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Abstract
Alexithymia, difficulties in emotion regulation, and negative affect play an important role 
in adolescents who present pathological gambling. Therefore, the objectives of the pre-
sent study were, firstly, to analyze the differences between alexithymia, difficulties in emo-
tion regulation, and positive and negative affect in adolescents with and without risk of 
gambling problems. Secondly, the relationships between all the variables of the study in 
adolescents with and without risk of problem gambling were analyzed separately. Thirdly, 
we analyzed the mediating role of positive and negative affect in the relationship between 
alexithymia and dysfunctional emotion regulation strategies (ERS) in adolescents at risk of 
gambling problems. The sample was composed of 206 adolescents with ages ranging from 
12 to 18 years (M = 15.52; SD = 1.43). They were divided into two groups according to the 
score obtained in the South Oaks Gambling Screen-Revised for Adolescents (SOGS-RA). 
Thus, 84 were included in the group without risk of gambling problems and 122 in the 
group at risk of gambling problems. The results obtained revealed higher scores in nega-
tive affect and pathological gambling in the group at risk of gambling problems. Likewise, 
positive relationships between alexithymia, maladaptive emotion regulation strategies 
(MERS), and affect were found. Mediation analyses showed that difficulties in identifying 
feelings were indirectly related to greater use of dysfunctional ERS through their relation-
ship with negative affect in at-risk gamblers.

Keywords  Alexithymia · Emotion regulation · Affect · Pathological gambling · 
Adolescents

Introduction

Gambling disorder, which has been included as an addictive disorder in the last DSM edi-
tion (APA, 2013), consists of persistent and recurrent gambling behavior despite its nega-
tive consequences. Gambling has become one of the most frequent addictive behaviors in 
adolescents and young adults (Secades-Villa et al., 2016). This may be due to the growing 
availability and accessibility of gambling, which may result in an increasing prevalence 
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of gambling problems (González-Roz et al., 2017; Secades-Villa et al., 2014). A system-
atic review made by Calado et al. (2017) shows that 0.2%–12.3% of adolescents fulfill the 
criteria for problem gambling. It is known that many adults who present a gambling disor-
der start their risky gambling behavior during adolescence (Garrido et al., 2017; Sharman 
et al., 2019; Volberg et al., 2010). Moreover, an early start in gambling behavior is associ-
ated with greater severity in later stages of life (Jiménez-Murcia et al., 2010; Kang et al., 
2019; Lamas et al., 2018).

Emotion regulation has been shown to be a central transdiagnostic factor associated with 
the etiology and maintenance of several psychological and addictive disorders, including 
gambling disorder (Jauregui et al., 2016; Sancho et al., 2019). Emotion regulation refers to 
a group of processes through which individuals influence and control their emotional states 
(McRae & Gross, 2020), allowing them to detect which emotions they feel, when they 
feel them, and how they experience and express them (Gross, 2002). In this sense, Shead 
et al. (2008) highlight that gambling disorder is directly related to the expectation of alter-
ing one’s mood, that is, alleviating negative affective states and achieving positive affect. 
Khantzian (1985) also formulated the self-medication theory, which holds that addic-
tive behaviors are a means for alleviating negative affective states. In fact, Orlowski et al. 
(2019) found that a lack of the capacity for tolerating negative emotions is an important 
risk factor for developing problematic and pathological gambling behaviors, whereas non-
problem gamblers showed greater use of acceptance strategies. In the same vein, authors 
such as Jauregui et al. (2016) observed that pathological gamblers showed greater emotion 
regulation difficulties in comparison with non-gamblers. Difficulties in emotion regulation 
predict gambling behavior and its severity (Rogier y Velotti, 2018). There are fewer studies 
conducted with adolescents, but they show similar results (Estévez et al., 2020; Marchica 
et al., 2019). Jara-Rizzo et al. (2019) also emphasize the importance of emotion regulation 
processes in the cognitive and behavioral manifestations of gambling behavior.

