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A lifelong sports fan, I grew up 
hearing tales of  sports figures 
felled by gambling scandals – 

baseball stars “Shoeless” Joe Jackson and 
Pete Rose, the 1978-79 Boston College 
basketball team and NBA referee Tim 
Donaghy.

Sports leagues wanted nothing to do with 
gambling, which they feared would taint 
the integrity of  the game. They had lob-
bied heavily for the passage of  the Pro-
fessional and Amateur Sports Protection 
Act of  1992, also known as the Bradley 
Act, which banned sports betting in the 
U.S.

Then, in May 2018, the Supreme Court 
overturned the Bradley Act.

This time, the leagues and networks were 
fully on board. Gambling ads for com-
panies like DraftKings, BetMGM and 
FanDuel started appearing in arenas and 
beaming across airwaves.

Curious, I started placing some bets my-
self. I instantly grasped the allure: Here 
I was, watching games that I would have 
otherwise never watched – that didn’t in-
volve my favorite teams, the Red Sox and 
Patriots – and I was engaged and excit-

Introduction
ed from start to finish. The leagues, too, 
must have been keenly aware of  this op-
portunity to engage fans when they de-
cided to change their tune on gambling.

With the five-year anniversary of  the Su-
preme Court’s decision approaching, I 
wanted to learn more about what schol-
ars at the forefront of  gambling research 
had been discovering. How many people 
were betting on sports? For those who 
criticized the Supreme Court decision 
five years ago, was their hand-wringing 
misplaced? Were rates of  problem gam-
bling actually on the rise? If  so, who was 
most at risk?

A small and dedicated group of  scholars 
in the U.S. and abroad have been gaug-
ing the impact of  this new era in Ameri-
can sports. 

Nick Lehr 
Arts + Culture
Editor
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By Joshua B. Grubbs, 
Bowling Green State University 
& Shane Kraus, 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

For most of  U.S. history, sports betting 
was rare.

Some people certainly bet on sports ille-
gally via a bookie, or placed bets in the 
few places where it was legal, such as 
Nevada.

However, gambling policy took a sharp 
turn in 2018, when the Supreme Court 
decided that each state in the U.S. had 
the right to legalize or prohibit sports 
wagering as they saw fit.

The effects of  this ruling were swift, 
with many states introducing legislation 
to legalize sports betting within months. 
Four years later, more than 30 states 
have legalized sports betting, and many 
more are working to legalize it in the 
immediate future.

This wave of  legalized sports betting has 
opened the floodgates for new gambling 
opportunities. Not surprisingly, many 
Americans have expressed concern that 
the burgeoning access to sports wager-

ing will create an influx of  people with 
new gambling problems.

We’re clinical psychologists and profes-
sors who research behavioral addictions 
such as compulsive sexual behavior dis-
order and gambling disorder. Recently, 
we’ve begun a new line of  research into 
sports wagering in the U.S. Our initial 
findings highlight how many Americans 
are gambling on sports, as well as the 
demographic most likely to do so.

The many forms of  sports betting
Before talking about that study, it’s im-
portant to clarify what we mean when 
we talk about sports betting. Like most 
other types of  gambling, it can take 
many different forms. Traditional sports 
betting refers to betting on the outcomes 
of  sporting events. These bets could be 
placed on who wins a game, how many 
points the game was decided by, or the 
game’s total combined score.

Beyond the traditional form, sports bet-
ting can also involve betting on esports, 
which is professional, competitive video 
game play. It may also involve paid fan-
tasy league play, which refers to people 
“drafting” virtual teams of  players and 

Access to sports betting in the US has 
exploded since 2018 – and we’re just 
starting to learn about the effects



competing against other participants’ 
virtual teams over the course of  a sports 
season.

Finally, sports betting may also involve 
participating in daily fantasy league 
play. This form of  betting is similar to 
regular fantasy leagues, but players se-
lect new teams weekly and compete 
week to week, rather than throughout a 
whole season.

Young men at risk
In early 2022, we embarked upon a 
long-term research project to study who 
is gambling on sports in the U.S. and 
how their gambling behaviors change 
over time.

We worked with the polling and data an-
alytics firm YouGov America to recruit 
a nationally repre-
sentative sample of  
over 2,800 Ameri-
can adults. We also 
collected another 
representative sam-
ple of  over 1,500 
American adults 
who had recently 
bet on sports.

We surveyed these 
two samples, asking 
them about their 
sports betting be-
haviors and a range 
of  other mental 
health concerns. 

We also asked about symptoms of  gam-
bling disorder, which is an addictive dis-
order characterized by excessive or out-
of-control gambling behavior.

We have just published our first round 
of  findings from the early stages of  this 
work.

In this initial paper, we tried to identify 
who was most likely to gamble on sports 
and how sports gambling related to 
problem gambling. Importantly, we did 
not just ask these people if  they had “bet 
on sports.” We also asked about partic-
ipating in fantasy sports, daily fantasy 
sports leagues and betting on esports.

In our nationally representative sam-
ple, we found that only a fraction of  
Americans have bet on sports recently. 
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College-educated young men with good-paying jobs is the group most likely to bet on sports. 
Jared Wickerham/Getty Images



Although 17.2% of  Americans report-
ed having bet on sports in their lifetime, 
only 6.2% reported that they had done 
so in the past year. Similarly, only 5.9% 
reported participating in a paid fanta-
sy sports league over the past year, only 
4.2% reported being involved in daily 
fantasy sports leagues and only 4.1% 
reported betting on esports in the past 
year.

In short, sports betting is still a relatively 
rare activity in the U.S., and our data 
does not necessarily show increases from 
prevalence rates 20 years ago.

But we also looked at who was most 
likely to bet on sports. Across all forms 
of  sports betting, we found that younger 
men with college degrees and higher in-
comes were more likely to bet on sports 
than other Americans.

Finally, we examined whether sports 
betting was related to symptoms of  
gambling disorder. Again, our results 
were quite clear: Traditional sports bet-
ting, daily fantasy league play, and bet-
ting on esports were all associated with 
much higher odds of  being categorized 
as a moderate or high-risk gambler.

