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Abstract

Addictions affect both women and men and the existing differences are the result of a com-
bination of biological, psychological and social elements. This article focuses particularly on
gambling disorder. In this sense, behaviours such as gambling are influenced by gender, and
therefore, it is necessary to introduce this perspective of analysis in order to understand the
reality of women with behavioural addictions. It is also noted that, beyond prevalence data,
precipitating factors, risk factors, age of onset, reasons for gambling, comorbidity, reasons for
relapse, or associated negative consequences are different in women and men. Similarly, this
article explores how some of the factors closely related to the gender malaise are involved in
women’s behavioural addictions, such as social shame, self-stigma, loneliness, violence, trau-
ma, care, responsibility, or guilt, which, in fact, are intrinsically associated with the figure of
the woman. Finally, the need to incorporate the gender perspective and, more specifically,
the needs of women, in research, prevention and intervention programmes on behavioural
addictions is pointed out.
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Resumen

Las adicciones afectan tanto a mujeres como a hombres y las diferencias existentes son el
resultado de la combinacién de elementos bioldgicos, psicoldgicos y sociales. En este articulo
se profundizara especialmente en el trastorno de juego. En este sentido, las conductas como
el juego, se ven atravesadas por el género, por lo que se requiere introducir esta perspectiva
de analisis para poder entender la realidad que atraviesa a las mujeres con adicciones compor-
tamentales. Asimismo, se sefiala que, mas alla de los datos sobre prevalencia, los factores des-
encadenantes, los factores de riesgo, la edad de inicio, los motivos de juego, la comorbilidad,
los motivos de recaida, o las consecuencias negativas asociadas son diferentes en mujeres y
hombres. De igual modo, se explora cémo intervienen algunos de los factores estrechamente
relacionados con los malestares de género tales como la vergiienza social, el autoestigma, la
soledad, la violencia, el trauma, los cuidados, la responsabilidad, o la culpabilidad, que estan
intrinsecamente asociados a la figura de la mujer y que, ademas, sufre adicciones comporta-
mentales. Finalmente, se sefiala la necesidad de incorporar la perspectiva de género y, mas
concretamente, las necesidades de las mujeres, en la investigacion, los programas de preven-

cion e intervencion en adicciones comportamentales.
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I.INTRODUCTION

Addictive disorders affect both women
and men, and the differences are the result
of a combination of biological, psychological
and social elements (Charzynska et al., 2021).
Addiction, an expression of society’s current
malaise, not only has a personal and individual
dimension but is also linked to collective as-
pects. However, when we discuss addictions,
we often refer to an androcentric model with
which to compare the rest, without realising
that there may be many differentiating factors
of the sexes/genders. In this way, as stated
by Simone de Beauvoir (1949), pioneer in
the conceptualisation of gender, in society,
women are considered ‘the other-other’ of
men, becoming tied to the private sphere.
Men, on the other hand, are constructed
as the subject, centre and measure of all

things (Beauvoir, 1949; Garcia, 2006). Thus,
female experiences are articulated as “the
specific” and that which deviates from what
is established as the ‘norm’, in other words,
‘the masculine’, which, as a concept, is in-
separably linked in our imagination to ‘men’
(Estévez et al., 2021; Red Iberoamericana
ONG which works in Drugs and Addictions
[RIOD], 2021).