In the same line, authors such as Sheppes et al. (2015) have attempted to conceptual-
ize the emotion regulation processes that underlie the gambling disorder, considering this 
process as the result of three main stages, starting with identification. This stage consists of 
the capacity of adequately representing an emotional state and rating the need for regulat-
ing it or not. Additionally, Rogier and Velotti (2018) suggest that individuals with problem-
gambling show potential failures in the identification stage due to a deficit in emotional 
awareness, difficulties in accepting affective states, and personality traits such as alexithy-
mia. Alexithymia is characterized by a scarce capacity of analyzing, describing, identify-
ing, and differentiating one’s own and others’ emotional states (Brewer et al., 2016; Kan-
dri et al., 2014). In this sense, Di Trani et al. (2017) point out that pathological gambling 
behaviors may act as external regulators of undifferentiated inner emotional states. Concur-
rently, although few studies analyze the relationship between alexithymia and gambling in 
adolescence, previous evidence shows that alexithymic traits may be associated with prob-
lematic gambling behavior and sensation-seeking, as well as with an increase in the sever-
ity of gambling symptoms, both in clinical and community samples (Marchetti et al., 2019; 
Morie et al., 2016; Sideli et al., 2018; Terrone et al., 2018). Moreover, Elmas et al. (2017) 
found that both alexithymia and difficulties in emotion regulation predicted gambling dis-
order and that individuals with higher scores in alexithymia may have a greater tendency to 
present addictive behavior through emotion dysregulation processes.

Likewise, recent studies conducted by Lyvers et  al. (2017) found that expectations of 
regulating negative emotional states fully mediated the relationship between alexithymia 
and negative emotions, which may also be associated with deficits in emotion regulation. 
Moreover, Bradizza et  al. (2018) highlighted that individuals who report greater alcohol 
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abuse showed greater emotion regulation difficulties, had a greater tendency to use addic-
tive behavior as a response to negative emotional states, and showed less attention and 
awareness to their own emotions. There is less research on gambling, but existing evidence 
indicates that gambling may also be related to the avoidance of negative emotional states 
and to maintaining positive emotional states (Blain et  al., 2015). Nevertheless, negative 
urgency may play an important role in externalizing disorders such as gambling disorder 
(Johnson et al., 2017) and may be one of the strongest indicators of the psychopatholog-
ical state among gamblers (Billieux et  al., 2012). In the same line, Rogier et  al. (2018) 
observed that gambling severity is associated with emotional suppression, which may also 
be related to negative urgency. Recent studies also reveal the neurobiological roots of nega-
tive urgency in basic processes of emotion regulation (Chester et al., 2016; Ruiz de Lara 
et al., 2018).

Despite the apparent relationship of the mentioned variables, there are few studies to 
date that have studied them concurrently in adolescent gamblers. Moreover, previous stud-
ies show that the relationship between gambling disorder and emotion regulation may be 
different in different samples of adolescents and young adults. Some studies have shown 
that gambling severity and emotion regulation may be related in clinical samples of indi-
viduals diagnosed with gambling disorder but not in community samples, whereas other 
studies do find this relationship in this type of samples (Estévez et al., , 2014, 2020). There-
fore, more research is needed to clarify the role of emotion regulation as a function of the 
gambling profile (Jara-Rizzo et al., 2019). In the case of alexithymia, there is also a lack of 
studies analyzing different types of gambling profiles.

Therefore, the aims of this study were, first, to explore the differences among alexithy-
mia, maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (MERS), and positive and negative affect 
among gamblers with and without problematic gambling behavior; second, to analyze 
the relationship among alexithymia, MERS, and positive and negative affect separately 
between both groups; and third, to study the mediating role of positive and negative affect 
in the relationship between alexithymia and MERS.

Method

Participants

A total sample of 206 adolescents (32% female) with an age range of 12–18 (M = 15.52, 
SD = 1.43) participated in this study. The sample was comprised of 96.5% of students, 2% 
of workers, and 1.5% who both studied and worked. Regarding the students, 41.5% were 
primary school students, and 49% were high school students, and the rest were university 
or professional career students (8.5%) or school drop-outs (1%).