Simply put, these forms of  sports bet-
ting are risk factors for also having prob-
lems with gambling.

An eye toward the future
Taken together, our findings do not nec-

essarily suggest that sports betting is re-
sulting in a wave of  new gamblers across 
the country. Also, among those who do 
bet on sports, most seem to be doing so 
without ill effects.

Yet, sports betting is associated with 
symptoms of  gambling disorder, which 
means this is a risky behavior – perhaps 
similar to alcohol use or other forms of  
gambling, like playing slot machines. 

Most people who engage in any of  these 
behaviors will do so without problems. 
But for some people, access to sports 
gambling will likely result in the devel-
opment of  symptoms of  gambling dis-
order.

As both researchers and clinicians, we 
are especially worried about this pos-
sibility: Any increase in people seeking 
help for gambling disorders could over-
whelm the nation’s treatment centers, 
which already find themselves overex-
tended and underfunded.

For this reason, we believe it’s import-
ant to quickly identify people who are at 
risk of  developing gambling problems. 
This is one of  our main objectives in 
our ongoing study of  sports wagering. 
By identifying who is most likely to de-
velop a gambling problem, we hope to 
influence policymakers and gambling 
industry professionals to help introduce 
safeguards protecting those at risk.
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By Lia Nower
Rutgers University

When the Philadelphia Eagles and Kan-
sas City Chiefs take the field for Super 
Bowl LVII, a record-breaking 50 mil-
lion bettors are expected to have US$16 
billion of  their own skin in the game, 
according to the American Gaming As-
sociation.

In January 2023, Ohio and Massachu-
setts launched legal sports betting, join-
ing Washington D.C. and 34 other states 
that have passed laws since the Supreme 
Court overturned a federal ban in 2018. 
State legislatures have generally been 
eager to capitalize on the tax windfalls 
from sports betting and get their slice of  
the billions wagered annually. Voters are 
also increasingly supportive of  legaliza-
tion.

Here in New Jersey, sports betting, both 
online and in person, has been legal 
since June 2018. The state is the only 
jurisdiction that requires yearly evalua-
tions of  the relationship of  online gam-
bling and sports wagering to problem 
gambling.

The Center for Gambling Studies at 
Rutgers University, which I direct, con-
ducts those annual evaluations using 
data from all sports bets placed in New 
Jersey since 2018. Our findings suggest 
that the nation’s love affair with sports 
betting may be having unintended con-
sequences.

Sports betting tied to poor mental 
health
In a forthcoming statewide gambling 
prevalence study, we found that those 
wagering on sports in New Jersey were 

Data from New Jersey is a warning 
sign for young sports bettors

Fans celebrate at the William Hill Sports 
Book in Atlantic City, N.J. Lisa Lake/Getty 
Images for William Hill US
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more likely than others who gamble 
to have high rates of  problem gam-
bling and problems with drugs or al-
cohol, and to experience mental health 
problems like anxiety and depression. 
Most alarming, findings suggest that 
about 14% of  sports bettors reported 
thoughts of  suicide, and 10% said they 
had made a suicide attempt.

A small group of  bettors seem to be 
most at risk. About 5% of  all sports 
bettors placed nearly half  of  all bets 
and spent nearly 70% of  the money. 
That means the people losing the most 
money are the most essential to opera-
tor profits.

The fastest-growing group of  sports 
bettors in New Jersey are young adults, 
ages 21 to 24. Most have placed in-
game bets, and about 19% spent half  
of  their money betting during games, 
when emotions and impulsive spend-
ing are highest.

Although regulators require operators 
to allow bettors to set limits – on losses, 
deposits or time spent gambling – only 
about 1% of  young bettors use any of  
the safeguards, less than any other age 
group. Since about 70% of  the sports 
bets we analyzed were losing bets, most 
of  these young players could find them-
selves losing more money than they can 
afford.

A vulnerable population
It is possible, then, that states could 

unwittingly be introducing a cohort of  
young people to problem gambling and 
a lifetime of  negative consequences.

That’s because the younger that people 
start gambling, the more activities they 
bet on. And the more frequently they 
bet, the more likely they are to devel-
op serious gambling problems. Studies 
suggest that those who gamble as young 
adults have higher-than-average rates 
of  problem gambling.

The danger is compounded by the easy 
access afforded by tablets and mobile 
phones, which eliminate most barriers 
to gambling even for those who are un-
derage. Children who are exposed to 
the unrelenting parade of  gambling ads 
report they remember both the prod-
ucts and the betting terms from those 
ads, and some teens say they intended 
to gamble as a result. If  parents or other 
household members also gamble, those 
children may later develop not only 
gambling problems, but also problems 
with drugs and alcohol.

Few regulatory measures in place
In the U.S., the Marlboro Man can no 
longer gallop across the nation’s televi-
sion airwaves. Alcohol ads can’t contain 
statements that are misleading, patently 
false or target those who are underage.

However, there are currently no such 
federal guidelines for gambling ads. Ma-
jor League Baseball, which banned Pete 
Rose and locked him out of  the Hall of  



Fame for gambling, openly sanctions 
sports books attached to stadiums and 
partnerships with gambling operators. 
The same goes for the NFL and most 
of  its teams, with former stars like Eli 
Manning encouraging betting in ads 
and Pro Bowl wide receiver Davonte 
Adams becoming the first active player 
with a gambling sponsor.

Those who recognize they have a gam-
bling problem also have no assurances 
that they can find help.

Gambling treatment services vary by 
state, from specially trained, culturally 
competent counselors in a few states to 
a total lack of  services in others. Most 
children and teens receive no education 
in schools about problem gambling as 
they do for drugs and alcohol. Some 
universities are openly partnering with 
gambling companies and sponsoring 
esports competi-
tions, which invite 
underage betting.

The federal govern-
ment is noticeably 
silent on a glam-
orized addiction. 
Nationally, there 
are no federal pol-
icies, prohibitions 
or federally funded 
research or preven-
tion programs, de-
spite all the revenue 
generated by taxes 

on gambling winnings.

