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Abstract
The Iowa Gambling Task (IGT) is sensitive to decision making impairments in several clinical
groups with frontal impairment. However the complexity of the IGT, particularly in terms of its
learning requirements, makes it difficult to know whether disadvantageous (risky) selections in
this task reflect deliberate risk taking or a failure to recognise risk. To determine whether
propensity for risk taking contributes to IGT performance, we correlated IGT selections with a
measure of propensity for risk taking from the Balloon Analogue Risk Task (BART), taking into
account potential moderating effects of IGT learning requirements, and trait impulsivity, which is
associated with learning difficulties. We found that IGT and BART performance were related, but
only in the later stages of the IGT, and only in participants with low trait impulsivity. This finding
suggests that IGT performance may reflect different underlying processes in individuals with low
and high trait impulsivity. In individuals with low trait impulsivity, it appears that risky selections
in the IGT reflect in part, propensity for risk seeking, but only after the development of explicit
knowledge of IGT risks after a period of learning.
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1. Introduction
The Iowa Gambling Task (IGT) is widely used to study decision making under risk and
uncertainty and is a sensitive tool for detecting frontal dysfunction in several psychiatric
populations (e.g. substance dependence, ADHD, pathological gambling) (e.g. Bechara &
Damasio, 2002; Goudriaan, Oosterlaan, de Beurs, & van den Brink, 2006; Malloy-Diniz,
Fuentes, Leite, Correa, & Bechara, 2007; Stout, Busemeyer, Lin, Grant, & Bonson, 2004;
Stout, Rock, Campbell, Busemeyer, & Finn, 2005). Although the IGT's sensitivity for
detecting decision-making impairment is well established, recent studies have highlighted
the complexity of this task and the challenges this poses for understanding what functions
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(or dysfunctions) it measures (Brand, Recknor, Grabenhorst, & Bechara, 2007; Buelow &
Suhr, 2009; D.B. Dunn, Dalgleish, & Lawrence, 2006).

For example, the results of a recent study suggests that risk taking in the early and later
stages of the IGT need to be considered separately (Brand, et al., 2007). This study found
that a person's propensity for risk taking, as measured by the Game of Dice Task (where
risks are explicit) (Brand, et al., 2005), was related to later IGT selections, but not earlier
IGT selections. This suggests that in the earlier stages of the IGT, when players have little
explicit knowledge about IGT alternatives, risk taking is not a deliberate act, but rather,
reflects a failure to recognise risk. As the task progresses however, players presumably
develop explicit knowledge of the risk profile across IGT alternatives. At this stage of the
task, the player is able to express their propensity for risk taking, either by continued ‘risky’
choices (despite knowing risks), or by safer choice behaviour, which reveals their avoidance
of risk.

In contrast to the IGT, where players cannot express their risk propensity until they have
learned the risks, the Balloon Analogue Risk Task (BART) (Lejuez, et al., 2002) is designed
so that players are able to express their risk propensity from the beginning of the task. This
may account for why three previous studies have found no association between the tasks
(Aklin, Lejuez, Zvolensky, Kahler, & Gwadz, 2005; Bishara, et al., 2009; Lejuez, Aklin,
Jones, et al., 2003), despite the fact that each task is separately related to drug abuse and
other risk taking behaviours (Lejuez, Aklin, Jones, et al., 2003; Lejuez, Aklin, Zvolensky, &
Pedulla, 2003; Stout, et al., 2004; Stout, et al., 2005). Perhaps if these studies had separated
IGT selections into early (pre-learning) and later (post-learning) stages of the task, later IGT
selections would have been associated with BART performance. For such a relationship to
emerge however, a player's ability to learn IGT risks should be taken into account,
especially since there is evidence of heterogeneity in the ability of some groups to learn
about risk in decision making from their experience (Stout, et al., 2005).