Are women with addictive disorders rep-
resented when we refer to addiction? If addic-
tion is a phenomenon that changes its shape
depending on the context, gender socialisa-
tion of women and men could also affect
the sex differences in addictions. Differences
between men and women vary between
societies and over time, even though these
intrinsic factors remain unchanged (Padilla &
Carmona, 2022).
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Historically, men have always been al-
lowed to act in their own self-interest, but
for women, this kind of selfish behaviour has
been taboo, if not strictly forbidden. Women
have been assigned the task of caring for oth-
ers, not maximising their own benefit. Society
has transmitted the idea that they cannot be
rational and has identified them with emotion
(Margal, 2016). What role might gender so-
cialisation play in prevalence, patterns of con-
sumption, age of onset, access or adherence
to treatment, among many others?! Addictions
are multidimensional problems that include
elements and agents related to their genesis
and progress (Carrén & Sanchez, 1995). We
cannot forget that social aspects also include
a gender dimension. To this end, it is impor-
tant to note that, although we use the terms
‘gender’ and ‘sex’ equivalently, they are not
the same. Whereas the term ‘sex’ refers to
biological attributes, the definition of ‘gender’
provides a socio-cultural reading of the at-
titudes, personal traits, behaviours, beliefs,
norms, ways of expressing oneself, etc., that
correspond to each of the biological sexes
(Garcia, 2006; Oakley, 1972; World Health
Organization, 2021). Gender, therefore,
modulates the construction of human iden-
tity and behaviour (Aguilar, 2008). It should
also be noted that gender is a dynamic and
changing concept, as each historical period
and socio-cultural context determines what
corresponds to ‘masculine’ and what corre-
sponds to ‘feminine’ (Gomariz, 1992). As a
consequence, the socio-cultural component
of addictions makes it necessary to consider
the gender dimension in the definition, assess-
ment and treatment of addictions.

Do we feel the same when we see a female
gambler as when we see a male gambler?
When we look at the male gambler, do we

Revista Espaiiola
de

think of his caring dimension as a father or as
a son?! Could such beliefs affect the shame or
guilt a woman might feel in comparison to a
male gambler? Could stigma affect women'’s
approach to treatment centres! Could
women’s experiences of gambling, caregiv-
ing or violence against them be addressed
in the same way in men’s groups, where
these aspects are not as prevalent! Does it
have something to do with the fact that the
manifestation of disorders in women tends to
occur in secrecy or in domestic or highly femi-
nised spheres? In the case of women, there
are many stereotypes regarding drug use, as
women are sometimes linked to prostitution
or issues related to their abandoning their
role of caregiving mother. The stereotyp-
ing through the treatment and selection of
information is clear, but the invisibility of the
problem in question is also evident (Martinez-
Redondo, 2009).

In this article, we will take a closer look
at gambling addiction as part of behavioural
addictions. Gambling disorder is listed in the
5th edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders of the American
Psychiatric Association since 2013 (DSM-5;
APA, 2013). In recent years, non-substance
addictions have begun to become more
prominent, although their existence, in some
cases, is as old as substance addictions.
There is some controversy in the naming of
behavioural addictions (gambling, gaming,
Internet, social media, shopping, sex, etc..)
or non-substance addictions, because there
is no external substance. However, both
meanings (behavioural or non-substance
addictions) have elements to be considered.
For example, even if there are no external
substances, non-substance addictions af-
fect internal substances such as dopamine,
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serotonin, etc. What chemicals are activated
inside us when we are about to lose a bet?
The core feature of the disorder is that the
person with the addiction loses control over
the chosen activity and continues perform-
ing it despite the adverse consequences
(APA,2013). In addition, it is also important
to note that the key aspect of behavioural
addiction is not the type of behaviour in-
volved but the type of relationship that is
established with it. If the relational aspect
is crucial, does it have something to do with
the fact that men immerse themselves in
games where they exercise their capacity for
control, strategy and skill, whereas women
get involved in games where chance and
luck choose for them? Do we find parallels
in the intimate and personal relationships
that female gamers establish?

Behaviours such as gambling are shaped
by gender issues. If we do not use this per-
spective of analysis, it will be very difficult
to understand the reality of women with
addictions. Why do women start gambling
later than men? Are the motives for gambling
the same for women and men? Why do most
women go for treatment alone whereas male
gamblers are usually accompanied by their
partners!?

2.METHOD

Prevalence

According to the data provided by the
National Drugs Plan’s report on behav-
ioural addictions (Health Ministry of Spain,
2021), through the EDADES survey for the
detection of offline and/or online gambling
behaviour, it was found that in 2020, 64.2%
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of the population aged between |5 and 64
have gambled with money: 66.8% of men
compared to 61.5% of women. Extrapola-
tion of these data to the Spanish population
would mean that 2.2% of people could
present a possible gambling problem (2.9%
of men and 1.4% of women), whereas 1%
would present a possible gambling disorder.
Other prevalence studies have shown ratios
of 2.8 between men and women (Merkouris
et al.,, 2016). However, gambling disorder
in women may be underdiagnosed because
only a modest percentage of them seek
treatment (Bano et al., 2021; Braun et al.,
2014). However, women seek treatment for
their male partners when men are the ones
suffering from problem gambling (Lamas et
al., 2018). How does gender intersect with
this reality? Although both substance use
and gambling are activities experienced by
both women and men, studies indicate that
women have greater difficulty in recognising
the problem and seeking psychotherapeutic
support (Echeburua, 2013).