Internationally, gambling-related abus-
es and tragedies have led countries like 
Australia and the U.K. to enact new 
regulations and significant penalties for 
operators. The U.K., for example, re-
quires operators to conduct affordabil-
ity checks on patrons to ensure they can 
afford their losses and prohibits gam-
bling advertising by athletes, celebrities 
or social media influencers who appeal 
to children and teens.

I think it’s only a matter of  time before 
similar proposals make their way to the 
U.S. In the meantime, however, millions 
of  people in more than half  the country 
will legally lay their hard-earned money 
on the line for a chance to win big on 
Sunday.

Hopefully, they can afford to lose.

A man holds a betting slip on the first day of  legal sports betting in New Jersey on June 14, 
2018. Dominick Reuter/AFP via Getty Images
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How legalized sports betting has 
transformed the fan experience

DraftKings is one of  a handful of  sportsbooks 
that have been advertising during live sporting 
events. Brett Carlsen/Getty Images

By John Affleck 
Penn State

A couple of  days before Christmas, I 
went to see the NHL’s Nashville Pred-
ators play on their home ice against the 
defending Stanley Cup champion Col-
orado Avalanche.

Amid all the silliness of  a modern pro 
sports experience – the home team 
skating out of  a giant saber-toothed ti-
ger head, the mistletoe kiss cam, a small 
rock band playing seasonal hits between 
periods – there was a steady stream of  
advertising for DraftKings, a company 
known as a sportsbook that takes bets on 
athletic events and pays out winnings.

Its name flashed prominently on the 
Jumbotron above center ice as starting 
lineups were announced. Its logo ap-
peared again when crews scurried out 

to clean the ice during timeouts. Not 
only was “DraftKings Sportsbook” on 
the yellow jackets worn by the people 
shoveling up the ice shavings, it was also 
on the carts they used to collect the ice.

This all came a few days after the Preda-
tors announced a multiyear partnership 
with another sportsbook, BetMGM, 
that will include not only signage at 
their home venue, Bridgestone Arena, 
but also a BetMGM restaurant and bar.

If  I had cared to that evening, I could 
have gone onto the sports betting app on 
my smartphone and placed a wager on 
the game. Tennessee is one of  33 states 
plus the District of  Columbia where 
sports betting is legal. On Jan. 31, 2023, 
Massachusetts became the latest state to 
legalize the practice.

The point of  depicting the whole scene 



is simply this: In the nearly five years 
since the Supreme Court allowed states 
to legalize sports betting, a whole indus-
try has sprouted up that, for tens of  mil-
lions of  fans around the country, is now 
just part of  the show.

Betting’s seamless integration into 
American sports – impossible to ignore 
even among fans who aren’t wagering 
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– represents a remarkable shift for an 
activity that was banned in much of  the 
country only a few years ago.

A new sports world
Let’s look at the numbers for a start.

Since May 2018, when the U.S. Su-
preme Court overturned a law that lim-
ited sports betting to four states includ-

The Journalist’s Resource, CC-BY-ND



ing Nevada, US$180.2 billion has been 
legally wagered on sports, according to 
the American Gaming Association’s re-
search arm. That has generated $13.7 
billion in revenue for the sportsbooks, 
according to figures provided to me by 
the AGA, the industry’s research and 
lobby group.

Before the NFL kicked 
off last September, the 
AGA reported that 
18% of  American 
adults – more than 
46 million people – 
planned to make a bet 
this season. Most of  
that was likely to be bet 
through legal channels, 
as opposed to so-called 
corner bookies, or ille-
gal operatives.

So, who’s betting on 
sports? In an interview, David Forman, 
the AGA’s vice president for research, 
told me that compared with traditional 
gamblers – those who might play slots, 
for instance – “sports bettors are a dif-
ferent demographic. They’re younger, 
they’re more male, they’re also higher 
income.”

They’re people like Christian Santosu-
osso, a 26-year-old creative marketing 
professional living in Brooklyn, New 
York. Santosuosso didn’t bet on games 
until it became legal. Now he and his 

buddies will pool their money on an NFL 
Sunday to spice up both the interest in a 
game and the conversation in the room.

“It’s entertainment,” he told me in a 
phone interview. He explained that even 
a tough gambling loss can be amusing 
or funny, a way to look back on the mis-

takes your team made 
that ended up affect-
ing whether you won 
the bet. But he added 
that he has a limit on 
how much he’ll bet.

Coverage and 
conversation
Shortly after Su-
preme Court ruling in 
2018, I wrote a piece 
for The Conversation 
asking if  the media 
would start to pro-
duce content aimed 

at bettors.

The answer has been an unequivocal 
“yes” – and it seems to have helped 
change the way sports betting is talked 
about.

As I write this, if  I look at the front page 
of  ESPN.com, I see that the University 
of  Georgia is a 13.5-point favorite over 
Texas Christian University in the col-
lege football national championship. It’s 
front and center, right next to the kickoff 
time and the TV network where it’s air-
ing.
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“Betting’s seamless in-
tegration into American 
sports – impossible to 

ignore even among fans 
who aren’t wagering – 

represents a remarkable 
shift for an activity that 
was banned in much of 
the country only a few 

years ago.”
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But that’s the least of  it.

ESPN has broadcast a gaming show 
since 2019, “Daily Wager.” In Septem-
ber 2022, the sports conglomerate an-
nounced an array of  new content cen-
tered on betting advice and picks. And 
SportsCenter anchor Scott Van Pelt is 
famous for his “Bad Beats” segment, in 
which Van Pelt typically highlights how 
a team on the winning side of  the point 
spread falls apart at the last second in a 
crazy way.

Meanwhile, a cottage industry of  bet-
ting tip channels has emerged on You-
Tube – if  you type “#sportsbetting” 
into YouTube’s search bar, you’ll find 
thousands of  them.

Another example of  how things have 
changed: On Jan. 2, 2023, the Univer-
sity of  Utah’s football team had the ball 
first and goal with 43 seconds left, down 
21 points to Penn State in the Rose 
Bowl. The game was essentially over. 
However, the commentators noted that 
a touchdown would mean a lot to some 
people.