Trait impulsivity, measured in its narrow form using questionnaires such as the Eysenck I7
and Barratt Impulsiveness Scale1, is associated with learning difficulties in problem solving
situations (McMurran, Blair, & Egan, 2002) and increased risk taking in situations where
learning is required (e.g. IGT) (Franken, van Strien, Nijs, & Muris, 2008;Sweitzer, Allen, &
Kaut, 2008). This is important, because past studies that have attempted to link the IGT and
BART have focussed on samples with high trait impulsivity such as substance abusers, who
are known to have problems learning from experience about risk (Stout, et al., 2005). In an
impulsive sample, inefficient learning in the IGT may mean that IGT performance, even in
the later stages of the task, reflects unintentional risk taking rather than deliberate risk
taking. Thus, it may be premature to conclude that IGT and BART are generally unrelated
until the BART is compared to the most relevant stage of the IGT, and relevant individual
differences such as impulsivity have been taken into account.

Thus, the aim of this study was to re-examine the association between IGT and BART, by
correlating IGT and BART performance in early and later stages of the IGT separately. We
also correlated IGT and BART performance from early and late stages of the IGT in groups
with low and high trait impulsivity separately. We hypothesised that IGT and BART
performance would be associated in the later stages of the IGT, but only in individuals with
low trait impulsivity, reflecting their ability to learn IGT risks and therefore express their
propensity for risk taking following a period of learning.

1These self-report questionnaires measure the tendency of individuals to consider negative consequences before acting (Miller,
Joseph, & Tudway, 2004).
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2. Method
2.1 Participants and procedure

Ninety eight young adults participated (52 females), ranging in age from 16 to 25 years
(Table 1). We recruited participants from the local area surrounding Indiana University.
Minor participants (<18) brought a consent form signed by a parent/guardian in addition to
signing an assent form themselves. Inclusion criteria for participation were: 1) reporting no
alcohol or substance use for at least 12 hours prior to the experiment, 2) reporting a regular
night's sleep on the previous night (e.g. no night shift work), and 3) showing no signs of an
extreme negative mood state, stress, or fatigue.

Participants completed a demographic questionnaire and a battery of personality, substance
use, and computerised cognitive assessments. This study reports data from a subset of these
measures described below.

2.2 Materials and participant characterisation
2.2.1 Impulsivity, IQ, and substance use—We assessed trait impulsivity using the 19
item Impulsiveness subscale from the Eysenck I7 (Eysenck, Pearson, Easting, & Allsopp,
1985). Possible scores range from 0 to 19, with higher scores indicating higher impulsivity.
The Impulsiveness subscale measures one component of a wider impulsivity construct
sometimes referred to as rash impulsivity, or the tendency to act without considering
negative consequences (Miller, et al., 2004). From the Eysenck I7, we created two groups;
one representing low-range impulsivity (lower 1/3 of distribution), and one representing
high-range impulsivity (upper 1/3) in order to make it possible to determine whether trait
impulsivity moderates the association between IGT and BART performance. Given the
small sample size (and our expectation of a small effect size), we aimed to maximise the
contrast between low and high impulsivity groups in order to increase our power to find an
effect of impulsivity if it was present (Perales, Verdejo-Garcia, Moya, Lozano, & Perez-
Garcia, 2009). The results of this work were not different when more extreme cut-off scores
were used to create low and high impulsivity groups (upper and lower 1/4 and 1/5). The low
impulsivity group (n=31, 16 females) had a mean impulsivity score of 2.5, which is lower
than previous studies that have tested the association between IGT and BART behaviour
(Aklin, et al., 2005; Bishara, et al., 2009; Lejuez, Aklin, Jones, et al., 2003). The high
impulsivity group (n=30, 16 females) had a mean impulsivity score of 13.4, which is higher
than the mean impulsivity score reported for high impulsivity groups in previous studies of
decision-making (Sweitzer et al., 2008; Franken et al., 2008).

We used the Shipley Institute of Living Scale (Shipley, 1940) (total raw score stratified by
age) to estimate WAIS-R full scale IQ (Zachary, Paulson, & Gorsuch, 1985). We also
assessed the average weekly frequency of alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, and stimulant use (for
the 12 months prior to testing) using a structured interview developed in our laboratory.
Problems associated with alcohol use were assessed using the Michigan Alcohol Screening
Test (MAST) (Selzer, 1971), and problems associated with illicit substance use were
assessed using the Drug Abuse Screening Test (DAST) (Skinner, 1982).

