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Introduction

If an American wanted to place a sports bet in the late twentieth century, he essentially had two options:
Buy a plane ticket to Nevada or find an illegal neighborhood bookie. For decades, a federal ban kept
sports gambling politically restricted and culturally taboo. But today, a person no longer has to travel to
Vegas, down the road, or even outside his bedroom to bet. The casino has taken on a new form: a six-inch
smartphone screen. Since the Supreme Court’s decision in Murphy v. National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion lifted the federal ban in 2018, the practice of sports betting has skyrocketed online, especially among
young men and boys. This report explores the problem of online and app-based sports betting, examines
its consequences, and describes how policymakers, schools, parents, and churches can respond.

The Problem

In 2026, 27% of Americans report having an active online sports betting account, a percentage that has
steadily risen from 22% in 2025 and 19% in 2024.' Twenty-two percent of U.S. adults have actually bet on
sports in the past 12 months, up from 19% in 2022. That increase has been driven entirely by online bet-
ting;* today, 94% of bets are placed online or using smartphones.® In 2017, before the Supreme Court decision
in Murphy, Americans bet $4.9 billion on sports.* Last year, that number rose to $160 billion, a 32-fold
increase in just under 10 years.

The upward trend in online sports betting is particularly strong among men, especially young men. Fif-
ty-two percent of men ages 18—49 have an active online sports betting account, compared to the 27% of Amer-
icans in general> A 2023 survey by the NCAA found that two-thirds of 18- to 22-year-old men had engaged
in sports betting.° And unfortunately, gambling isn’t isolated to this young adult demographic. Although
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the legal age for gambling ranges from 18 to 21, 36% of boys aged 11 to 17 report gambling in the past year.”
Among teen boys who gamble, 34% participate in sports-related gambling—and those who bet on sports (as
opposed to other types of gambling) do it especially frequently. Sixty percent of boys who bet on sports do
so monthly or more often, and among higher-loss gamblers, 89% gamble monthly or more often.

The high rates of gambling among young men and boys have led to higher rates of problem gambling in
those demographics. The term problem gambling is used to describe gambling behavior that is accompa-
nied by signs of harm or disruption to the gambler’s life, which may include thinking about gambling all
the time, feeling a need to bet more money and more often, or gambling despite negative consequences.®
Ten percent of young men in the U.S. exhibit problem gambling behavior, more than three times the rate of
the general population.” The percentage of high school students with a gambling problem is double that of
adults, and 5% of all young people between the ages of 11 and 17 meet at least one of the criteria for a gam-
bling problem.'® Psychologically, these numbers make sense: People in their teens and early twenties are
more vulnerable to problem gambling because of ongoing brain development, limited emotional regulation,
susceptibility to peer influence, and heightened impulsivity."

Surveys have found that sports betting in particular increases rates of problem gambling, compared to
betting at casinos or buying lottery tickets.”” Betting online rather than in person is also associated with
higher problem gambling rates. So online sports betting incorporates two modes of gambling that are par-
ticularly harmful, especially for the developing brain.

In an interview, the executive director of the National Council on Problem Gambling said, “We believe
that the risks for gambling addiction overall have grown 30% from 2018 to 2021, with the risk concentrated
among young males 18 to 24 who are sports bettors.” This is no accident: One former employee of sports-
book (sports gambling platform) FanDuel warned that “anybody under twenty-five [the sportsbooks] have
their eye on” because these young gamblers are “the guys that bring you all the money”'*

Sportsbooks use strategic and often predatory methods to rope people in, latching onto users who bet
more often and less successfully. Similar to the addictive design of social media apps, sportsbook apps are
engineered to keep a user’s attention, increasing dopamine levels in a way that mimics substance use.” In
2024, The Wall Street Journal found that 0.5% of the customer base at one sportsbook generated more than
70% of its revenue, illustrating the way that these companies profit from the biggest losers.'® An ESPN report
found that bookmakers severely restrict or close the accounts of people who are actually winning."”
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The Consequences

Research shows that the rise in online sports betting creates disastrous problems for bettors and those
around them. The most obvious of these problems is financial. A study in the United Kingdom found
that 49% of students reported gambling in the past year, and 17% used their student loan money to
gamble.'® Male gamblers in particular spent an average amount on gambling per week that was nearly
equal to their grocery budget. Another study in the United States found that households that put money
into online sports betting accounts reduced their financial investing by 14% on average.'” And in states
that legalized online gambling, one study found increases in personal bankruptcy rates of up to 25%
and credit card and auto loan delinquencies of 25% and 27%, respectively.?° This rise in bankruptcy
rates translates to roughly 30,000 more personal bankruptcies in the United States every year, and the
households that experienced most adverse effects were the ones with existing financial constraints
when legalization occurred.