Socio-demographic factors

Concerning socio-demographic factors,
men with gambling disorder tend to have
higher monthly incomes than women with
problem gambling behaviour (Castrén etal.,
2018). Is this representative of gambling or
does it occur in other areas of life? Ronzitti
et al. (2016) also showed that women with
gambling disorder had higher rates of un-
employment than men. If women have less
economic resources, will this affect problem
gambling? Does the indicator of money
spent on gambling have the same value for
men and women when economic resources
are different?
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In family composition, studies have found
that women with gambling disorder were
more likely to be single-parent families or
widowed, divorced or separated (Hing et al.,
2016). In the case of men, they were more
often single (Bonnaire et al., 2017). Is family
care in itself a major stressor and burden?

In relation to the family of origin, some
studies indicate sex-related differences
in the genetic contribution to gambling
behaviour. More specifically, shared envi-
ronmental factors may help to explain a
moderate proportion of variation among
women, indicating that the family context
influences women’s gambling behaviour
more than that of men (Eisen et al., 1998).
These results need to be further analysed,
but they align with evidence showing that
women are more influenced by the social
context. In this regard, evidence suggests
that people who transgress gender stereo-
types can receive severe social reactions
(Rudman et al., 2012), which may lead to
negative consequences for mental health.

Treatment seeking and age of onset

Some studies have also shown that women
are more likely to seek treatment through
primary care settings (Estévez et al., 2023).
This is particularly important because it could
lead to an increase in preventive programmes
for women in primary care areas. Another
widely held point is that less exposure to
gambling may be an additional reason for
women'’s possible underdiagnosis. This data
are changing, especially in recent years, due to
different factors such as gender socialisation
in adolescents and the increase of gambling
products in the female population, among
other reasons. In this sense, the age of onset
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of gambling is beginning to converge, and it
is an increasingly common activity among
women. (Macia et al.,, 2022). As addictive
behaviours become feminised and normalised
among the female population, there is an
increasing prevalence and an earlier age of
onset of addictive behaviours among women.
In this sense, this change in the pattern of on-
set of gambling addiction compared to earlier
periods is of great relevance. Previous studies
have shown that onset occurs later than in
men, although the time between symptoms
of gambling disorder and the development
of psychopathological problems appears to
be shorter in women (Richmond-Rakerd et
al., 2013; Slutske et al., 2009). This aspect
is also crucial, as the change in these trends
could affect prevention and treatment. In this
sense, there is a frequently used simile that
men could more easily go ‘out for tobacco’.
The expression ‘going out for tobacco’ is a
euphemism for the expression ‘leaving, not
to return’.

Until recently, women’s later onset of
gambling disorder could be explained by the
fact that if there are children or older people
in their care, it is not easy to engage in behav-
iours that interfere with caregiving. So, onset
ages to start gambling were delayed. Similarly,
another possible explanation is that women
may find their personal and social identity and
sense of life compromised at a different stage
of life, so that the children’s leaving home, the
end of fertility and youth, or caring for elderly
parents, among others, may involve particular
risk factors for female gamblers. However, as
we have seen previously, changes in sociali-
sation are concurring with a younger age of
onset for women as well. Does this have to
do with the fact that fewer women are now
caring for or choosing to have children? How
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does women'’s struggle to become part of the
spaces and practices that have traditionally
been considered masculine influence all this?

Linked to this, the younger the age at the
first contact with gambling, the greater the
likelihood of developing gambling disorder
and the greater the severity of the problem
(Dussault et al., 2019; Kang et al,, 2019).
People who started gambling at younger ages
were also more likely to abuse drugs, to have
committed criminal acts and to be aggressive
(Sharman etal., 2019). Hence, we emphasise
the need to delay the first experiences with
online gambling to prevent gambling disorder
(Casellas et al., 2018). These changes in the
onset of women’s gambling could impact
them very negatively.

