
You are welcome to use these slides for your own information, in your clinical work with patients, or in sharing 
insights with your clinical staff (e.g. staff meeting). However, you are not permitted to use these slides at any 
professional conference or give them to others who did not attend my presentation as I do not want anything taken out 
of context or have my slides circulating to those who did not hear my presentation. 

People can listen to the presentation on the UCLA Gambling Studies YouTube channel:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DYYrZ6G7oW0&t=1457s
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What is Mindfulness?
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Mindfulness and Problem Gambling

▪ Mindfulness is a philosophy and a practice of cultivating 

increased awareness of our moment-to moment experience

in a non-judgmental way.

▪ The practice of mindfulness, although based on many 

principles of Buddhism, was medicalized by Dr. Jon 

Kabat-Zin and has been applied to a variety of 

psychological and medical issues.
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Mindfulness and Problem Gambling

Attention

1. Self-regulation of attention so that it is maintained on immediate experience, 
thereby allowing for increased recognition of mental events in the present moment. 

Attitude

2. Adopting a particular orientation toward one’s experiences in the present moment, 
characterized by curiosity, openness, and acceptance.

Bishop, et al, 2004., Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 11(3),  230-241.
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Mindfulness and Problem Gambling
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▪ Mindfulness is often cultivated through meditation practices. 

▪ Meditation is a vehicle to cultivate a wide array of mindful moments 
that enhance our ability to regulate attention and reorganize our 
experience with the present moment in a way that often leads to 
increased insight and awareness.

▪ Strengthening by straining, stressing, and stretching muscles.

▪ Enhancing attention creates mental stress…it wouldn’t be rare to 
find a lot of grunting or groaning during the process. Encourage 
patients to believe in themselves and search for “hidden tigers”



Mindfulness is often cultivated through meditation practices. Don’t 

get confused. People often say mindfulness is meditation. This would 

be like saying taking a road trip as part of a vacation is synonymous 

with just traveling in a car. While a car is the vehicle through which 

one is able to visit various destinations that contribute to the overall 

vacation experience, we would be amiss to limit the description of a 

vacation to simply just riding in a car. 

Anyone whose been on a road trip knows there are a 1000 small 

breath-taking moments where we experience majestic views. 

Similarly, meditation is a vehicle to cultivate a wide array of mindful 

moments, experiences, and increased levels of new awareness.



Mindfulness is Often Cultivated through Meditation Practices
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Mindfulness is Had in the Experience of Being Present with the Present
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Generalizing Mindfulness Principles to Problem Gambling: Lessons from Karate Kid
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Problem Gambling
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Shame

Mindfulness

Boredom
Stress Proneness
Impulsivity
Entitled, Ungrateful
Emotionally Reactive
Intolerance for Discomfort
Critical, Judgmental
Rumination
Anxiety/Depression
Tug of War with Cravings

Special Status to Thoughts

Thought Suppression, Compartmentalizing
Disconnecting, Inattentive, Dissociative

Self-Compassion

Letting Go of Stories
Awareness

Noticing, Curiosity
Gratitude, Humility

Emotionally Present, Curiosity
Reorganize Relationship with Suffering

Open, Non-Judgmental
Reflection

Letting Go, Being Present

Non-Judgmental Acceptance

Thought is Just a Thought, Letting Go

Open, Integration
Attentive, Present



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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1. Increases tolerance for uncomfortable feelings;  learning to be present, 
curious, open, and non-judgmental of emotions

2. Stress coping through letting go of the stories that give rise to stress and 
regulating breathing helps reduce stress

3. Reorganizing relationships with cravings; letting go of thoughts about 
cravings, being present in the body, curious about cravings, open, non-
judgmental



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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4. Enhances ability to regulate attention, sustained focus on whatever is 
happening at the moment; letting go of distracting thoughts and refocusing 
attention again and again

5. Reduces impulsivity through helping people be present with the “space”, 
increasing levels of self-control, and reducing the effect of emotional 
dysregulation on impulsive responses



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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“Gambling-disordered patients exhibited significantly lower levels 

of mindfulness, emotional regulation, stress coping, and impulse 

control compared to the non-gambling-disordered group. Overall, 

gambling severity was negatively associated with higher levels of 

mindfulness and positively linked to indices of emotional 

dysregulation, stress proneness, and impulsivity. Correlations 

between mindfulness and emotional dysregulation and impulsivity 

were much stronger than those between mindfulness and the 

severity of disordered gambling behaviors.”



Mindfulness and Problem Gambling
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“Gambling-disordered patients exhibited significantly 

lower levels of mindfulness, emotional regulation, 

stress coping, and impulse control compared

to the non-gambling-disordered group. Overall, 

gambling severity was negatively associated with 

higher levels of mindfulness and positively linked to 

indices of emotional dysregulation, stress

proneness, and impulsivity. Correlations between 

mindfulness and emotional dysregulation and 

impulsivity were much stronger than those between 

mindfulness and the severity of disordered gambling

behaviors.”