Gambling, including sports betting, is clearly linked to mental health issues that can become severe.
Twenty percent of severe gambling addicts attempt suicide, a rate higher than any other addiction.”’ In
adolescents, gambling disorder leads to academic problems, impaired relationships, low self-discipline,
substance use, and mental health concerns including depression, anxiety, ADHD, and suicidality.?” Young
adults who engage in sports betting in particwular report increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, psy-
chological distress, and loneliness.”* One survey found that nearly half of sports bettors or their partners
report mental health issues like depression as a result of sports betting.?* The same survey found that
23% of all bettors reported a gambling addiction, compared to a higher percentage of 37% for Gen Z bet-
tors. On top of all this, sports betting seems to trigger other harmful behaviors: One study found that the
legalization of sports betting was associated with a 19% increase in credit card spending at mass-market
alcohol merchants.?®
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Finally, online sports betting has disturbing effects on crime and family safety. One study found crime
increases of 30-70% during and immediately following professional sports games in states that legalized
sports betting.?® Crimes that increased included larceny, vehicle theft, and assaults, the latter of which
jumped by up to 93% after unexpected home game outcomes. Crime levels rose the most when game
outcomes defied expectations. Another study found that after sports gambling became legal, upset losses
by NFL home teams triggered an increase of 10% in reports of violence by intimate partners.”” These
increases were larger in states with legal mobile betting and in locations where higher bets were placed.
The legalization of sports betting is also associated with a 7.5% increase in child maltreatment reports,
driven almost entirely by mobile or online betting.?®

For the sake of those ensnared by online sports betting and those affected by its consequences,
lawmakers and other civic institutions must take steps to limit this practice. Below are recommenda-
tions for policymakers, schools, parents, and churches, including examples of initiatives that should
be replicated.

How to Respond

Policymakers

1. Regulate the design of betting apps.

Policymakers should regulate sports betting apps to limit predatory design features and protect users
from making harmful choices. This could include limiting push notifications that entice users back
into the apps (see New York’s proposed Regulating Addictive Notifications Act*® and Colorado’s S.B.
26-131,%° which was signed into law in June). It could also include banning “near miss” features that
make users who lose bets feel like they “almost” won, as well as “risk-free” bets, where users are of-
fered a “free” extra bet if they lose an initial bet. Sportsbooks use many other incentive structures that
policymakers could consider regulating.

Other helpful regulations could introduce more friction into the betting process, making it less
easy for users to make irresponsible financial decisions. This could include mandatory delays be-
fore bets finalize, default daily or weekly deposit caps, and required breaks after a user meets a
certain betting threshold. In Massachusetts, for example, users are prohibited from using credit
cards to bet.*' The federal SAFE Bet Act, introduced by Senator Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) and
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(2025), https://doi.org/10.1177/15270025251396530.

27 David Card and Gordon B. Dahl, “Family Violence and Football: The Effect of Unexpected Emotional Cues on Violent Behav-
ior,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 126, no. 1 (2011): 103-43, https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjr001.
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ports,” preprint, SSRN, December 24, 2025, https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.5962283.
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duced February 3, 2025, https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/A4279/amendment/A.
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Representative Paul Tonko (D-NY), would also prohibit credit card betting and would implement
caps on how often users can deposit money and require apps to verify a user’s ability to pay before
accepting high-value bets.>

Policymakers should also consider banning prop bets (bets on specific events within a sports
game) and microbetting (live bets on real-time moments within a game), both of which can in-
crease risk and addictiveness. The proposed Massachusetts Bettor Health Act would ban prop bets
and live betting,** and New Jersey’s proposed S.B. 2160 would ban microbetting.**

2. Restrict advertising for gambling.

Gambling ads are a gateway into gambling, especially for young people. Nearly 6 in 10 boys report
seeing gambling ads during live or streaming sports,® yet research shows that young gamblers re-
call gambling ads more vividly than other advertisements and often misinterpret them as promising
guaranteed winnings.*® Policymakers should restrict gambling advertising on TV and social media to
protect boys and young men from preventable entry into the harmful world of gambling. The federal
GAME Act, introduced in May by Senators Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) and Katie Britt (R-AL),
would prohibit social media platforms from using targeted advertising systems to serve sports betting

8.37

ads to children under age 18.°" Policymakers should consider broader bans to protect vulnerable

adults from this advertising as well.