Who? Why? The announcers didn’t 
elaborate, but the implication was ob-
vious: Those who had bet the over – 
wagering that together the two teams 
would score more than 54 points – had 
a lot riding on that touchdown. So, in a 
sense, did ESPN. In a blowout, fans of  
both teams are likely to tune out. But 

when there’s money riding on some-
thing like the over, eyes stay glued to the 
screen.

Utah ended up scoring on third down 
with 25 seconds remaining. Final score: 
Penn State 35, Utah 21.

The danger and the ceiling
I’ve been editing sports articles since 
the early 1990s and have run the sports 
journalism program at Penn State since 
2013. I have noticed how my students 
now routinely talk about the point 
spread – the expected margin of  victory 
– and even the over-under, a wager on 
the total number of  points scored.

That just did not happen so often when 
I first got to State College, nor in the 
newsroom before that.

Sports leagues were once vehemently 
opposed to gambling. And while they’re 
still concerned about keeping players 
from betting, many leagues – particu-
larly the NFL – have made a complete 
U-turn since legalization.

There are multiple reasons for this 
change of  heart. While the concern used 
to be about losing the integrity of  the 
game to a betting scandal, now sports 
leagues can argue that legal betting al-
lows for better monitoring of  potential 
cheating. 

If  heavy betting happens on one team, 
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or if  there’s sudden shift in betting pat-
terns, it’s all visible to the sportsbooks 
and might indicate nefarious activity.

There’s also significant fan interest in 
legal wagering – 56% of  Americans 
adults, and nearly 7 in 10 men, recently 
told Pew that they’ve read at least a little 
about how widespread legal sports bet-
ting has become.

And, of  course, there is big money from 
a new sponsorship group – the sports-
books – that helped drive overall NFL 
sponsorship revenue to a record $1.8 
billion in the 2021 season.

The danger, of  course, is gambling ad-
diction.

And while the AGA is quick to note that 
its member companies pledge to give 
information about problem gambling 
to their customers, legalization has un-
doubtedly provided easier and more se-
cure access to sports betting.

Keith Whyte, executive director of  the 
National Council on Problem Gam-
bling, said in a telephone interview that 
research by his group had found that 
roughly 25% of  American adults bet on 
sports, somewhat more than the AGA’s 
estimate. 

That percentage has jumped from 
roughly 15% before the Supreme Court 
ruling, per the NCPG.

While that’s a big increase, it also sug-
gests that perhaps there is a ceiling 
coming up – in other words, when all 
the states that will do so legalize sports 
betting, wagering still won’t be done by 
many more people than now, Whyte 
speculated.

“I think it’s changing the market in a lot 
of  ways,” Whyte said, “but my guess is 
it’s mainly to increase the intensity – and 
associated risk of  problem gambling – 
among fans that were already engaged 
fans.”

For decades, fears of  game fixing – and the ways in which it 
would taint the image of  sports leagues – made gambling a 
taboo among league executives. Sports Illustrated
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By Tori Horn 
University of Memphis

As a therapist who treats people with 
gambling problems, I’ve noticed a shift 
over the past few years – not only in the 
profile of  the typical clients I treat, but 
also in the way their gambling problems 
develop.

In 2018, the U.S. Supreme Court made 
the landmark decision to allow states 
to legalize sports wagering. Tennessee, 
where I am studying clinical psycholo-
gy, took advantage of  this ruling, and in 
late 2020, the state legalized online and 
mobile sports betting.

With most sportsbooks offering betting 
apps, my clients are finding it more dif-
ficult to quit gambling than ever before. 
Unlike other forms of  gambling, such as 
playing roulette or slots at a casino, these 
apps are on their phones and in their 
pockets, accompanying them wherever 
they go.

This availability makes it that much 
harder to resist any urges that might 
arise – and presents unique challenges 
for helping clients reduce their gam-
bling. 

A new type of  client emerges
When I first started treating people for 
gambling disorder in 2019, my clients 
were usually older and gambled in casi-
nos, with slot machines and card games 
among their favorite forms of  gambling. 
They also tended to be poorer and often 
talked about how they began gambling 
to make some side money, viewing it 
as a second job. Many of  them had re-
tired and would say things like, “Going 
to the casino gets me out of  the house” 
or “The casino is like my ‘Cheers’” – a 
nod to the popular watering hole in the 
eponymous sitcom.

That all changed when sports betting 
was legalized in Tennessee in November 
2020.

Since then, I’ve noticed that my aver-
age client has started to look different. 
I’m now providing therapy to younger 
men, mostly in their 20s, who are seek-
ing treatment for problems with sports 
betting. These clients tend to earn more 
money and be wealthier than my previ-
ous clients – a pattern that sports betting 
researchers have observed.

Several of  them reported being avid 
sports fans or having a competitive 

I treat people with gambling disorder – 
and I’m starting to see more and more 
young men who are betting on sports



streak. And they thought they could 
“beat the system” due to their extensive 
sports knowledge.

Many of  them started betting on sports 
after hearing promotions for various 
betting companies.

Even if  you’re a casu-
al sports fan with no 
interest in betting, you 
can’t miss these ads, 
which regularly air 
during televised sport-
ing events. 

For example, some 
ads for FanDuel, one 
of  the more popular 
sports betting apps, 
highlight a “No Sweat First Bet,” with 
new users eligible for a risk-free bet of  
up to $1,000.

There’s also a social element to sports 
betting. One client talked about betting 
on sports as a way to bond with relatives 
who also gambled. Similarly, a few col-
lege students I have treated told me that 
they started betting because they want-
ed to fit in with their fraternity brothers.

The apps don’t make it easy to set limits
But once gambling issues begin, it can 
be hard for these clients to stop. Most 
of  them started by placing smaller bets 
on a single outcome. Over time, they 
start to bet more to recoup their loss-
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es. Before they knew it, their bets had 
increased, with many not realizing how 
this change even happened.

Betting apps are available on any smart-
phone and are connected to clients’ 

bank accounts, making 
it quick and easy to de-
posit more funds. 