Until now, gender-based social prejudice
had been considered a possible protective
factor (Carneiro et al., 2019). Is it a protec-
tive factor? Among the attempts to explain
the few women seeking therapeutic assis-
tance in gambling rehabilitation centres is
the weight of social stigmatisation. Goffman
(1963), in his work, ‘Deteriorated Identity’,
conceptualises stigma as a profoundly devalu-
ing attribute, which degrades and demeans
the person who bears it, affecting their
identity and their beliefs and feelings about
themselves. Macia and Estévez (2022) ob-
served that women with gambling disorder
are branded as ‘vicious’ or ‘bad mothers’.
Similarly, internalised stigma or self-stigma
refers to the internalisation of negative
social stereotypes, generating emotions and
evaluations of oneself full of self-prejudice,
feelings of guilt or lower worth, influencing
one’s behaviour, thoughts and emotions (Del
Rosal et al., 2020; Gerlinger et al., 2013). Both
stigma and self-stigma have been identified as
causes of increased psychological distress,
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associated with poorer mental and somatic
health and greater resistance to seeking treat-
ment (Estévez et al., 2024; Fox et al., 2018).
This may partially explain why women with
gambling disorder arrive very late (if they
do) at rehabilitation centres and often show
difficulties adhering to treatment (Lamas et
al., 2018).

3.RESULTS

Comorbidity

On the other hand, female patients with
gambling disorder tend to show higher levels
of associated psychiatric comorbidities, such
as depression and anxiety (Khanbhai et al.,
2017; Macia etal., 2023; Tavares etal., 2001).
Other studies have also indicated that women
tend to use gambling as a way of coping with
negative emotional states (Van der Maas et
al., 2019). In contrast, men use gambling more
frequently for excitement-seeking, impulsivity
and financial gain. In this regard, other studies
have shown that women exhibit more psy-
chosocial problems prior to addiction, such
as unemployment, interpersonal problems,
family history of alcohol and drug abuse,
traumatic childhood events, experiences of
significant losses, or intimate partner violence,
which, together with the presence of psycho-
pathological problems, can often lead to the
use of gambling as a way of escaping from life
(Holdsworth et al., 2013; Thomas & Moore,
2001). Would this be exclusive of gambling
addiction? What elements do women usually
find to alleviate negative moods? Who suffers
the most from stressful life events? Is the di-
agnosis of anxiety and depression the same
for men and women? Do symptoms have a
gender perspective!? Is it more likely for a man
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or awoman to be diagnosed with depressive
oranxious disorder? If we measure the same
thing in the same way, perhaps we will find the
same thing. Do men express their emotional
distress in the same way as women?

Concerning depression, women have |.8
times higher risk than men of having had
a major depressive episode in the last |12
months, and this risk is higher for people
in the 18-24 age group (2.7 times higher
than in the over-65 age group). These data
were collected in the World Mental Health
study (World Health Organisation [WHO],
2021), conducted in I8 countries through
the collection of national survey data, using
structured interviews and DSM-IV criteria
(Bromet et al., 201 I). Concerning Spanish
data, it is striking that women have an even
higher risk of suffering from depression than
in other countries (2.7 times higher), and that
the age of onset tends to be higher, with the
age-related risk factor being between 50 and
64 years (compared to the group with the
lowest risk, between 18 and 34 years). These
differences between countries reinforce the
idea that gender variations may be associated
with socio-cultural and psychological par-
ticularities (Belloch et al., 2020). These data
also agree with those provided by the DSM-5
(APA, 2013), which states that the prevalence
of major depressive disorder in women is
between .5 and 3 times higher than in men.
Concerning anxiety, Seedat et al. (2009)
collected data on the association between
gender and mental disorders in |5 countries.
These data revealed that women are twice
as likely as men to suffer from an anxiety
disorder across all cohorts and countries. In
addition, they also found that women had
more anxiety and mood disorders, whereas
men had more externalising and substance
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disorders. However, they also observed a
significant reduction in recent cohorts for
depressive disorder and substance use. The
authors linked this decline to changes in
female gender tradition. The ESEMeD-Spain
project (Haro et al., 2006) also pointed to
the female gender as a risk factor for mental
disorders in our country. Salk et al. (2017)
suggested that the gender difference in
depression emerges earlier than previously
thought (at least at age |2 for diagnosis and
evean earlier for symptoms), which has im-
portant implications for the implementation
of preventive and intervention programmes.
What factor could explain the importance of
dissatisfaction with body image and physical
appearance in adolescent girls? Would gender
roles, stressors and life events experienced by
women, such as gender-based violence and
socio-economic status, among others, affect
behavioural addictions such as gambling,
shopping or using social networks?