This sample was divided into two groups (with and without at-risk gambling profiles).
The group of gamblers without at-risk gambling profile (84 participants) comprised a 
97.4% of students, a 1.3% of workers, and a 1.3% who were both workers and students. 
Among the students, 46.1% and 47.4%, respectively, were high school and primary school 
students, and only 1.3% and 5.1% were university and professional career students.

The group of participants who were at probable risk of gambling activity (122 partic-
ipants) comprised a 96.5% of students, a 2.9% of workers, and a 0.9% of both students 
and workers. Among the students, 50.5% were high school students, 37.4% were primary 
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school students, 9.6% were professional career students, 0.9% were university students, and 
1.7% were drop-outs.

Those with a total score of zero in the SOGS-RA were excluded from this study´s analyses.

Measures

Gambling Disorder

The South Oaks Gambling Screen-Revised for Adolescents (SOGS-RA; Winters et  al., 
1993), adapted to Spanish by Secades and Villa (1998), was used. The instrument is com-
posed of 12 items that describe gambling behaviors during the last 12 months. All the items 
have dichotomous answers (yes/no), except for Item 1, which has four possible responses. 
The interpretation of the scores is as follows: 0–1 (non-problem gambling), 2–3 (at-risk 
gambler [ARG]), and 4 and above (problem gambling). The criteria used by the SOGS-
RA to detect gambling problems are similar to the SOGS designed for adults (Lesieur & 
Blume, 1987), but the at-risk category combines current symptoms with symptoms that 
indicate the development of a subsequent gambling problem. The original instrument has 
adequate psychometric properties (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.81). In the present study, Cron-
bach’s alpha was 0.76.

Alexithymia

The Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20 (TAS-20; Bagby et  al., 1994a, b), adapted to Spanish 
by Martínez-Sánchez (1996), was used. This scale measures alexithymia through 20 items 
rated on a 6-point Likert response format ranging from 0 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly 
agree). The original scale is composed of three factors. Based on previous literature, in 
this study, we only used the DIF factor, which refers to problems identifying emotions and 
confusing them with physical symptoms. The global scale has shown good internal consist-
ency (α = 0.83 for the original scale and α = 0.81 for the Spanish adaptation), and the DIF 
subscale had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.78. In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.87 
for the global scale, and 0.86 for the DIF subscale.

Emotion Regulation

The Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ; Garnefski et  al., 2001), 
adapted to Spanish by Domínguez-Sánchez et al. (2013), was used. The CERQ assesses 
the extent to which nine emotion regulation strategies (ERS) are employed to cope 
with negative life events. The questionnaire consists of 27 items rated on a 5-point 
Likert response ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). The nine strate-
gies are grouped into two different factors. The first factor refers to emotional well-
being and adaptive behaviors (i.e., putting into perspective, positive refocusing, posi-
tive reappraisal, acceptance, and refocusing on planning). The second factor includes 
maladaptive strategies associated with distress and psychopathological disorders (i.e., 
self-blame, other-blame, rumination, and catastrophizing). Self-blame refers to thoughts 
putting the blame for what you have experienced on yourself; (2)  other-blame  refers 
to thoughts of putting the blame for what you have experienced on the environment 
or another person; (3) rumination consists of obsessively focusing on the feelings and 
thoughts associated with a negative event; (4) catastrophizing refers to emphasizing and 
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overestimating the negative experience or its consequences; (5)  putting into perspec-
tive consists of thoughts brushing aside the seriousness of the event or considering its 
relativity when compared to other events; (6)  positive refocusing  refers to redirecting 
attention to joyful or pleasant themes; (7) positive reappraisal  refers to reinterpreting 
the event in positive terms of personal growth; (8)  acceptance  includes thoughts of 
nonjudgmental resignation; and (9) refocusing on planning refers to thinking about the 
steps that should be taken to handle the situation resulting from the event. The origi-
nal instrument presents adequate psychometric properties (α = 0.92 for the global scale, 
and α = 0.89 and 0.82 for the adaptive ERS and MERS subscales, respectively). In this 
study, Cronbach’s alpha of the global scale was 0.84, while the respective subscales pre-
sented Cronbach’s alphas of 0.73 and 0.81.