This often leads cli-
ents to lose track of  
how much money they 
have lost. As one cli-
ent told me, “It’s easi-
er to spend money on 
these apps because you 
never really see it. The 
transactions are all 
done electronically.”

These apps do not make it easy for those 
with gambling problems to sign up for 
cool-off periods or self-exclusion. Cool-
off periods allow the user to set a time 
frame – from a few hours to several 
months – where they will be unable to 
log into their betting account. Self-ex-
clusion allows the user to ban themselves 
from the app for longer periods of  time. 
Specific exclusion lengths differ by state. 
In Tennessee, there are one-year, five-
year and lifetime ban options.

While many apps have these features, 
my clients often have to search online 
for this information, and even when 
they do find it, they can’t figure out 

“Most people who bet 
on sports don’t develop 
gambling problems. But 
with so few regulations 
in place – advertising or 
otherwise – those who 
are the most at risk are 
especially vulnerable to 
developing problems.”



how to put these guardrails in place. If  
they wish to set a cool-off period or ban 
themselves from all sports betting apps, 
they must do so from each app, one at a 
time, which can be tedious.

It’s impossible to avoid sports
and smartphones
Sports betting presents unique challeng-
es for treating gambling problems.

In addiction treatment, therapists, like 
me, often encourage clients to fill their 
time with activities that aren’t connect-
ed to gambling or to avoid situations 
where they may be likely to gamble. But 
when gambling is available at the touch 
of  a button, it becomes harder to deter-
mine what situations may lead to gam-
bling, which makes it harder to figure 
out what to avoid.

Before the apps, clients had to make 
plans for how and when to gamble. 
Now, all they have to do is pick up their 
phone and open an app. It is also incred-
ibly difficult, if  not impossible, to ask a 
client to stop using their smartphone or 
stop watching sports.

This is why I often tailor treatment to 
each client’s needs and circumstances. 
Some may wish to quit altogether, while 
others may simply want to cut back on 
their gambling. This has forced me to 
consider other possible alternatives, 
such as showing them how to set screen 
time limits for sportsbook apps or talking 
about strategies to watch less sports.

Most people who bet on sports don’t de-
velop gambling problems. But with so 
few regulations in place – advertising or 
otherwise – those who are the most at 
risk are especially vulnerable to devel-
oping problems.
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It’s impossible to avoid sports
and smartphones
Sports betting presents unique challeng-
es for treating gambling problems.

Facts about 
sports betting 

Sports bettors are more 
likely to have problems 
with drugs or alcohol 

Sports bettors are more 
likely to experience 

mental health problems, 
like anxiety and 

depression 

The younger that 
people start gambling, 
the more likely they are 

to develop serious 
gambling problems 

From an annual evaluation of  sports bets placed in New Jersey, 
by the Center for Gambling Studies at Rutgers University.



Sports betting apps’ notifications and 
leaderboards encourage more and 
more wagers
A psychologist who treats 
gambling addictions explains 
why some people get hooked 
 
By Meredith K. Ginley
East Tennessee State University

Joe is a full-time college student who also 
works some nights as a security guard. 
He played basketball all through high 
school and loves to follow the sport. To-
night one of  his favorite teams is playing 
and he’s placed a US$100 bet for them 
to win.

As he sits in his vehicle with one eye on 
the parking lot and one eye on his phys-
ics textbook, he listens to the game. His 
phone keeps vibrating. A notification 
from a sports wagering app asks if  he’d 
like to place a prop bet – a sort of  side 
bet unrelated to the specific outcomes of  
the game – for a specific player to make 
five rebounds tonight. He adds $20 for 
this bet. His app buzzes again, now sug-
gesting a prop bet for a certain player to 
make four three-point shots this game. 
The odds look good; he knows this play-
er; he adds $40 here.

The game continues and his app keeps 
pinging him about more bets. By the 

end of  the game, Joe’s team has won. 
He feels good about how well he knows 
basketball and his ability to pick a win-
ning team and is buzzing from the thrill 
of  chasing in-game bets. But he’s actu-
ally down $50 on the evening, as he lost 
most of  his prop bets, and he’s not done 
nearly enough of  his physics homework. 
He settles in for a long night and tries 
to push away any thoughts about how 
much money he actually ended up los-
ing. And I’m certain Joe will be back 
placing bets the next time his teams are 
playing.

Although Joe isn’t a real person, and 
the specifics of  a sports wagering app 
can vary from vendor to vendor and 
even from state to state, this scenario 
illustrates the kind of  game play many 
sports wagerers report. One estimate 
suggests there were around 19 million 
online sports bettors in the U.S. in 2022; 
as more states gradually legalize these 
apps, the number of  Joes out there is 
bound to rise.

I’m a licensed clinical psychologist 
who has researched and treated gam-
bling-related harm for over a decade. 
I’m interested in how and why bettors 
like Joe seem able to focus on how they 
picked a winning team while discount-
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ing that they actually ended up in the 
red. Humans are built to like reward, 
pleasure and winning. Sports wagering 
apps bring these specific opportunities 
right to your smartphone for immediate 
enjoyment.

Gambling feels good in the heat
of  the moment
Several theories from neuroscience and 
psychology can point to why some peo-
ple might be particularly primed to en-
joy gambling.

One prominent theory of  learning 
suggests people are driven by two ba-
sic brain systems. One leads people to 
seek new, exciting and novel situations. 
A complementary system encourages 
them to apply caution, notice risk and 
keep themselves safe.
In action, these systems are a bit like the 
gas and the brake on a car – but imagine 
driving, as my great uncle used to, with 
both feet. Everyone has both pedals, 
but how sensitive you are to the brake 
or how much you crave more gas varies 
from person to person.

Think of  how some people avoid air-
planes entirely, while others board be-
cause of  their excitement about the va-
cation on the other side, and still others 
willingly launch themselves out of  the 
plane as skydivers. Sports wagering op-
portunities can be akin to that plane. 
One person’s individual blend of  desire 
for novelty and caution can lead them 
to hesitantly download an app while 

another person can’t wait to make the 
jump.