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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Increases tolerance for uncomfortable 
feelings;  learning to be present, curious, 
open, and non-judgmental of emotions, self-
awareness



Increasing Tolerance for Unpleasant Experiences
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Positive
Comfortable

Good
Pleasant

Awkward
Uncomfortable

Bad
Unpleasant

Pornography
Gambling

Sex
Food

Drugs / Alcohol

Bandwidth of Positive Emotions Emotions like boredom, 
powerlessness, shame

Emotionally avoidant people become numb and detached from both good 
and bad feelings. True, they’ve avoided pain and negative emotion, but 
they’ve also diminished or extinguished their ability to feel positive 
emotions.



Contrast Helps Us Appreciate Differences through Comparisons
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Affect Regulation or Tension Reduction Model

Unpleasant Affective State

SHAME, ANXIETY, 
DEPRESSION

Action Tendency

AVOID / ESCAPE
DISSASOCIATE

Tension Reduction
Affect Regulation

GAMBLING IS USED TO 
SOOTHE TRANQUILIZE
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Affect Regulation, Mindfulness, and Problem Gambling
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Problem 

Gambling

Mindfulness

DepressionAnxiety Stress Impulsivity



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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Stress coping through letting go of the stories 
that give rise to stress and regulating 
breathing helps reduce stress



Mindfulness, Problem Gambling, and Stress
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Often gambles when

feeling distressed 

Persistent and recurring problematic

gambling behavior leading to clinically

significant impairment or distress…



Mindfulness and Stress
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Resources

Demands

Appraisal

Adaptive Coping

Maladaptive Coping

Unhealthy Stress Coping

Healthy Stress Coping



Mindfulness and Stress
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Resources

Demands

Adaptive Coping

Maladaptive Coping

Unhealthy Stress Coping

Healthy Stress Coping

Appraisal

Anxious Thoughts        Judging Thoughts

Catastrophizing       Jumping to Conclusions

Stories We Make Up

Mindfulness

A Thought is Just a Thought

Not a Fact Just Because we Think its True



Dr. Kelly McGonigal: Making Stress Your Friend
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Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?

Mindfulness and Problem Gambling ● 2021 Rory Reid, Ph.D., LCSW, ICGC-II

Reorganizing relationships with cravings; 
letting go of thoughts about cravings, being 
present in the body, curious about cravings, 
open, non-judgmental



Reorganizing Relationships with Cravings
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McDonaldsAd.wav


Reorganizing Relationships with Cravings
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“…acceptance was found to reduce the extent to 
which participants experienced loss of control when 
exposed to food cues. This finding is not only 
practically relevant, but interesting from a 
theoretical point of view as well. After all, 
acceptance requires one not to control cravings, 
which paradoxically leads to higher levels of 
perceived control.” 

Alberts, Mulkens, Smeets, & Thewissen (2010). Coping with food cravings. 

Investigating the potential of a mindfulness-based intervention. Appetite, 55, 160-163.



Dr. Hedy Kober, Yale University: Mindfulness and Urges, Cravings
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HedyMindfulness.mov
HedyMindfulness.mov


Reorganizing Relationships with Cravings
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▪ Addictive cravings are powerful and can be intense

▪ Patients often get into a tug-of-war with cravings

▪ Patients often give special status to cravings

▪ Patients have an adversarial relationship with cravings

Cravings Gambling Consequences

Reorganize relationship with craving to co-exist: Neither avoiding

nor indulging, just being present in a non-judgmental, curious manner.

Mindfulness may recruit brain religions not implicated in executive deficits



Numerous Studies Investigating Cravings and Mindfulness
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Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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Enhances ability to regulate attention, 
sustained focus on whatever is happening at 
the moment; letting go of distracting thoughts 
and refocusing attention again and again



Is Problem Gambling Really an Attentional Problem?

Inability to sustain attention and vigilance on the target stimuli, and 

inhibit focused attention to the distractor stimuli. 
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Gambling Disorder as an Attentional Problem



Problem Gambling: Attention Model of Addiction
Si

gn
al

 S
tr

en
gt

h

Attentive Condition
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Target Distractor

Work

Gambling

Gambling

Work

Inattentive Condition

Target Distractor

Self-regulation of attention so that it is 
maintained on immediate experience, thereby 
allowing for increased recognition of mental 
events in the present moment. 



Self-Regulating the Ability to Focus and Sustain Attention

What if mindfulness could help us focus attention on things 

that matter and disinhibit their attention from thoughts, 

feelings, or urges they may have to engage in problematic  

gambling behavior?
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Mindfulness and Attention: Self-Regulation of Attention
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Decreases the amount of time spent mind wandering and increasing the 
speed in which we return to being present and focusing our attention

Mind Wandering Notice Mind Wandering Time to Let Go Refocus Attention

Time Spent Being Inattentive Before Mindfulness

Time Spent Being Inattentive After Mindfulness



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?

