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You do not have to have a 
gambling problem to 

experience problems from 
gambling.



Case: Shortstop

• 24 year old professional baseball player
– Spring Training 2020; MLB hopeful

• Pandemic starts
– Career placed on immediate hold
– By June 2020, he is uncertain about future
– Lives in state with mobile sports gambling 

(regulated)
– Begins gambling in Fall 2020 out of boredom, 

financial need, curiosity, need for action



Shortstop

• By end of fall 2020, net losses ~ $1000
• Contests a single game bet when he did 

not get paid
• State gambling regulators recognize he is 

a professional athlete and report his name 
to parent organization

• Placed on administrative leave, pending 
“investigation” – 18 months



Shortstop

• On further examination
– He did bet on baseball games (thought he 

wasn’t part of the league anymore)
– Gambling was a way to solve problems, 

financially and emotionally
– Gambling wasn’t a form of entertainment 
– There were harmful consequences due to 

continued pattern of gambling



Shortstop

• Why did he gamble, despite knowing the 
risks?

• If he were your client, what should be 
done with him?

• What, possibly, could have been done to 
prevent this or intervene earlier?

• What was the outcome?





Sports Gambling and Athletes



How does sports betting 
impact athletes?

• Gambling Disorder
• Sport Integrity
• Athlete Well-Being 

–Harassment



Gambling and Athletes

• Acceptability of sports gambling at 
highest-ever level – no longer “taboo”

• Access –unregulated and regulated
• Time on hands – address boredom
• Make money quickly
• Peer and family pressure 





Gambling Disorder in Athletes

• Globally, prevalence rates of GD higher in 
athletes, than non-athletes
– Student-Athletes  
– Professional Athletes (inconclusive?)
– Gender differences (solid signal; M>F); 
– Which sports?



NCAA Survey



NCAA Survey





Gambling Disorder in Athletes
– Personality traits to consider

• Highly competitive, 
• impulsive, 
• risk-taking tendencies 
• difficulty dealing with loss, 
• Obsessional / detail oriented / compulsive
• Confidence
• Believe in ”insider knowledge”



Evidence-Based Treatments 
for Gambling Disorder

• Medications (No FDA-Approved)
• Brief Interventions 

– Helplines, Self-Help Workbooks, 1-2 
sessions, 

• Psychotherapy
– CBT, MI, Psychodynamic, Supportive

• Gambler’s Anonymous
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Treatment Principles of 
Gambling Disorder in Athletes

• Medications; side effects magnified
• Treat co-occurring disorders

– Commonly missed: ADHD, Mood, PTSD
• Seeking treatment in confidential, 

accessible fashion, with trust
• Who provides oversight (unlike 

established SUD programs)
• Group support?



Resources



Kindbridge Athlete 
Well-Being Program



EPIC Solutions: 
Lived Experience Speakers



Gambling Addiction App



Westside Gambling Treatment



Gambling Disorder and Athletes

• Which types of sports gambling are the 
riskiest for athletes?
– SGP, Player Props, 

• Which sports are at the greatest risk for 
GD?

• At what stage of the athlete’s career is the 
greatest risk?

• Who is responsible for screening, 
education, prevention, treatment?



Sports Gambling and Integrity



Historical View of Sports 
Gambling and Integrity

• ”Purity of sports” as an ideal
• Fair and equal competition

– Corrupted effort if gambling involved
• Involved stakeholders (fans, teammates) 

invested in drama of uncertain outcome
• Anger at “rigged” outcomes when it comes 

to sport but not other forms of “sport 
entertainment”



Sports Betting and 
Sports Integrity

• Expansion of betting and newfound 
partnerships between sports organization 
and betting operators has led to
– Intensified fan engagement
– Concerns about fixing / corruption / fairness
– Ethical and exploitative concerns (athletes as 

commodity)
– New areas of regulation and policies for 

athletes 
• (can I bet, should I bet , where can I bet?)



Sports Gambling and 
Harassment



Sports Betting has Increased 
Athlete Harassment

• Since 2018 --- 
– Significant rise in harassment and abuse of 

athletes related to sports betting
• Digital: social media, comments, direct messages
• In-person threats ; at games, in real life
• Critical, physical, sexual, objectifying

– Precise numbers are opaque but the trends 
are clear and a response must be developed

– How could this end up?



NCAA Survey (2024)



Reasons for Harassment

• Anger intensifies when it collides with 
fandom, greed, competitiveness

• Viewing sports betting as
– A way to make money,

• Losses are personalized and not 
acceptable
– “not possible for me to be wrong”

• Gambler’s fallacy in sports betting



Ideas Moving Forward



Gambling Disorder and Athletes

• Establish clear, firm and consistent 
gambling policies for all athletes

•  informed by athletes
• Increase education of staff, trainers, 

coaches, front offices, owners, league 
officials

• Make resources and treatment accessible, 
available, in-demand

 



Integrity

• Restore public trust by reducing perceive 
hypocrisy, shadowy partnerships

• Transparency of revenue
• Use player data and tracking to identify 

problem gamblers and anomalous 
gambling patterns

• Does reducing advertising and embedded 
odds increase trust?



Harassment

• Elimination of player prop bets – 
– What type of impact?

• Strengthening real-time reporting to 
authorities

• Changing the messaging of what sports 
gambling is about? 

• Develop strong digital safety practices



Gambling as a part of athletic 
training experience

• Gambling impacts body, brain and mind 
performance

• Gambling behavior, even recreationally, can 
put athletes into risky situations

• Education, screening, referral to treatment, 
consistently communicating and adhering to 
gambling policies 

• Increasing therapist skills and abilities around 
gambling behaviors



uclagamblingprogram.org
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Q and A



Contact Information

Timothy Fong MD
UCLA Gambling 
Studies Program
 310-488-3916

tfong@mednet.ucla.edu

twitter: @fongster98
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