
 

  
 

 
 

 
A Review of Sports Wagering & Gambling Addiction Studies 

Executive Summary 
 
This report on recent research suggests that gambling problems may increase as sports gambling grows 
explosively at the same time that mobile and online technologies evolve to create seemingly unlimited types of 
wagering opportunities. Here are important highlights from a special review of more than 140 studies and 
reports on the connections between sports betting and gambling addiction.  
 

Sports Betting and Online Gambling: A Potentially Volatile Mix 
The rate of gambling problems among sports bettors is at least twice as high as among gamblers in general. 
When sports gambling is conducted online, the rate of problems is even higher, with one study of online sports 
gamblers indicating that 16% met clinical criteria for gambling disorder and another 13% showed some signs of 
gambling problems. 
 

Concerns About Modern Sports Gambling 
Nearly half of American adults have bet on a sporting event. More and more are betting online, with 45% of 
sports wagering now taking place through the internet. Today’s online sports betting is particularly concerning 
for several reasons: 

 

• Access: internet gambling is available virtually all the time.  
o It’s more convenient and provides more privacy 
o Early research shows that those who bet using mobile devices have higher rates of problem 

gambling. 
 

• Live “In-Play” Betting: today’s sports gamblers can bet on much more than just the winner of a game.  
o Sports gamblers can bet — during the game — on hundreds and potentially thousands of 

discrete events.  Any aspect of a team or player’s performance or activity that can be measured 
is now a potential wager.  

o This shortens the lag between bet and reward, increasing the speed and frequency of gambling, 
which increases the risk of problematic behavior. 

 

Professional Athletes Frequently Gamble on Sports 
Sports gambling is widespread among professional athletes. While no study of gambling among U.S. professional 
athletes is publicly available, such studies have been conducted elsewhere.  One recent European report showed 
that 57% of professional athletes surveyed gambled on sports in the previous year, with 8% exhibiting problem 
gambling behavior, roughly three times greater than the general population.  
 

Youth Are at Higher Risk 
Data from 2018 shows that more than 75% of students gambled. This is a big concern given the risk-taking 
behavior that takes place in adolescence and young adulthood, along with gambling being more socially 
acceptable and glamorized than previously. More than 13% of adolescents wagered money on sports teams 
according to a study in 2017. Students most often bet on professional football and college basketball. Youth 
gamblers have higher rates of gambling problems than adults. Males are far more likely than females to both 
gamble on sports and to experience gambling problems. 
 



 

 

Popularity and Growth of Fantasy Sports Gambling 
From 2004 to 2018, participation in fantasy sports gambling quadrupled — from 14 million to 57 million. Higher 
fantasy game participation is associated with significant increases in problem gambling severity. 
 

The Profile of a Sports Bettor 
Heavy sports bettors who meet the criteria for clinical gambling disorder are typically male, young (up to age 
35), single, fully employed, and have a high level of education. They think sports gambling is more skill than luck, 
suggesting they’re prone to distortions in thinking. They affiliate with others who favor sports betting, 
frequently taking advantage of different types of promotions, and are generally highly impulsive. 
 

Marketing Inhibits Ability to Stop Gambling 
Aggressive promotions in all forms of marketing and advertising make it more difficult for sports bettors who are 
trying to curtail their gambling. Ads that emphasize ‘free play,’ tout the ease of placing a bet, and offer risk-free 
bonuses are particularly problematic. 
 

Looking Ahead   
Sports gambling is growing rapidly with significant potential to create or worsen gambling problems. Moreover, 
it’s clear that substantial prevention and treatment efforts need to be developed and targeted to those most 
vulnerable to developing an addiction through sports gambling.  
 

The review was conducted by Jeffrey Derevensky, PhD, and Ken Winters, PhD in the autumn of 2018. The full 
report, A Comprehensive Review of Sports Wagering and Gambling Addiction, is available at 
www.ncpgambling.org/sports-gambling 
 

NCPG Advocacy and Awareness 
To address these concerns, NCPG has created the Safer Sports Betting Initiative, which seeks to reduce the risk 
of gambling problems associated with sports betting. Building on our five decades of experience, using new 
research and harnessing cutting-edge technology, our goal is to develop innovative responsible gambling 
features and partnerships as well as comprehensive problem gambling prevention and treatment programs. This 
will increase protective elements that can be offered in sports betting and reduce risk factors for gambling 
addiction. 
 

NCPG will continue to:    
1. Advocate for responsible gambling principles in all sports betting legislation 
2. Build a data-driven evidence base capturing gambling participation and gambling problems associated 

with sports betting as well as best practices in prevention and education 
3. Develop partnerships with leagues, teams, players associations, colleges and high schools to provide 

problem gambling prevention and education programs, particularly for youth 
4. Develop partnerships with sports betting operators and vendors on responsible gambling 
5. Develop partnerships with media organizations on responsible gambling 
6. Advocate for television, digital and radio PSAs on safer sports betting 

 

About the National Council on Problem Gambling 
NCPG is the national advocate for people and families impacted by problem gambling. NCPG is neutral on 
legalized gambling and works with all stakeholders to promote responsible gambling.  If you or someone you 
know has a gambling problem, call or text the National Problem Gambling Helpline Network at 1-800-522-4700 
or visit www.ncpgambling.org/chat for confidential help. 

http://www.ncpgambling.org/
http://www.ncpgambling.org/chat