Positive and Negative Mood

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988), adapted to Span-
ish by Sandín et al. (1999), was used. The instrument consists of 20 words that describe 
emotions and feelings grouped into two categories: positive affect and negative affect. Each 
of these categories contains 10 items. Respondents indicate on a 5-point Likert response 
scale whether they are experiencing these emotions now or in the last two weeks (1 = not 
at all/very slightly, 5 = very much). Scores on each subscale range from 10 to 50 points, 
with higher scores indicating more affect. Both subscales show high internal consistency 
(α = 0.85 and 0.89, respectively, for Positive and Negative Affect). In the current study, the 
Positive and Negative Affect subscales showed alphas of 0.84 and 0.85, respectively.

Procedure

Clinical and non-clinical samples were collected. The non-clinical sample was obtained 
through educational institutions of the Basque Country (northern Spain) and other nearby 
educational institutions, using convenience sampling.. An email was sent to the educational 
institutions that were likely to have adolescent and/or young adult students. In total, 545 
school directors were contacted, of whom 18 directors responded and 10 agreed to partici-
pate. On the other hand, the clinical sample was recruited from gambling disorder treat-
ment centers. The institutions participating in the study received feedback on the results of 
the research. This sample was divided into two groups (with and without at-risk gambling 
profiles) as a function of their total score on the SOGS-RA. The group of gamblers without 
at-risk gambling profile included those who had engaged in at least one gambling activity 
in the last year (a SOGS-RA score of 1). The second included those who were at probable 
risk of gambling activity (SOGS-RA score of 2 or more).

All participants were informed about the study and gave informed consent. Parental 
consent was requested for minors. Participation was voluntary, and confidentiality and ano-
nymity were guaranteed. Participants did not receive any reward for collaborating in the 
study. Participants completed the questionnaire in online or offline versions. The question-
naire included general information about the main goals of the study, informing that there 
were no right or wrong answers and that participants could email the research team if they 
required further information about the study. The Institutional Review Board of the first 
author’s university approved the study.
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Statistical Analyses

Behavioral Measures and Mediation Analysis

To perform the parallel mediation analysis among our variables of interest, we first car-
ried out Spearman’s two-tailed correlations with SPSS. To complement the above analy-
ses, we tested whether the relationship between higher difficulties to identify feelings 
(DIF; X) and higher use of MERS (Y) was mediated by negative (M1) or/and positive 
(M2) affect, using parallel mediation analysis (PROCESS macro v3.5 by Hayes) imple-
mented in SPSS (v26; IBM, Chicago, IL, USA). This mediation analysis tested whether 
DIF predicted the negative/positive affect (path a1 and a2, respectively); whether neg-
ative/positive affect predicted MERS (path b1 and b2, respectively); and whether DIF 
predicted MERS (path c). In parallel mediation, two variables (M1 and M2) were pro-
posed to mediate the association between X and Y; thus, two indirect effects (a1b1 and 
a2b2) will be explored. Next, this model tested the direct effects of DIF on MERS (path 
c’). Age and sex were included as covariates of no interest in the mediation analyses 
performed for both groups. A 95% bias-corrected confidence interval based on 5000 
samples was calculated. In the ARG, we also controlled for the SOGS total score of the 
at-risk participants.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

The study groups were matched in age and sex. The clinical and sociodemographic 
characteristics of the sample are detailed in Table 1. Correlational analyses were also 
conducted between the variables of interest before testing our mediational hypotheses in 
each group separately (see Tables 2 and 3).

Table 1   Demographics and clinical characteristics of the groups

a Independent samples t-tests were used to asses for between-groups differences in all cases, except for sex 
where chi-square tests were employed
b Non-problematic gambling group only included those with a total score of 1 in the SOGS questionnaire. 
Abbreviations: ERS, emotion regulation strategies

At-risk problem gam-
bling (N = 122)
Mean (SD)

Non-problematic 
gambling (N = 84)
Mean (SD)

