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BETTING 15 GHANGING

BETTING IS CHANGING AMERICAN SPORTS

Photos: Getty Images

The industry is incentivized to foster
addiction, and it’s getting free rein

By SHELDON H. JACOBSON

watch a sporting event on television

without being offered the opportunity
to place a bet. Visit the ESPN website and
you will see ESPNBET advertised. Labeled
as a “newly-branded online sportsbook,”
ESPN is using its popular brand to engage
sports gamblers and take a share of the
gambling revenue pie. From abusiness
standpoint, no one can criticize such a
decision.

How big is this revenue pie? In 2024, it
reached $13.7 billion, up from $11 billion in
2023, according to the American Gaming
Association. But that is just the gross reve-
nue, the money earned after paying out
winnings. The actual amount bet by gam-
blers was nearly $150 billion in 2024
Averaged over theU.S. population, that
comes to around $440 per person, alittle
over10% of the $3,600 that an average
American spends each year on entertain-
ment.

Yet most of the adult population (80%,
according to Research Ground) never
place asports bet. The group that is most
engaged are young adults, with two-thirds
of on-campus students betting, often ata
higher frequency than average.

Online is the venue of choice for sports
gambling. A 2024 survey of adults in-
dicated that 19% of people have an online
account with a sportsbook, with 31% of
those18-29 having such an account.
Among those who said they had an online
account, 91% accessed it on a smartphone,
giving them 24/7 access to sports betting.

These numbers would not be disturb-
ingif the activity did not produce deleteri-
ous personal and societal outcomes.
Sportsbooks stay in business by shaving a
few dollars off every bet. This fee s called a
vigorish, or vig, or juice. It effectively
weights the odds slightly in their favor. By
balancing bets, sportsbooks will consis-
tently come out ahead.

The best way for sportsbooks to make
money is by growing their betting volume,
much like how casinos make money, all at
the expense of the gamblers. That is why

I thasbecome nearly impossible to

Words like
“gambling
problem” rather
than “gambling
addiction”
softenthe edge.
It does not
acknowledge
the disorder
that the
sportsbooks
exploit.

sportsbooks actively entice new gamblers
with generous offers on their first few bets.
But it’s not the volume of bettors that
counts, it’s the volume of bets. So a single
gambler who places alot of bets is very
valuable to these businesses. Sports gam-
bling addicts are cash cows.

Sportsbooks post warnings that if
someone has a gambling problem, they
should seek help. They also provide guid-
ance on how to gamble responsibly. Words
like “gambling problem” rather than “gam-
bling addiction” soften the edge. It does
not acknowledge the disorder that the
sportsbooks exploit.

‘What online sports gambling has done
is change the very essence of sports. Sports
gambling has always existed, with bets on
who will win a game as old as the competi-
tions themselves. Yet with online sport
betting, every game provides hundreds of
opportunities to place a bet. Adding online

p and 24,7 access creates an
environment that both fuels and exploits
addiction.

The carnage of families disrupted and
lives lost will continue to grow. A 2017
report found that pathological gamblers
attempt suicide at rates higher than those
with any other addictive disorder. The
recent NBA player and coach gambling
arrests highlight how pervasive gambling
of all types has become and how well hid-
denit can be.

We are now in the busiest season of
professional and college sports. The World
Series has just ended, the National Foot-
ball League is in full gear, and both the
National Basketball Association and the
National Hockey League are starting their
seasons. Add to this big-time college foot-
ball and soon-to-begin college basketball,
and gambling opportunities are ubiqui-
tous.

It’s atrend headed in the wrong direc-
tion.
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