The low impulsivity and high impulsivity groups were similar in age, t(59) = 0.50, p = .62
and gender, χ2(1, N=61) = 0.89, p = .89, but estimated IQ was lower in the high impulsivity
group, t(59) = 2.63, p = .01 (Table 1). The high impulsivity group also used alcohol more
frequently, z = 2.47, p = .01, and reported significantly more alcohol related problems on the
MAST, t(53) -3.19, p < .01. The high impulsivity group also used tobacco, z = 3.05, p < .01,
cannabis, z = 3.44, p < .01, and stimulants, z = 3.94, p < .01 more frequently, and reported
significantly more illicit substance use related problems on the DAST, t(41) = -2.91, p < .01.
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2.2.2 Iowa Gambling Task (IGT) and Balloon Analogue Risk Task (BART)—In
the IGT (Bechara, Damasio, Damasio, & Anderson, 1994) participants make a series of
choices from a set of four computerised ‘decks of cards’ (decks A, B, C and D) with the aim
of earning as much money as possible. Each deck is associated with a fixed immediate
reward for every selection (A and B, $1.00; C and D, $0.50), as well as an occasional
penalty which differs in frequency and magnitude across the decks. Although decks A and B
have a larger fixed reward for each selection compared to decks C and D, selection of decks
A and B is disadvantageous because the occasional losses associated with these decks
(ranging from -$1.5 to -$12.50) mean that participants lose $2.50 per 10 selections.
Selection of decks C and D on the other hand is advantageous because the occasional losses
associated with these decks are relatively small (-$0.25 to -$2.50), resulting in a net gain of
$2.50 per 10 selections. Players are not given any information about the decks and must
learn from experience to select advantageously (see Ahn, Busemeyer, Wagenmakers, &
Stout, 2008). Participants performed a single block of 150 trials, divided off-line into six
blocks of 25 trials. Participants received any final earnings above the starting balance, and
IGT performance was measured as the proportion of advantageous selections ((C+D
choices)/ total choices).

In the BART (Lejuez, et al., 2002), participants ‘inflate’ a computerized image of a balloon
by pressing a button to receive a small amount of money per pump (1 cent). The more
participants inflate the balloon, the more money they receive. However, the balloon can
explode at any time, resulting in a loss of potential earnings for that balloon. Therefore,
participants who pump the balloon less times are typically regarded as being more risk-
averse In this study, the point of explosion for each balloon was drawn from a random
uniform distribution (without replacement) at the beginning of each trial (0 – 128 pumps).
Therefore, the point at which the balloon would explode was unpredictable, and the
probability that the balloon would explode increased with every pump. Participants
performed 30 trials (balloons) and received any money earned from their performance. The
outcome measure was the mean number of balloon pumps for unexploded balloons.

3. Results and discussion
3.1 IGT and BART performance

In the IGT, we found a main effect of block, with advantageous selections increasing as the
task progressed, indicating that participants learned to avoid the risky decks, F(5, 295) =
16.62, p < .001, ŋ2 = .22. However, we found no between-subjects effect (impulsivity
group), F(1, 59) = 1.61, p = .21, and no group by block interaction, F(5, 295) = 0.80, p = .55
(Figure 1a). Previous studies have reported differences between impulsive and non-
impulsive groups in adult samples (Franken, et al., 2008; Sweitzer, et al., 2008). However,
these differences are typically small, and we may have lacked statistical power to detect an
effect. Furthermore, previous studies have found that individuals in the age group tested in
this study (16-25 years) tend to make more disadvantageous choices in the IGT compared to
adults (Overman, et al., 2004). In our sample, this could have resulted in a smaller range of
IGT scores (skewed towards disadvantageous selections) compared to older groups,
effectively reducing the degree of separation based on the impulsivity measure.
Nevertheless, differences between groups in IGT performance are not necessary to
demonstrate that the processes underlying task performance may differ between groups.
Consistent with the findings of Vigil-Colet (2007), the low and high impulsivity groups
made a similar number of BART balloon pumps, F(1, 59) = 1.15, p = .29 (Figure 1b).
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3.2 Association between IGT and BART performance in low and high impulsivity groups
IGT advantageous selections and BART pumps were not related in the whole sample, r(98)
= -.03, p = .77, or in the high impulsivity group, r(30) = -.04, p = .83. However, a key
observation in the low impulsivity group was that more IGT advantageous selections were
associated with fewer BART pumps, r(31) = -.36, p = .05. This finding suggests that
participants in the low impulsivity group who made more advantageous (low risk) selections
on the IGT were also more risk averse on the BART.