Statistica p value

Age 15.68 (1.51) 15.29 (1.28) 1.948 .053
Sex (females) 41 (33.6%) 25 (29.8%) .275 .600
Alexithymia-Difficulty identi-

fying feelings (DIF)
17.05 (6.17) 16.24 (6.59) 1.043 .298

Positive affect 27.92 (7.81) 27.84 (7.00) .074 .941
Negative affect 21.46 (7.02) 19.31 (6.55) 2.512 .013
Maladaptive ERS 20.26 (6.43) 19.15 (6.14) 1.236 .218
SOGS-RA (Total score) 4.24 (2.46) 1 (0)b 14.369 .000
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Parallel Mediation Analyses

The results obtained for ARG are depicted in Fig.  1. Results of adolescents without 
problematic gambling are not depicted, as there were no statistically significant indirect 
effects in the mediation analysis.

Table 2   Correlation matrix with 
data of the problematic gambling 
group (SOGS ≥ 2)

**Correlation is significant at p < .01 (bilateral)

1 2 3

1. Maladaptive ERS
2. Alexithymia-Difficulty identifying 

feelings (DIF)
.330**

3. Negative affect .389** 292.**
4. Positive affect .235** .170 .320**

Table 3   Correlation matrix with 
data of the non-problematic 
gambling group (SOGS = 1)

**Correlation is significant at p < 0.01 (bilateral)
* Correlation is significant at p < 0.05 (bilateral)

1 2 3

1. Maladaptive ERS
2. Alexithymia-Difficulty identifying 

feelings (DIF)
.397**

3. Negative affect .243* .377**
4. Positive affect .149 .041 .237*

Fig. 1   Parallel mediation analysis conducted in PROCESS v3.5 by entering two mediating variables. This 
mediation model corresponds to the 4th model in Preacher & Hayes (2008). Note: Both Beta coefficient val-
ues and 95% bootstrapping confident intervals are shown for each path
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Results from the parallel mediation analysis in the ARG group showed that greater dif-
ficulties to identify feelings (DIF) were indirectly related to higher use of MERS through 
its relationship with the Negative Affect subscale of the PANAS, but not with the Positive 
Affect subscale. First, as seen in Fig. 1, individuals with higher DIF showed higher Nega-
tive Affect (a1 = 0.395, CI [0.188; 0.601]) and higher Positive Affect (a2 = 0.311, CI [0.063; 
0.559]). Secondly, higher Negative Affect was related to more use of MERS (b1 = 0.266, 
CI [0.001; 0.452]), whereas higher Positive Affect was not significantly related to MERS 
(b2 = 0.128, CI [-0.027; 0.283]). A 95% bias-corrected confidence interval based on 5000 
samples indicated that the indirect effect through Negative Affect (DIF → Negative Affect 
→ MERS; a1b1 = 0.089), holding Positive Affect constant, was significant [0.006; 0.188] as 
the confidence intervals did not include zero. Conversely, the indirect effect through Posi-
tive Affect (DIF → Positive affect → MERS; a2b2 = 0.040) was not significant (CI [-0.007; 
0.109]). In other words, individuals with higher difficulties identifying feelings employ 
more MERS when they feel negative affect, but not when they feel positive affect. Fur-
thermore, regarding the direct effect, higher DIF was associated with MERS when taking 
into account DIF´s indirect effect through the positive and negative dimensions of affect 
(c´ = 0.304, CI [0.114; 0.494]).

