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Behavioral Addictions Debut in Proposed DSM-V
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such as psychiatrist Victor Hesselbrock of the
University of Connecticut, Farmington, have
qualms about the direction DSM is moving.
Hesselbrock believes behavioral addictions
are dicey territory and prefers to limit the
term “addiction” to substances, which are
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to fusing all drinking problems into “alcohol
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and motivation. Differences may reflect the toxic effects of cocaine exposure.
will fit a lot of people but not so well.”
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In psychiatry, the only disorders that have been
considered addictions are those involving alcohol or other drugs. Now, proposed revisions for
the American Psychiatric Association’s (APA’s)
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM) include for the first time
“behavioral addictions”—a change some say is
long overdue and others say is still premature
(Science, 12 February, p. 770).
So far, only one behavior has made the cut:
gambling, which under the new proposal
would join substance-use disorders as a fullfledged addiction. DSM has recognized
pathological gambling for decades, but it has
been consigned to a grab bag of “impulse control disorders not otherwise specified” along
with kleptomania, hair-pulling, and fire-setting.
Many scientists have long believed that compulsive gamblers closely resemble alcoholics,
not only from the outside—destroying jobs,
finances, and relationships in pursuit of their
obsession—but, increasingly, on the inside as
well. Brain imaging and neurochemical tests
have made a “pretty strong case that [gambling] activates the reward system in much the
same way that a drug does,” says psychiatrist
Charles O’Brien of the University of Pennsylvania and chair of the addictions work group
for DSM-V. Gamblers report craving and
highs in response to their stimulus of choice;
gambling also runs along with other addictions in the same families.
Psychologist Gerhard Meyer of the University of Bremen in Germany says he’s been arguing since 1982 that pathological gambling
should be classified as a behavioral addiction.
Research by his group has shown that problem
casino gamblers show increases in heart rate
and salivary stress hormones as well as blood
levels of norepinephrine compared with non-

–CONSTANCE HOLDEN

www.sciencemag.org

SCIENCE

VOL 327

Published by AAAS

19 FEBRUARY 2010

935