Mindfulness and Problem Gambling ● 2021 Rory Reid, Ph.D., LCSW, ICGC-II

Reduces impulsivity through helping 
people be present with the space, 
increasing levels of self-control, and 
reducing the effect of emotional 
dysregulation on impulsive responses



Mindfulness and Impulsivity
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Impulsive

1. Negative Urgency

2. Positive Urgency

3. Sensation Seeking

4. Lack of Premeditation 

5. Lack of Perseverance

Impulsivity: tendency to act rashly without forethought…



Mindfulness and Impulsivity
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Negative Urgency: Tendency to act rashly in response to negative affective 

experiences or impulsivity when experiencing unpleasant emotions (e.g. feeling bad, 

upset, rejected etc…). A few items on this scale capture difficulty resisting cravings 

and feelings. 

Positive Urgency: Tendency to exhibit diminished control in the wake of positive 

emotions (e.g. excited, happy).

Sensation Seeking: Items on this subscale measure tendencies to engage in 

excitement-seeking, novelty, or thrilling experiences. Correlated with greater risk-

taking.



Mindfulness and Impulsivity
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Lack of Premeditation: Paucity of future directed thinking about consequences prior 

to making decisions leading to careless choices without purposefully thinking about 

the ramifications of decisions or weighing the advantages/disadvantages of their 

actions. 

Lack of Perseverance: A lack of diligence, persistence, and the ability to follow tasks 

through completion often manifest by tendencies to quit prematurely, become 

distracted, difficulties with task completion and are positively correlated with boredom 

proneness and procrastination.



Mindfulness and Impulsivity
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Clinical Levels of 
Impulsivity

Gamblers 48.8%
Hypersexuals 48.0%
Meth Abusers 44.4%

Those with addictions 

constitute a heterogeneous 

population!

SUGGESTS SUBTYPES



Mindfulness and Problem Gambling
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Between the stimulus and response there is a space…
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Between stimulus and response

there is a space. In that space 

is our power to choose our 

response. In our response lies 

our growth and our freedom.

—Dr. Rollo May (1963), 

Freedom and Responsibility Re-Examined



Mindfulness and Impulsivity
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Mindfulness helps us pay attention to, be present 
with, and connect with this “space”, and by being 
aware of the moment in a curious non-judgmental 
manner, we are more likely to respond in a healthy 
way to whatever stimuli's may arise. This is the anti-
thesis of responding impulsively where we react to a 
sudden urge or stimulus without forethought.  It’s 
helping us slow down and give pause!



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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1. Increases tolerance for uncomfortable feelings;  learning to be 
present, curious, open, and non-judgmental of emotions

2. Stress coping through letting go of the stories that give rise to 
stress and regulating breathing helps reduce stress

3. Reorganizing relationships with cravings; letting go of thoughts 
about cravings, being present in the body, curious about cravings, 
open, non-judgmental

Summary Review



Mechanisms of Action: How Does Mindfulness Exert an Effect on Problem Gambling?
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4. Enhances ability to regulate attention, sustained focus on 
whatever is happening at the moment; letting go of distracting 
thoughts and refocusing attention again and again

5. Reduces impulsivity through helping people be present with the 
“space”, increasing levels of self-control, and reducing the effect 
of emotional dysregulation on impulsive responses



Mindfulness Processes
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Mindfulness Processes
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Being aware of mind wandering: This is the practice of being attentive, 

alert, and aware of moments when your thoughts wander from the target 

stimuli (e.g. breathing). The more we practice being aware, the better we 

become in being aware sooner when thoughts wander and thus we are able 

to intervene in a more timely fashion. This reduces the amount of time 

spend being unaware and entertaining wandering thoughts. The moment we 

become aware of wandering thoughts is a mindful moment. 



Mindfulness Processes
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Noticing where the mind has wandered: Mind wandering can involve a variety 

of thoughts including planning thoughts, worrying thoughts, temptations, judging 

thoughts, making up stories in our minds, daydreaming, self-critical thoughts, 

etc… The practice of “noting” involves simply noticing where our mind has 

wandered. We don’t judge mind wandering, it is neither good nor bad. We 

simply just note the process with openness and curiosity.



Mindfulness Processes
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Letting go of tangential thoughts: Once we note where the mind has 

wandered, we let go of the wandering thoughts whatever they may be. This 

practice of letting go is important, especially when our wandering thoughts might 

lure us to follow them, or make up narratives about them. We must remember, 

that mind wandering is the antithesis of being mindful. The more we practice 

letting go and refocusing our attention, the more proficient we will become in our 

ability to “let go” in real world situations. 



Mindfulness Processes

Mindfulness and Problem Gambling ● 2021 Rory Reid, Ph.D., LCSW, ICGC-II

Refocusing attention: This is the process of refocusing our attention on 

being present, moment by moment, and sustaining our attention on 

whatever target stimuli we have chosen. It is this practice of refocusing that 

we do again, and again throughout the process of being mindful. 



Helping Patients Adopt a Spirit of Mindfulness
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Helping Patients Adopt a Spirit of Mindfulness
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Mindfulness and Problem Gambling
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Mindfulness Awareness Research Center
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