Neuroscientists know that certain genes, 
brain regions and neurotransmitters, in-
cluding dopamine, are part of  this bal-
ancing act of  risk and reward. The ar-
eas of  the brain related to reward may 
function a bit differently in people who 
are more driven to engage in higher-risk 
activities. 

For example, when researchers show 
study participants who are frequent 
gamblers images of  people gambling 
in casinos, their brains may react in a 
way similar to when they are exposed to 
cues for natural rewards like food or sex. 
These findings mirror what has been 
shown for how people’s brains react to 
cues for alcohol, cocaine and cigarettes.

Wagering apps amp up the 
attraction
Beyond the rewarding nature of  gam-
bling itself, there may be some structur-
al aspects of  sports wagering apps that 
make them particularly attractive – and, 
in turn, potentially create higher risk for 
some people.

For example, Joe really likes basketball, 
and he’s confident about his skill in 
knowing how his team will play. Placing 
a bet on the game may make him more 
excited to watch a game he already en-
joys. Each time his favorite teams play 
will be an automatic cue to place an-
other bet. There’s a natural pull to be 
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more engaged in activities you like and 
are good at. And when researchers told 
study participants they would either just 
watch or also bet on a sporting event, it 
led to different activation in the brain, 
particularly in areas related to reward.

People are also more likely to partic-
ipate in activities that are readily ac-
cessible and have low barriers to entry. 
Common advice you might hear if  you 
want to decrease the amount of  sug-
ar in your diet is to clear sweets out of  
your pantry. Sure enough, you’re more 
likely to eat a cupcake on the counter 
than one you have to go all the way to 
the store for. In the same way, proximity 
to gambling venues is a known risk fac-
tor for problematic levels of  gambling. 
Sports wagering apps essentially load a 
casino onto the phone in your pocket. 
The easy access – along with the novelty 
and excitement – likely increase the risk 
of  potential harm.

And wagering apps are heavily “gam-
ified” to feel more like an interactive 
video game and less like a staid bank-
ing app. Push notifications, free play, 
leaderboards and more can increase 
engagement and fun. But these features 
can also make users feel more detached 
from the actual money they’re spending 
and make it harder to disengage if  they 
become concerned about the cash or 
time spent on the app.

Hardening your defenses
Most people who gamble or bet on 
sports don’t experience any harm. Like 
Joe, they might lose a few bucks. But 
overall they may find the enjoyment 
gained by the thrill of  deeper engage-
ment with their team and the chance to 
win is within their budget. Spending on 
sports wagering can be like springing for 
movie tickets because of  what’s gained 
from seeing the content in a theater – 
there’s an added dimension to the en-
tertainment. 

When I work with clients, I suggest set-
ting spending limits or loss limits. Many 
apps offer responsible gaming tools that 
let users set deposit, loss and wagering 
limits. For people who are really con-
cerned about their gambling, blocking 
software can be an option. The Nation-
al Council on Problem Gambling’s re-
sponsibleplay.org site provides addition-
al strategies and resources.

I also remind clients that sports wager-
ing companies are running a business 
designed to make money despite a us-
er’s ability to pick a winning team. The 
apps are very skilled at tapping into 
what makes betting exciting and re-
warding. Players can aim for a level of  
expenditure that keeps it fun and low-
risk. There’s no need to become an app’s 
best customer.
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Only about 10% of  people with a gambling 
problem ever seek treatment. Sean Gladwell/
Moment via Getty Images

Millions of Americans are problem 
gamblers – so why do so few people 
ever seek treatment? 

By James P. Whelan
University of Memphis

The opportunity to gamble has moved 
from a trip to Vegas, to a drive to a lo-
cal casino, to the phone in your pock-
et. And if  you’re a sports fan, nudges to 
place bets have become nearly impossi-
ble to ignore, with sports gambling ads 
and promos routinely appearing on TV, 
social media, sports radio and in arenas.

The stunning expansion of  sports wa-
gering following decades of  casino ex-
pansion certainly gives any rational per-
son reason to pause.

For most bettors, gambling is an occa-
sional form of  entertainment – Pow-
erball tickets when the jackpot swells 
to $1 billion, Super Bowl squares with 
co-workers, a birthday trip to the casino.

But for other people, the possibility of  
developing a gambling disorder looms.

To what extent should Americans be 
worried?

To gamble is to be human
A nuanced answer begins with the fact 
that gambling has been popular for a 
long, long time.

Evidence of  gambling has been found 
in ancient cultures around the world. 
Archaeologists have unearthed dice 
marked with pips, or dots, in Mesopota-
mia that date back to 1300 B.C. Histori-
ans have located records of  dice games 
in Greek and Indian cities before 400 
B.C.

In North America, one Navajo myth 
tells the story of  Noqoìlpi, or “the gam-
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bler.” Informal gambling games and 
lotteries were common in the American 
Colonies, including lotteries to fund the 
Continental Army.

In the U.S., sports and gambling have 
long been intertwined. In the decades 
after the Civil War, pool halls were set 
up near Western Union stations so gam-
blers could easily place bets on horses. 
And sports like baseball and boxing be-
came hugely popular in the 19th centu-
ry, in part because they attracted action 
from bettors.

For as long as there’s been gambling, 
there has also been problem gambling.

Several writers in ancient India high-
lighted the consequences of  habitual 
gambling. Over 150 years ago, Dosto-
yevsky famously wrote “Crime and 
Punishment” to pay off gambling debts. 
And in the 20th century, sports betting 
imploded the careers of  baseball leg-
ends “Shoeless” Joe Jackson and Pete 
Rose.

When problems arise
I describe this history because it shows 
that humans have always seemed to 
find a way to gamble, whether it’s legal 
or not. And, inevitably, some bettors 
will experience harm or a gambling 
disorder.

I direct the Institute for Gambling Ed-
ucation and Research, where we focus 
on the treatment of  gambling disorder 

and gambling problems.