3. Tax operators to fund public awareness campaigns, problem gambling
assistance, and research.

Policymakers should consider using taxes on sports betting to fund public awareness campaigns and
research. In Ohio, sports gambling operators are taxed at a rate of 20%.°® That revenue supports edu-
cation funding and efforts to alleviate problem sports gaming. Similarly, Kentucky’s H.B. 551 directs
2.5% of sports betting tax revenue to a problem gambling assistance account.*

States have also created public awareness initiatives about gambling addiction and its associated
harms. Signed into law in 2022, Virginia’s H.B. 1108 required the state’s Board of Education to in-
corporate gambling into its existing curriculum on substance misuse and addiction.“° A year later,
Virginia created the Problem Gambling Treatment and Support Advisory Committee to coordinate
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gambling prevention and treatment efforts.*! A proposed bill in New Jersey would launch a public
awareness campaign about the risks of gambling.*> Other states should follow in introducing re-
search-backed public health initiatives.

4. Consider banning online sports betting altogether.

Today, 11 states still have not legalized online or retail sports betting: Alabama, Alaska, California,
Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho, Minnesota, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Texas, and Utah. These states should
hold out and resist attempts to legalize. The remaining states plus Washington, D.C., have varied
policies on sports betting in general and online sports betting in particular. In the states with legal
online sports betting, policymakers should consider reversing course and enacting bans. This may be
challenging to pursue in some states, but considering the detrimental consequences of sports betting
that have become clear since the Murphy decision, it is a worthy goal.

Schools

1. Restrict devices during the school day.

Schools should consider bell-to-bell phone bans so that students cannot access phones throughout
the school day. This will ensure that students are not betting during school, including during breaks
or lunch periods, where they might compare bets with peers. For more information on phone bans,
see the Ethics and Public Policy Center’s resource for schools.*®

2. Teach staff and educators to recognize signs and report problems.

As more young people engage in betting, school staff and educators are witnessing the practice more
often. In one survey, 83% of teachers reported either observing or hearing of their students partici-
pating in online gambling or sports betting.** Schools should train teachers on how to address this
behavior and have conversations in the classroom about the harms of gambling. Schools should also
provide educators with avenues to report concerning behavior to school counselors and administra-
tors, and administrators should notify parents of suspected dangerous or illegal betting activity.

3. Implement gambling literacy programs.

Research shows that gambling prevention and education programs can lower the frequency of gam-
bling and correct cognitive distortions.”> Whether or not these programs are mandated by the state,

41 Virginia General Assembly, Senate Bill 836, Problem Gambling Treatment and Support Advisory Committee, Established, 2023
Regular Session, https://legacylisvirginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?231+sum+SB836.
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45 Aris Grande-Gosende, Carla Lopez-Nufiez, Gloria Garcia-Fernandez, Jeffrey Derevensky, and José Ramén Ferndndez-Her-
mida, “Systematic Review of Preventive Programs for Reducing Problem Gambling Behaviors Among Young Adults,” Journal of
Gambling Studies 36 (2020): 1-22, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10899-019-09866-9.
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schools should implement gambling literacy into their curriculums, teaching students about the fi-
nancial risks of gambling and its mental and social effects.

North Carolina has offered the Stacked Deck program in middle schools, high schools, and com-
munity centers since 2011.%¢ This program educates students on probability theory and the history
and harmful effects of gambling. Last year, Massachusetts launched a gambling prevention curricu-
lum specifically focused on sports betting, which covers the risks of gambling, gambling myths, and
financial literacy skills.*’ It is already yielding positive results: 69% of the students who participated
in the curriculum said they were more likely to wait until legal age before gambling, and the percent-
age of students who believed gambling was an easy way to make money dropped from 53% before the
program to 44% after. State education departments, school districts, and individual schools would do
well to introduce similar programs.