In the IGT, players must experience wins and losses to learn which alternatives are risky
(decks A and B). In the BART however, the risky alternative is obvious from the beginning
of the task (pump balloon or collect money). Therefore, disadvantageous risky choices in the
IGT may not have been related to BART pumps until participants had developed explicit
knowledge of IGT risky decks through experience. Consistent with this idea, we found that
BART pumps were significantly correlated with IGT advantageous selections in the later
IGT blocks (blocks 4, 5, 6), but not in the earlier IGT blocks (Table 2). The correlations
between BART pumps and IGT selections on blocks 4, 5, and 6 (with BART pumps) were
significantly stronger than the correlation between BART pumps and IGT block 1 (trials
1-20) (but not IGT blocks 2 or 3) (all ps <.05), as determined by O. J. Dunn and Clarke's
(1969) Z test for dependent correlations (see Hittner, May, & Silver, 2003). This pattern
most likely has a similar basis to the findings reported by Brand et al. (2007), where Game
of Dice Task performance (another measure of deliberate risk taking) was related to IGT
risky choices only from the 40th trial onwards.

Unlike the low impulsivity group, IGT and BART performance were not correlated at any
stage of the IGT in the high impulsivity group. This may simply reflect the fact that some
participants in the high impulsivity group failed to develop explicit knowledge of risky IGT
alternatives, which is consistent with past studies showing that impulsive individuals
perform poorly in the IGT and other decision tasks that have a strong learning component
(Franken, et al., 2008). We should note however, that although we did find evidence
favouring an interpretation of deliberate risk taking in the IGT in the low impulsivity group
(using the BART measure), the association between IGT and BART performance was not
particularly strong. Thus, it is possible that some participants in the low impulsivity group
also failed to learn the risky IGT alternatives.

One potentially important point is that impulsivity was narrowly defined in our study by the
Impulsiveness Scale of the Eysenck I7. A different picture may have emerged if another
instrument was used to emphasise a different aspect of trait impulsivity. For example,
sensation seeking, a personality characteristic linked to the impulsivity construct
(Zuckerman, Eysenck, & Eysenck, 1978), is associated with a tendency for increased risk
taking and impaired avoidance learning (Zuckerman & Kuhlman, 2000). Like individuals
high in Eysenck Impulsiveness, sensation seekers appear to take more risks in the IGT
(Buelow & Suhr, 2009); however it is not clear whether this is due to impaired learning of
IGT payoff contingencies or increased risk seeking after the risky decks have been
identified. If sensation seekers are more risk seeking in the IGT, then the association
between IGT and BART performance may be strong in this group.

An important consideration in our sample, as is commonly observed, is that impulsivity was
associated with other high risk characteristics such as substance use, thus creating a potential
confound complicating the interpretation of the results. To examine the possibility that past
substance use may also account for the lack of association between IGT and BART
performance in the high impulsivity group, we computed a partial correlation analysis,
taking into account past substance use. This analysis, which partialed out past substance use
along with age and IQ, showed that the association between late IGT selections and BART
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pumps was still significant in the low impulsivity group, pr(31) = -.40, p = .045. Similarly,
the finding in the high impulsivity group also remained unchanged, with no evidence of an
association between late IGT selections and BART pumps, pr(30) = - .13, p = .54.