Psychologists have only recently begun 
to view problem gamblers as a form of  
addictive behavior, in which gambling 
urges, tolerance and withdrawal are 
akin to how substance use disorders un-
fold. Researchers have found that brain 
imaging data and symptom patterns of  
problem gamblers are similar to those 
of  people who are addicted to drugs or 
alcohol. Gamblers can build a tolerance, 
meaning that they need to gamble more 
and bet in higher amounts in order to 
maintain the same levels of  excitement. 
And attempts to cut back or stop can 
lead to emotional struggles.

There are also financial and social ram-
ifications to gambling disorder.

Distress about money is the most fre-
quently cited reason people start ques-
tioning whether they have a problem. 
But other symptoms include damage 
done to relationships, deterioration in 
mood and the physical costs of  this dis-
tress. Problem gamblers often lie about 
or hide their gambling, which can make 
it difficult for loved ones to recognize.

The best prevalence research shows that 
somewhere between 1% and 2% of  the 
U.S. adult population, or 2 to 4 million 
adults, will experience a gambling disor-
der in their lifetime. Another 3% to 5%, 
or 5 to 9 million people, will, at some 
point in their lives, report a subclinical 
problem, which means that some gam-
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bling disorder symptoms are present but 
the psychiatric diagnosis is not warrant-
ed.

Despite some hand-wringing over the 
expansion of  sports betting, I believe any 
increase in the rate of  problems is likely 
to be temporary. A review of  30 years of  
research on the prevalence of  problem 
gambling and gambling disorder reveals 
a pattern. More gambling availability 
tends to lead to a spike in the number of  
people reporting gambling issues in the 
short term. However, populations tend 
to adapt over time; the rate of  gambling 
problems decreases accordingly.

It will be interesting to see whether the 
same pattern plays out for sports betting.

Barriers to treatment
My team also operates an outpatient 
clinic where we treat people with gam-
bling disorder. Our research and therapy 
sessions have pointed to some encourag-
ing news, along with a few barriers.

The good news is that treatment, par-
ticularly when it includes cognitive be-
havioral techniques, significantly re-
duces gambling disorder symptoms and 
psychological distress. While long-term 
treatment is recommended, an effec-

tive course of  
treatment is 
about eight to 
10 sessions.

Yet there are 
still road-
blocks. Peo-
ple are often 
hesitant to 
try treatment; 
those who do 
f r e q u e n t l y 
drop out.

People are of-
ten unaware 
they have 
g a m b l i n g 
p r o b l e m s , 
even when 
they report 
having symp-
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toms of  problem gambling. We don’t 
exactly know why. The impact, though, 
is substantial. Only about 10% of  indi-
viduals with a gambling problem ever 
seek treatment. As a comparison, the 
rate of  seeking help among those with 
substance use disorders runs somewhere 
between 10% and 50%. It’s consider-
ably lower than those experiencing de-
pression and anxiety, 70% to 90% of  
whom will seek treatment.
We also know that gambling disorder 
is one of  the most stigmatized mental 
health concerns. We find that people 
tend to blame someone who has de-
veloped gambling problems, and view 
them as dangerous or untrustworthy. 
By contrast, someone experiencing de-
pression and anxiety is less likely to be 
blamed for their problems.

The other challenge is the rate at which 
people discontinue treatment before 
completing the standard course of  ther-
apy. For most mental health concerns, 
20% who start a psychological treat-
ment fail to continue in that treatment. 
By comparison, the dropout rate for 
gambling harms is nearly double: 39%.

We believe that dropout rate is not ex-
plained by people not wanting to put in 
the work to change. Instead, the relation-
ship with the therapist and ambivalence 
about the progress being made tend to 
derail the course of  treatment. Finances 
are also a real problem. Patients might 
not be able to afford their appointments, 

or their insurance doesn’t cover a diag-
nosis of  a gambling disorder.

Gaps in knowledge and funding
About a decade ago, a friend who is an 
alcohol researcher observed that the 
thinking and research about gambling 
was about four decades behind where 
it is for alcohol. The gaps in knowledge 
were evident. We still don’t have good 
models for how a gambling problem de-
velops, or how to conceptualize an ad-
diction without a substance. We don’t 
know the long-term effects of  experienc-
ing gambling problems and gambling 
disorder. And we don’t fully understand 
the extent to which improvements from 
treatment are maintained.

While researchers around the world are 
chipping away at these knowledge gaps, 
there continue to be huge challenges – 
not the least of  which is that gambling 
regulations keep changing and new 
forms of  gambling are always emerging.

More importantly, there is little funding 
available to learn more about gambling 
disorder – and almost no funding from 
the U.S. government. In 2022, the Na-
tional Institutes of  Health invested over 
$570 million to study alcohol use prob-
lems.

The amount the NIH budgeted to study 
gambling?

Zero.
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The country’s history of  state-sanctioned 
gambling goes back to the early 19th century. 
William West/AFP via Getty Images

40 years of legal sports betting in 
Australia points to risks for US 
gamblers – and tips for regulators

By Alex Russell 
CQUniversity Australia

Australians love to gamble. It’s often 
said that if  they could, they would bet 
on two flies crawling up a wall. The Syd-
ney Opera House and Sydney Harbour 
Bridge were funded, in part, by govern-
ment lotteries.

It’s only been five years since the U.S. 
Supreme Court overturned a federal 
law that essentially banned sports bet-
ting in most states, but in Australia, the 
novelty of  legal sports betting has long 
worn off: It’s been legal since the 1980s.

I’ve been researching gambling in Aus-
tralia since 2011, and I’ve been a team 
member on some major studies of  on-
line gambling. I’ve also led studies on 
risk factors for problematic sports bet-
ting and the harms associated with cer-
tain types of  sports betting.

Americans just starting to get familiar 
with sports betting can learn some les-
sons from Australia’s approach to sports 
betting and the research on its effects.

A culture of  gambling
Australia has a long history of  state-sanc-
tioned gambling, dating back to the first 
known organized horse racing event, 
which took place in 1810.

Bettors were initially required to go to 
a race track to place a bet. This was a 
hassle for many bettors, so illegal book-
ies started taking bets in places like bars. 
Their prices tended to be favorable be-
cause, unlike official bookmakers at the 
tracks, they didn’t pay a tax.