Some of these differences could be ex-
plained by studies like that by Campbell et al.
(2021), as adolescence can be a particularly
stressful time for women. Previous studies
have also shown that academic stress and
pressure are particularly associated with
poorer mental health in adolescent girls
(Wiklund et al., 2012). These pressures are
coupled with the burden of traditional anxi-
ety related to maintaining a feminine identity
and appearance (West & Sweeting, 2003),
and adolescent girls experience much more
appearance-related anxiety than adolescent
boys (Macia et al., 2023; Smolak, 2004).

In addition to the above, it should not be
forgotten that there are differences in the age
of onset for gambling in men and women and
that this could affect the psychopathology
suffered by both sexes. There are important
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clinical differences between early- and late-
onset gambling: Early-onset gamblers were
more likely to be male, to have substance
use disorders, antisocial personality disorder,
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, trait
impulsivity and social anxiety disorder (Black
etal, 2015).

Gambling type

Concerning the typology of gambling, men
tend to immerse themselves in games that
require a higher level of skill, competitiveness
and action (sports betting, cards, etc.) and
that cover a larger number of games, whereas
women show a greater tendency towards less
strategic and more chance-based games (e.g.,
bingo, lottery or slot machines) (Gartner et
al., 2022; La Plante et al., 2006). Strategy
is defined by carefully thought-out actions
directed towards a specific goal. Chance, on
the other hand, is defined as a combination
of unforeseeable causes or circumstances
with no prior planning. Is it not a factor as-
sociated with gender. Do men really prefer
games where the action leads to an outcome,
and women prefer games that do not depend
on themselves? As a result, although the male
gender has been classically associated with
the strategy typology, there is a growing
body of research questioning stereotypical
representations based on gender (Lopez-
Gonzalez et al., 2020). Studies like that by
Stark et al. (2012) have also found that men
with gambling disorder tend to gamble in
several games, whereas women prefer to
gamble in one type of game only. Can women
easily gamble different types of games? Are
the games oriented towards women? Could
the sexist images of many of the gambling
products affect the choice of one type of
gambling product over another?
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In line with this, it is also important to note
that gambling places are also associated with
safety. Women’s discourse shows that some-
times the type of gambling is associated with
the safety of gambling; that is, bingo might be
a safer place for women than other types of
gambling such as poker at certain times and
venues (Lamas et al., 2018; Estévez, Macia
etal., 2023).

4. DISCUSSION

Access and treatment design

As also noted above, women are less likely
to attend treatment than male gamblers.
There are many explanations for this, and
some studies point out that the severity of
addiction in women may be lower because
even when addicted, care is still maintained.
On the other hand, it is important to note
that one cannot extrapolate that there are
no women with addiction from the fact that
women with addiction do not seek treat-
ment. Increased social disapproval coupled
with a lack of support make it more difficult
for women to recognise the problem and
be less likely to seek help (Rius-Buitrago et
al., 2021). This may explain, at least in part,
why women are much less likely than men to
resort to gambling addiction care resources
according to their prevalence (Echeburua,
2005). It is estimated that around 70% of
women affected by gambling disorder do not
come to any recourse.

One of the main difficulties in accessing
treatment is that the design of addiction
treatment and care programmes is car-
ried out from an androcentric perspective.
Bowden-Jones & Prever (2017) suggest that
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in the case of gambling addiction, women-
specific interventions are crucial, particularly
where care and violence can be discussed,
which are issues that are not addressed in
the same way in mixed groups (i.e., women
and men) (Bowden-Jones & Prever, 2017).
Do treatments with men discuss the care
of their children or their parents? Is violence
discussed? Are gambling treatments adequate
for women gamblers? Are the motives for
gambling, types of gambling, age of onset, etc.
different for men and women, and are these
aspects included? Are different timetables
considered for men and women?