In conclusion, we found evidence for deliberate risk taking in the IGT, as determined by the
association between IGT and BART performance. Importantly, our findings suggest that
previous studies failed to find this association due to high levels of trait impulsivity in their
samples, and because early and late IGT selections were combined into a single measure.
These findings suggest that trait impulsivity is an important individual characteristic for
understanding the determinants of disadvantageous risky choice in the IGT. Future studies
should investigate different aspects of trait impulsivity to characterise this association
further.

Acknowledgments
We would like to thank two anonymous reviewers for their constructive feedback.

This study was supported by NIDA Grant RO1 DA11779 from the National Institutes of Health.

References
Ahn WY, Busemeyer JR, Wagenmakers EJ, Stout JC. Comparison of decision learning models using

the generalization criterion method. Cognitive Science 2008;32:1376–1402.
Aklin WM, Lejuez CW, Zvolensky MJ, Kahler CW, Gwadz M. Evaluation of behavioral measures of

risk taking propensity with inner city adolescents. Behaviour Research and Therapy 2005;43:215–
228. [PubMed: 15629751]

Bechara A, Damasio H. Decision-making and addiction (part i): Impaired activation of somatic states
in substance dependent individuals when pondering decisions with negative future consequences.
Neuropsychologia 2002;40:1675–1689. [PubMed: 11992656]

Bechara A, Damasio AR, Damasio H, Anderson SW. Insensitivity to future consequences following
damage to human prefrontal cortex. Cognition 1994;50:7–15. [PubMed: 8039375]

Bishara AJ, Pleskac TJ, Fridberg DJ, Yechiam E, Lucas J, Busemeyer JR, et al. Similar processes
despite divergent behavior in two commonly used measures of risky decision making. Journal of
Behavioral Decision Making 2009;22:435–454.

Brand M, Fujiwara E, Borsutzky S, Kalbe E, Kessler J, Markowitsch HJ. Decision-making deficits of
Korsakoff patients in a new gambling task with explicit rules: Associations with executive
functions. Neuropsychology 2005;19:267–277. [PubMed: 15910113]

Brand M, Recknor EC, Grabenhorst F, Bechara A. Decisions under ambiguity and decisions under
risk: Correlations with executive functions and comparisons of two different gambling tasks with
implicit and explicit rules. Journal of Clinical and Experimental Neuropsychology 2007;29:86–99.
[PubMed: 17162725]

Buelow MT, Suhr JA. Construct validity of the Iowa Gambling Task. Neuropsychology Review
2009;19:102–114. [PubMed: 19194801]

Dunn BD, Dalgleish T, Lawrence AD. The somatic marker hypothesis: A critical evaluation.
Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Reviews 2006;30:239–271. [PubMed: 16197997]

Dunn OJ, Clarke VA. Correlation coefficients measured on the same individuals. Journal of the
American Statistical Association 1969;64:366–377.

Eysenck SBG, Pearson PR, Easting G, Allsopp JF. Age norms for impulsiveness, venturesomeness and
empathy in adults. Personality and Individual Differences 1985;6:613–619.

Franken IHA, van Strien JW, Nijs I, Muris P. Impulsivity is associated with behavioral decision-
making deficits. Psychiatry Research 2008;158:155–163. [PubMed: 18215765]

Goudriaan AE, Oosterlaan J, de Beurs E, van den Brink W. Psychophysiological determinants and
concomitants of deficient decision making in pathological gamblers. Drug and Alcohol
Dependence 2006;84:231–239. [PubMed: 16574343]

Upton et al. Page 6

Pers Individ Dif. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 April 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Hittner JB, May K, Silver CN. A Monte Carlo evaluation of tests for comparing dependent
correlations. Journal of General Psychology 2003;130:149–168. [PubMed: 12773018]