This prompted state governments to 
open off-course betting companies, start-
ing with the state of  Victoria’s Totalisa-
tor Agency Board in 1961. Other states 
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soon followed. While horse betting has 
long been legal in Australia, sports bet-
ting wasn’t legal until 1983. That year, 
Totalisator Agency Boards began taking 
bets on sports – typically soccer, crick-
et and boxing. Nongovernment sports-
books didn’t appear until 1993, when 
Sportsbet became the first private com-
pany to obtain a license. Online sports 
betting followed, with Centrebet.com.
au, an online gambling website, launch-
ing in 1996.

Today, many online operators take bets 
on sports, races and even things like 
what color tie the prime minister will 
wear.

Slowing the pace of  bets
Gambling’s foothold in Australian cul-
ture has had a host of  repercussions.

Australians are the biggest losers world-
wide, losing more than twice as much to 
gambling per person than almost every 
other country. This is largely due to the 
ubiquitous presence of  slot machines 
in hotels and bars. But Australians also 
lose more per capita on sports and race 
betting.

Because sports betting in Australia ex-
isted prior to online gambling, govern-
ments had to work out what types of  
betting to allow online. The country has 
regulations in place that restrict some 
forms of  wagering, like fast-paced bet-
ting.

Slot machines, for example, are fast-
paced, because each spin is a bet, and 
a person can easily slip “into the zone,” 
losing track of  their spending. Online 
slots are banned for this reason.

Similar restrictions exist for online 
sports betting. Most people will place a 
bet before a match starts and will mostly 
bet on who will win, or possibly by how 
much they will win.

But, over time, more betting options 
have become available. People can now 
bet on who will score first, or next, or 
whether a certain number of  points will 
be scored in a quarter or half. Since 
2002, Australians have also been able to 
place bets “live” or “in-play” – in other 
words, during a game.

In Australia, live sports betting can be 
done, but not online. They must be 
placed by telephone call or at a venue, 
such as a bar, casino or betting shop, 
which is a storefront where people can 
place bets. This is partly to allow staff 
to intervene if  someone is showing signs 
of  problems, much like a bartender who 
can cut off a customer who has had too 
much to drink. Whether these interven-
tions regularly occur is another matter.

There is also a particularly fast-paced 
form of  sports betting, known as mi-
crobetting. Think of  placing a bet on 
whether the next pitch in baseball will 
be a ball or a strike.

                                   The Conversation U.S. | 26



In studies I’ve conducted with other 
gambling researchers, we found that mi-
crobetting is done almost exclusively by 
higher-risk gamblers. In Australia, mi-
crobetting is not allowed even via phone 
calls, but consumers can access markets 
in other countries to place these bets, 
even though they are strongly discour-
aged from doing so.

Ads flood the airwaves
With so many online betting sites in 
Australia, there’s a lot of  competition, 
which means Australians are inundated 
with gambling ads and promotions.

In fact, there are five times as many TV 
ads for gambling as there are alcohol ads 
– and Australia has a pretty big drinking 
culture.

These gambling ads are effective. A se-
ries of  studies that I worked on, which 
were led by Professor Nerilee Hing from 
the Experimental Gambling Research 
Laboratory at CQUniversity, found that 
people who see more ads and promo-
tions are more likely to bet when they 
don’t intend to, bet more than they in-
tend, and place bets on more unlikely 
outcomes – meaning they lose more.

We also examined public advertising, 
such as TV ads, compared to direct 
messages, such as emails or text messag-
es. We found that direct messages are 
more effective, can be personalized and 
may be harder to regulate because they 
are not public.

Australians can also use credit cards to 
place bets. These transactions are not 
treated as regular online purchases, but 
instead as cash advances, meaning there 
are no interest-free periods, and there 
are also higher interest rates and cash 
advance fees. Many consumers don’t 
realize this and end up being forced to 
fork over more money than they antic-
ipated. Some gambling operators have 
even called for a ban on the use of  credit 
cards for online gambling.

Regulations in play
Earlier, I pointed out that some of  the 
key ideas around restrictions for online 
gambling are about reducing harm. But 
online gambling is still available at any 
time, as long as you have a phone or 
tablet, and just about all of  us do. So, 
imagine someone experiencing a strong 
gambling urge, especially someone with 
little self-control. It’s easier than ever to 
place a bet via any number of  payment 
methods, including credit cards, at any 
time, including when you’re drunk.

Fortunately, further regulations are be-
ing introduced.

The federal government is ultimately re-
sponsible for legislating online gambling 
in Australia. The National Consumer 
Protection Framework is a government 
initiative intended to implement chang-
es to online sports and race betting, in-
cluding restrictions on gambling pro-
motions, and a national self-exclusion 
program.
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Heavy bettors typically have accounts 
with multiple gambling operators, and 
if  they wanted to opt out, previous-
ly they would have had to do so with 
each operator. Soon, they will be able to 
self-exclude in one place, through a gov-
ernment-run program called “Betstop,” 
and this will apply across all online op-
erators.

Consumers are also able to set limits and 
monitor how much they have spent. As 
of  2019, every online gaming provider is 
required to offer deposit limits, although 
consumers do not have to take them up. 
However, our research team has found 
that voluntary limits – many of  which 
are sky-high – only have so much use, 
and that mandatory limits with reason-
able maximum levels would make a big-
ger difference.

Unlike Australia, where sports betting 
was legal before online betting was in-
vented, U.S. states are introducing legal-

ized sports betting at a time when tech-
nology allows for many types of  betting 
products, including particularly danger-
ous ones. It is important for U.S. legisla-
tors and regulators to consider not just 
whether sports betting should be legal, 
but which betting products should be 
allowed, and what harm-reduction reg-
ulations could be implemented.

Different U.S. states have different re-
strictions on sports betting, with some 
not allowing it at all, some only allow-
ing it in person, and some allowing just 
about everything, including online wa-
gers. Some states also have restrictions 
on certain bet types.

While some people will argue that it is 
up to bettors to keep themselves safe, it 
is important to remember that no one 
sets out to develop a gambling problem. 

And gambling products are, by nature, 
addictive.
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