Discussion

This study’s first aim was to analyze the differences in MERS, alexithymia, and negative 
and positive affect among adolescents balanced for gender and sex, with and without risky 
gambling behavior. According to the results, the differences were significant in negative 
affect and gambling severity. These results follow the line of those obtained by Källmén 
et al. (2008), who found that problem gamblers had a greater tendency to show depressive 
mood in comparison with non-gamblers. Bonnaire et  al. (2017) also found higher levels 
of depression in pathological gamblers when compared with non-pathological gamblers, 
whereas Maniaci et al. (2017) found a greater tendency to show negative emotional states 
such as anger. Nevertheless, another study, conducted by Suen et al. (2017), found signifi-
cant differences between non-problem and problem gamblers in variables such as impulsiv-
ity and risk-tolerance, whereas Jara-Rizzo et al. (2019) highlighted the potential relation-
ship between affect-mediated impulsivity and gambling-related cognitions in gamblers. In 
the same line, other studies have found greater levels of alexithymia in university students 
with problem gambling behavior in comparison with non-problem gamblers (Parker et al., 
2005). Moreover, individuals with gambling disorder use MERS more frequently to control 
negative emotional states than do individuals without gambling disorder (Estévez et  al., 
2020; Navas et al., 2016). The results of this study interesting because most previous stud-
ies do not analyze the specific differences among clinical and community samples (Jara-
Rizzo et al., 2019; Källmén et al., 2008). Additionally, previous studies comparing clini-
cal and community samples have presented the limitation of age range variability between 
problem and non-problem gamblers (Estevez et  al., 2020). Clinical samples, on average, 
tend to be older because, despite early initiation of gambling behavior, even five years may 
go by until the behavior becomes problematic (López-Torres et al., 2020). Young people 
especially tend to need more time until they request treatment (Messerlian et  al., 2005; 
Petry, 2002; Sharman et al., 2019). Moreover, several previous studies have samples com-
posed mostly of men, whereas our study balanced the results by gender (McCarthy et al., 
2018; Ronzitti et  al., 2016). This difference is relevant, as women may show a different 
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gambling profile from men, with higher levels of depression, negative affect, and a greater 
tendency to use gambling as a way of regulating emotions (Baggio et al., 2018; Carneiro 
et al., 2020; Merkouris et al., 2016). Nevertheless, most studies comprising women have 
included older women, who may start gambling after presenting emotional disorders such 
as depression, whereas our study included younger women, who may show a different pro-
file from older women (Granero et al., 2018).

The second aim of the study was to analyze the relationship between the studied vari-
ables separately, as a function of the presence of problematic gambling behavior. Results 
showed that MERS were related to negative and positive affect in the ARG group, whereas 
positive affect was not related in the group without gambling problems. This agrees with 
previous studies in which gambling disorder was related to difficulties in emotion regula-
tion, sensation-seeking, and negative emotional states such as depression and anxiety (Tar-
rega et  al., 2015; Torrado et  al., 2020). Regarding positive affect, the identification and 
regulation of positive affect may be relevant in problematic gambling behavior, as it has 
been suggested that difficulties to manage positive affect may involve difficulties to stop 
gambling behavior in individuals with problem gambling (Marchica et  al., 2020; Rogier 
et al., 2020). Regarding negative affect, young people tend to gamble as a means to relieve 
negative emotions (Marchica et al., 2020). That is, gambling may be a dysfunctional way 
of regulating affect, increasing positive affect or suppressing negative affect (Hudson et al., 
2013). Therefore, negative emotional states may favor the initiation and maintenance of 
problem gambling and are related to more stable and severe gambling behaviors (Atkinson 
et al., 2012; Wong et al., 2018) with more relapses (Daughters et al., 2005). However, other 
studies have suggested that not negative affect but the desire to gamble is what predicts 
gambling behavior (Quilty et al., 2017). In this line, it has been highlighted that adoles-
cents’ difficulties in emotion regulation are related to difficulties to control their behavior 
when experiencing negative emotional states, and may thus promote gambling problems 
(Ciccarelli et al., 2020). Moreover, it has recently been found that individuals with a gam-
bling disorder expressed less implicit emotions, such as anger and anxiety, and expressed 
more explicit emotions than non-gamblers (Guerrero-Vaca et al., 2020). They also showed 
a higher degree of anger and difficulties in emotional processing (Maniaci et  al., 2017). 
The results of Maniaci et  al. (2017) also highlight that difficulties in emotion identifica-
tion were related to negative affect and MERS in both groups. These results agree with 
those of DiTrani et al. (2017), who suggested that the lack of identification and differen-
tiation of inner emotional events may be related to problem gambling. Other studies also 
suggest that difficulties to stop gambling behavior may be related to alexithymia, which 
promotes loss-chasing behavior as a consequence of the incapacity to process the nega-
tive emotional consequences of such losses (Bibby, 2016). This author also suggested that 
gamblers with high levels of alexithymia may misinterpret or ignore the negative emotions 
associated with losses. Another result of our study is the relationship of alexithymia with 
MERS and negative affect. Previous studies have found that alexithymia may favor the use 
of dysfunctional emotion regulation as a way of increasing emotional arousal and avoiding 
negative emotions (Marchetti et  al., 2019). Therefore, greater levels of alexithymia have 
been related to greater severity and intensity of gambling behavior (Bonnaire et al., 2017; 
Maniaci et al., 2017). Nevertheless, few previous studies have analyzed this relationship in 
samples of adolescents with and without problematic gambling.