Lejuez CW, Aklin WM, Jones HA, Richards JB, Strong DR, Kahler CW, et al. The Balloon Analogue
Risk Task (BART) differentiates smokers and nonsmokers. Experimental and Clinical
Psychopharmacology 2003;11:26–33. [PubMed: 12622341]

Lejuez CW, Aklin WM, Zvolensky MJ, Pedulla CM. Evaluation of the Balloon Analogue Risk Task
(BART) as a predictor of adolescent real-world risk-taking behaviours. Journal of Adolescence
2003;26:475–479. [PubMed: 12887935]

Lejuez CW, Read JP, Kahler CW, Richards JB, Ramsey SE, Stuart GL, et al. Evaluation of a
behavioral measure of risk taking: The Balloon Analogue Risk Task (BART). Journal of
Experimental Psychology: Applied 2002;8:75–84. [PubMed: 12075692]

Malloy-Diniz L, Fuentes D, Leite WB, Correa H, Bechara A. Impulsive behavior in adults with
attention deficit/ hyperactivity disorder: Characterization of attentional, motor and cognitive
impulsiveness. Journal of the International Neuropsychological Society 2007;13:693–698.
[PubMed: 17521490]

McMurran M, Blair M, Egan V. An investigation of the correlations between aggression,
impulsiveness, social problem-solving, and alcohol use. Aggressive Behavior 2002;28:439–445.

Miller E, Joseph S, Tudway J. Assessing the component structure of four self-report measures of
impulsivity. Personality and Individual Differences 2004;37:349–358.

Overman WH, Frassrand K, Ansel S, Trawalter S, Bies B, Redmond A. Performance on the Iowa Card
Task by adolescents and adults. Neuropsychologia 2004;42:1838–1851. [PubMed: 15351632]

Perales JC, Verdejo-Garcia A, Moya M, Lozano O, Perez-Garcia M. Bright and dark sides of
impulsivity: Performance of women with high and low trait impulsivity on neuropsychological
tasks. Journal of Clinical and Experimental Neuropsychology 2009;31:927–944. [PubMed:
19358009]

Selzer ML. The Michigan Alcohol Screening Test: The quest for a new diagnostic instrument.
American Journal of Psychiatry 1971;127:89–94.

Shipley WC. A self-administering scale for measuring intellectual impairment and deterioration.
Journal of Psychology 1940;9:371–377.

Skinner HA. The Drug Abuse Screening Test. Addictive Behaviors 1982;7:363–371. [PubMed:
7183189]

Stout JC, Busemeyer JR, Lin A, Grant SJ, Bonson KR. Cognitive modeling analysis of decision-
making processes in cocaine abusers. Psychonomic Bulletin and Review 2004;11:742–747.
[PubMed: 15581127]

Stout JC, Rock SL, Campbell MC, Busemeyer JR, Finn PR. Psychological processes underlying risky
decisions in drug abusers. Psychology of Addictive Behaviors 2005;19:148–157. [PubMed:
16011385]

Sweitzer MM, Allen PA, Kaut KP. Relation of individual differences in impulsivity to nonclinical
emotional decision making. Journal of the International Neuropsychological Society 2008;14:878–
882. [PubMed: 18764983]

Zachary RA, Paulson MJ, Gorsuch RL. Estimating wais IQ from the Shipley Institute of Living Scale
using continuously adjusted age norms. Journal of Clinical Psychology 1985;41:820–831.
[PubMed: 4078008]

Zuckerman M, Eysenck S, Eysenck HJ. Sensation seeking in England and America: Cross-cultural,
age, and sex comparisons. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 1978;46:139–149.
[PubMed: 627648]

Zuckerman M, Kuhlman DM. Personality and risk-taking: Common biosocial factors. Journal of
Personality 2000;68:999–1029. [PubMed: 11130742]

Upton et al. Page 7

Pers Individ Dif. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 April 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Figure 1.
(a) Mean proportion of IGT advantageous selections from block 1 to 6. (b) Mean number of
BART pumps for unexploded balloons. Note: LI = low impulsivity group, HI = high
impulsivity group. Error bars, +/-1 SE.
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