferguson CJ, Hall LC. The relationship between problem gambling, excessive gaming, psychological distress and
spending on loot boxes in Aotearoa New Zealand, Australia, and the United States—a cross-national survey. PLoS ONE. 2020;15:e0230378.
Rizeanu S. Pathological gambling treatment—review. Procedia Soc Behav Sci. 2015;187:613-8.

Suomi A, Dowling NA, Jackson AC. Problem gambling subtypes based on psychological distress, alcohol abuse and impulsivity. Addict
Behav. 2014;39:1741-5.

Merkouris SS, Thomas AC, Shandley KA, Rodda SN, Oldenhof E, Dowling NA. An update on gender differences in the characteristics
associated with problem gambling: a systematic review. Curr Addict Rep. 2016;3:254-67.

Wong G, Zane N, Saw A, Chan AKK. Examining gender differences for gambling engagement and gambling problems among emerging
adults. J Gambl Stud. 2013;29:171-89.

Carneiro E, Tavares H, Sanches M, Pinsky |, Caetano R, Zaleski M, et al. Gambling onset and progression in a sample of at-risk gamblers
from the general population. Psychiatry Res. 2014;216:404-11.

Husky MM, Michel G, Richard J-B, Guignard R, Beck F. Gender differences in the associations of gambling activities and suicidal behaviors
with problem gambling in a nationally representative French sample. Addict Behav. 2015;45:45-50.

Tavares H, Carneiro E, Sanches M, Pinsky |, Caetano R, Zaleski M, et al. Gambling in Brazil: lifetime prevalences and socio-demographic
correlates. Psychiatry Res. 2010;180:35-41.

Harris CR, Jenkins M. Gender differences in risk assessment: why do women take fewer risks than men? Judgm decis mak. 2006;1:48-63.
Diener E. Subjective well-being. Psychol Bull. 1984;95:542-75.

@ Discover


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-387-09486-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-387-09486-1

Brief Commmunication Discover Global Society (2024) 2:66 | https://doi.org/10.1007/544282-024-00099-9

53.
54.
55.

56.
57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.
66.

67.

68.

69.

70.
71.

72.

73.

Diener E, Emmons RA, Larsen RJ, Griffin S. The satisfaction with life scale. J Pers Assess. 1985;49:71-5.

Welte JW, Barnes GM, Tidwell M-CO, Wieczorek WF. Predictors of Problem Gambling in the U.S. J Gambl Stud. 2017;33:327-42.

Hutul T-D. Psihoterapia sistemicd in consumul problematic de pornografie si in adictia fata de jocurile de noroc. In: Karner-Hutuleac A,
Hutul T-D, editors. Adictiile in societatea contemporana De la acceptare la schimbare. Polirom; 2023. p. 287-96.

Hing N, Nuske E, Gainsbury S. Gamblers at-risk and their help-seeking behaviour. Melbourne: Gambling Research Australia. 2012;
Hodgins DC, EI-Guebaly N. Natural and treatment-assisted recovery from gambling problems: a comparison of resolved and active
gamblers. Addiction. 2000;95:777-89.

Feldman DB, Crandall CS. Dimensions of mental illness stigma: what about mental illness causes social rejection? J Soc Clin Psychol.
2007;26:137-54.

McMillen J, Marshall D, Murphy L, Lorenzen S, Waugh B. Help-seeking by problem gamblers, friends and families: a focus on gender and
cultural groups. 2004.

Holdsworth L, Nuske E, Tiyce M, Hing N. Impacts of gambling problems on partners: partners’ interpretations. Asian J Gambling Issues
Public Health. 2013;3:11.

Hing N, Tiyce M, Holdsworth L, Nuske E. All in the family: help-seeking by significant others of problem gamblers. Int J Ment Health Addic-
tion. 2013;11:396-408.

Cho MS. Stigma and life satisfaction among out-of-school Korean youth: the mediating roles of self-esteem and depressive symptoms.
Curr Psychol. 2023;42:9665-73.

Koivula A, Oksanen A, Sirola A, Savolainen |, Kaakinen M, Zych |, et al. Life satisfaction and online-gambling communities: a cross-national
study of gambling activities among young Finnish, American, South Korean and Spanish people. J Gambl Stud. 2021;38:1195-214.
LupuV, Lupu IR. Romanian National Prevalence Study—problem and pathological gambling in children and adolescents. Med Pharmacy
Reports. 2018;91:435-40.

Karner-Hutuleac A, Hutul T-D, editors. Adictiile in societatea contemporana. De la acceptare la schimbare. Polirom; 2023.

Hutul T-D, Karner-Hutuleac A. The role of social conservatism and family vaues regarding the use of pornography among Romanians: a
moderated mediation model. Int J Sex Health. 2024;1-16.

Hutul T-D, Karner-Hutuleac A. The roles of frequency of pornography use, and moral incongruence in the relationship between sexual
satisfaction, and psychological distress related to the use of pornography: a moderated mediation model. Int J Sex Health. 2024;1-14.
De Rosa AS. The “associative network”: a technique for detecting structure, contents, polarity and stereotyping indexes of the semantic
fields. Eur Rev Appl Psychol. 2002;52:181-200.

Gherman M-A, Arhiri L, Holman AC. Ageism, moral sensitivity and nursing students’intentions to work with older people—a cross-sectional
study. Nurse Educ Today. 2022;113: 105372.

T-LAB.T-LAB Software [Internet]. 2024 [cited 2024 Jun 28]. Available from: https://www.tlab.it/.

Cunningham-Williams RM, Cottler LB, Compton WM, Spitznagel EL. Taking chances: problem gamblers and mental health disorders—
results from the St. Louis Epidemiologic Catchment Area Study. Am J Public Health. 1998;88:1093-6.

Oksanen A, Savolainen |, Sirola A, Kaakinen M. Problem gambling and psychological distress: a cross-national perspective on the mediat-
ing effect of consumer debt and debt problems among emerging adults. Harm Reduct J. 2018;15:45.

Rizeanu S. Pathological gambling in relation to anxiety and identity status. Procedia Soc Behav Sci. 2013;78:748-52.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

@ Discover


https://www.tlab.it/

	Exploring problem gambling’s lay understandings: the social representations of problem gambling in relation to gambling involvement, sex and life satisfaction
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	1.1 Social representations and gambling
	1.2 Sex differences regarding involvement in gambling
	1.3 Life satisfaction, stigma and gambling
	1.4 The present study

	2 Method
	2.1 Participants and procedure
	2.2 Measures
	2.3 Analyses

	3 Results
	3.1 Associations between independent variables
	3.2 Descriptive statistics
	3.3 Multiple correspondence analysis

	4 Discussions
	References