Parents

1. Monitor children’s online behavior.

Parents need to know what their children are seeing online. Without monitoring their children’s
phone, computer, and other devices, parents cannot be sure whether children are participating in
online gambling or other harmful activities. In one survey, 59% of boys aged 11 to 17 reported that
gambling content appears in their social media feeds without them searching for it.*® Nearly half of
adolescent boys who gamble also see some kind of online gambling content, and those who watch
this content more frequently spend more on gambling than nonviewers (an average of $72 for viewers
compared to $33 for nonviewers). At the same time, over half of parents in one survey reported that
they do not know their state’s legal age for online gambling.*® Only 2% of parents think that their
child has used an online betting platform, and 16% admit that they would probably not know if their
child had used one.

Parents should restrict their children’s access to gambling-related content, even over social media,
and they should not allow children to access gambling apps or sites at any time. This requires vigi-
lance in checking on children’s online behavior and implementing controls. Parents should keep in
mind that children can often find ways to get around parental controls, and digital controls do not
always successfully restrict children’s access to harmful content. Parents should seriously consider
delaying smartphone and social media access for their children as long as possible, ideally until adult-
hood. This will protect them from online gambling access and other gambling-related content along
with a host of other online harms.

Although age restriction is mandated for sportsbooks, many boys under the legal age still report en-
gaging in gambling.>® For this reason, parents should ensure that their children do not have access to
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https://morethanagame.nc.gov/wp-content/uploads/Highlights-of-Stacked-Deck-Report-2021-22.pdf.

47 “Youth Sports Betting Curriculum & Program,” Massachusetts Council on Gaming and Health, accessed June 16, 2026,
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any adults’ devices or apps (including parents’ own devices). Parents should use password protection
and keep their devices away from children.

Parents should also monitor children’s financial behavior, even if they have their own accounts. Be
aware of sudden changes in financial behavior, large or increasing payments, or repeated payments.
Parents should ask children about the source of any unrecognized payments.

2. Talk to children about gambling.

Parents should teach children about gambling and its negative eftects before they are exposed to
it—don’t wait until after. They should impress upon children that gambling apps are designed to take
advantage of them and lure them into addictive cycles. Along with teaching children how money
should not be used, including for irresponsible pursuits like gambling, parents can present a positive
vision of how money should be used. Parents can encourage valuable uses of money such as saving
and giving to others.

3. Watch for warning signs.

In addition to monitoring changes in financial behavior, parents should watch for other signals that
children have been pulled into online betting. They should be aware of how much time children are
spending on devices and notice if children are becoming withdrawn or preoccupied. A new or inten-
sified obsession with sports games and their outcomes can also be a warning sign of betting.

4. Encourage healthy risk-taking pursuits.

Parents can help children channel a desire for risk-taking into healthy, real-life pursuits. They should
encourage children to pursue competitive activities such as sports, chess, and board games. Instead of
screen-based activities, parents should encourage social time and outdoor activities.

Churches

1. Guide youth and young men away from sports betting.

The first step for church leaders and communities is to be aware that online sports betting is a grow-
ing problem among boys and young men. Those who work with youth, young adults, or men in
general should openly discuss sports betting and its negative effects, ask boys and men about their
involvement in sports betting, and counsel them to avoid it. Churches should be aware that the finan-
cial and social devastation that can come from problem gambling has downstream effects on young
men’s marriage and career prospects. They should educate the young men in their congregations
about this risk.

2. Teach about finances and stewardship.

Where appropriate, church leaders should teach financial responsibility. Churches should encourage
congregants to steward money responsibly, avoiding unnecessary risks and prioritizing wise saving
and generous giving. Church leaders should also consider mentioning gambling (along with other
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unhealthy or addictive behaviors) where relevant in preaching, teaching, and prayers as a way to
shepherd congregants away from this behavior.

3. Offer accountability structures and counseling.

If possible, churches should offer financial counseling and accountability to those who are struggling
with gambling. When necessary, churches should connect struggling congregants with resources to
help them prevent or recover from addiction. This requires awareness of the resources available in
one’s state.

Conclusion

As online sports betting increases in prevalence, its negative effects have become too clear to
ignore. There is a path forward to reverse Americans’ descent into gambling, and policymakers,
schools, parents, and churches each have a role to play. The recommendations in this report have
the potential to turn the tide and deliver our communities from the consequences that accom-
pany online betting: financial disaster, addiction, mental health issues, and increased crime. The
sooner we recognize and address this problem, the fewer Americans will be targeted and victim-
ized by a predatory industry whose goal is to destroy their lives for profit.
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