Finally, the third aim of this study included the analysis of the mediating role of 
positive and negative affect in the relationship between alexithymia and MERS in the 
ARG group, finding that negative affect mediated the relationship between difficulties 
to identify emotions and the use of MERS in this group but not in the non-problematic 
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gambling group. These results agree with previous studies that show that negative affect 
mediated between alexithymia and the increase of the severity of gambling disorder 
(Nöel et al., 2018), between gambling-related cognitions and gambling severity (Wong 
et  al., 2018), and between reward-related responses and gambling severity (Atkinson 
et al., 2012). Moreover, these results verify the postulates of Rogier and Velotti (2018), 
who highlighted that identification of emotions is a relevant component that precedes 
the emotion regulation process, and therefore, emotional states that are difficult to man-
age may be implicated in the development, maintenance, and severity of gambling dis-
order. Furthermore, the need for recognizing one’s emotional states has been pointed 
out as necessary for effective, correct emotion-regulation processes (Weis et al., 2015). 
That is, emotional awareness and identification and understanding may be pre-requi-
sites for the capacity to manage and regulate emotions adequately (Boden & Thompson, 
2015). In this regard, a study conducted with adolescents showed that greater emotional 
awareness was associated with a better emotion-regulation process (Riley et al., 2019). 
In other behavioral addictions such as gaming addiction, previous studies also indicate 
that regular gamers obtain higher scores in alexithymic traits, as well as showing more 
difficulties to express emotions than irregular gamers (Gaetan et al., 2016). In the same 
way, higher scores in alexithymia have been related to emotional dysregulation, greater 
dependency severity, and a decreased capacity to remain abstinent in individuals with 
alcohol use disorder (Ghorbani et  al., 2017; Stasiewicz et  al., 2012). Therefore, these 
studies support the role of identification of emotions as a precursor of the use of MERS, 
which would be directly related to gambling behavior, and they verify previous theoreti-
cal postulates about the relationship between gambling disorder and emotion regulation 
(Ciccarelli et al., 2020; Jara-Rizzo et al., 2019; Schreiber et al., 2012; Williams et al., 
2012). Moreover, these results were confirmed in an adolescent ARG group, in con-
trast with a non-problematic gambling group, which highlights the importance of these 
results for the understanding of gambling behavior in adolescents and young adults.

This study presents some limitations. First, it is a cross-sectional study, so causal 
relationships cannot be established. Additionally, SOGS-RA (Winters et al., 1993) is a 
screening instrument, so the results of this study might be different if clinical diagnoses 
were employed. Moreover, this study focuses on adolescents and young adults, so the 
results could be different in adult samples. Finally, this study focused on MERS based 
on previous theoretical and empirical postulates (Di Trani et al., 2017; Rogier & Velotti, 
2018) but it would be interesting to conduct further studies analyzing more variables 
related to the presence of adaptive ERS that may be relevant in other gambling-related 
processes (Navas et al., 2016).

As a conclusion, this study highlights the importance of understanding alexithy-
mia and emotion regulation processes in individuals with at-risk gambling, in which a 
relationship between difficulties to identify emotions, negative affect, and MERS was 
found. According to these results, the acquisition of adequate emotion identification 
skills, especially negative emotions, may be relevant to avoid the use of MERS that 
may promote problematic gambling behaviors. These results are of interest for clinical 
interventions, as they increase our comprehension of the processes underlying gambling 
behavior and specify which variables should be addressed. These results may also be of 
interest for developing prevention programs that focus on better emotion identification 
and management.
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