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On Terms 

Editorial 

W. Joseph Wyatt, Editor 

Hurricane, WV - In the search for causes of our behavior, it seems many individuals continue to 

place those causes in the central nervous system. As Robert P. Hawkins reasoned in a previous 

issue, one reason for this is the technology which makes activity in the central nervous system 

much more observable than it had been in years past.  

However, this leads to some unfortunate conclusions. As an example, consider an article about 

compulsive gambling that appeared in the August 1, 2005 issue of Time. The article described 

research by Keith Whyte, Executive Director of the National Council on Problem Gambling. 

Whyte described his studies of the functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (FMRI) pictures of 

the brains of gamblers while they play. The researchers monitored subjects as they engaged in a 

Wheel-of-Fortune game. Researchers looked at several areas of the brain known to be involved 

in processing dopamine, a chemical associated with pleasurable sensations. The chemical is 

known to be released during drug and alcohol use. 

The researchers found that the same areas lighted up when test subjects gambled, whether they 

won or lost, and in precisely the same pattern of “anticipation and reward that drug and alcohol 

users showed."  

The reaction of Whyte to these findings is that gambling is now seen as a true "disease." Whyte 

said, "...gambling is a pure addiction." It is unfortunate that the article provided no mention of 

what actually maintains gambling - a variable ratio schedule of reinforcement.  

Interestingly, however, almost as an afterthought the article did make mention of likely 

contributing variables which have nothing to do with a person’s central nervous system - 

proximity and immediacy. People who live within 50 miles of a casino have twice the risk for 

developing a gambling problem as those living farther away. It added that the growing popularity 

of electronic gambling makes things worse. It added that some research shows that it takes an 

average of three-and-a-half years to develop a gambling problem when involved in activities in 

which the reinforcer is not immediate, such as playing cards. Compare that to slot machines 

where the payoff is immediate (when it happens) and gamblers typically get hooked in just over 

one year.  

Is there a “trait” that predisposes one to gamble? The article also attempted to tease out any 

"personality" variables that might play a role. It cited research in which "temperament types" 

were found to "lead to" addictions. Recent studies showed that compulsive gamblers, drinkers 
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and drug users have "... high underlying levels of negative emotionality, a syndrome that 

includes nervousness, anger, and a tendency to worry and feel victimized." The article describes 

such individuals as "...given to impulsiveness and thrill seeking." 

No doubt the descriptions are accurate, but these trait labels do not tell us why a compulsive 

gambler gambles impulsively. For that we must return to a variable ratio schedule of 

reinforcement.  

And as for why gamblers would have high levels of negative emotionality, it stands to reason 

that the economic and social problems generated by compulsive gambling may cause negative 

emotionality rather than the other way around. 

At Behavior Analysis Digest we applaud efforts to understand compulsive gambling. However, 

looking inside a person, observing the happenings of his or her central nervous system as he 

gambles, is unlikely to tell us why he does it. 

 