If they have children, who do they stay
with? However, recent studies report that
some women consider it stigmatising to
make separate groups to talk about the
violence they have received or about care
issues (Estévez etal., 2024). Is it necessary to
take them to a separate group to talk about
‘women’s stuff? Is caring something exclusive
to women? Would it not be more useful to
introduce the gender perspective in mixed
groups so that the difficulties of women with
addictions can be seen?! Are we asking for
specific groups of men and addictions?

Risk factors and precipitating factors

It has been noted that the risk factors and
triggers for relapse are different for women
and men (Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2009).
Bano et al. (2021) showed that educational
level could be one of the most relevant pre-
dictors of relapse risk. Do men and women
have the same opportunities to study?

Likewise, women who attend treatment
centres for a gambling problem tend to do
so mainly alone, with little family or social
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support (Estévez et al., 2023; Lamas et al.,
2018). This aspect is of vital importance given
the fundamental role played by the family
member or companion in the rehabilitation
of the person suffering from a gambling disor-
der. In fact, low levels of family support have
been identified as one of the most significant
specific predictors of difficulties and nega-
tive consequences associated with gambling
in women (Gonzalez-Ortega et al., 2013;
Granero et al., 2018). Furthermore, loneli-
ness and social isolation have been associated
with the initiation, relapse and maintenance of
gambling behaviours in the female population
(Castrén et al., 2013).

On the other hand, high debt, relation-
ship problems and emotional regulation
difficulties have also been linked to poor
response to treatment (Jiménez-Murcia et
al., 2016). Concerning emotion regulation,
Vintré-Alcaraz et al. (2022) observed that
non-strategic gambling, which is higher in
females, was associated with greater emo-
tional dysregulation. Are women the ones
who regulate emotions the worst? Is violence
and aggression, which are more prevalent in
men as perpetrators, a form of emotional
dysregulation? Can men express emotions
in the same way as women?

Assessment

Another important aspect of addiction
is assessment. In this respect, the diagnostic
criteria and assessment tools available to
date are mainly directed towards addiction
among men. However, there is evidence that
addiction may be affecting more women than
is currently estimated, and that this group’s
characteristics and needs are different from
those of men (Estévez et al., 2023).
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As seen, intervention and prevention
manuals include factors and behaviours that
reflect men’s consumption patterns, as male
consumption is the statistical and cultural
pattern (Meneses, 2002). This means that the
reality of female gamblers is not considered,
and the implications for female gamblers are
evident at all levels.

Finally, when a woman develops addiction-
related problems, she develops many behav-
iours that fall outside the normative gender
role designated for women. Can we consider
the reality of women —and men— with ad-
diction in the same way? Are gender aspects
such as the assessment of a history of physical,
emotional and/or sexual abuse included in ad-
diction protocols or assessments? It should not
be forgotten that the socially assigned differ-
ences between the sexes produce inequalities
thatimpact women’s health, development and
well-being (Ortiz & Clavero, 2014). In addic-
tions, current research shows that women with
addictions differ from their male counterparts
in their patterns of use, psychosocial and physi-
ological characteristics, practices, meanings and
motivations, as well as in the consequences
of their use (Arostegui & Martinez-Redondo,
2018). Would one expect it to be any other
way! So, why is all this not considered?

5. CONCLUSION

As a consequence of all of the above, further
studies are needed to understand the nature
of gender differences in gambling typology
(Gartner et al., 2022). We need gender per-
spective in gambling addiction; thatis, an essen-
tial perspective in the analysis of reality, which
includes the different realities of women with
gambling disorder in the design of protocols,
evaluation, treatment and prevention.
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Moreover, we cannot forget that when we
refer to women (just as when we refer to men),
there are many types of women (and men)
and that, for example, in addition to the binary
categories of male/female, there are other cat-
egories that should also be taken into accountin
the analysis of the reality of gambling addiction
(Richard et al., 2019). Given the heterogeneity
of women seeking treatment for gambling ad-
diction (Lara-Huallipe et al. 2021), treatments
must be tailored to suit each individual’s needs.
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