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Executive Summary 
Massachusetts legalized sports betting in August 2022, and it became operational in early 2023. The 
rapid uptake of sports betting has prompted concerns about the potential impact on young adults. To 
better understand these effects, NORC at the University of Chicago (NORC), in partnership with Gemini 
Research and informed by a Community Advisory Board (CAB), conducted a community-engaged, 
multi-phase qualitative study from 2023 to 2026. The study explored young adults’ perspectives, 
behaviors, and experiences with sports betting, as well as recommendations for mitigating potential 
harms. We completed the following activities: 

• Engagement of CAB members across all study phases, including formative research, study design, 
data collection, and participatory analysis to interpret and contextualize study findings.  

• Interviews with 39 young adults and focus groups with 23 young adults (ages 18-25) residing in 
Massachusetts to understand their experiences with and perspectives on sports betting, as well as 
perceived impacts of legalization on their lives. 

• Interviews with 12 sports betting researchers, policymakers, and vendors (described as “Industry 
and policy interviewees” throughout this report) to inform study design and provide context on retail 
and online sports betting in Massachusetts.  

• Interviews with six young adult support professionals, including College Counseling Center 
Directors, Athletic Directors, and mental health clinicians, to better understand the potential 
impacts of sports betting on young adults and inform recommendations to mitigate potential harms. 

Overview of Key Findings 
Patterns of Sports Betting Behavior Among Young Adults 

Many young adults reported that they bet casually and infrequently, with increased engagement around 
major sporting events; few young adults noted betting more frequently. The majority of bets reported by 
young adults ranged from $0.50 to $10. Football and basketball were noted as the most popular sports 
for wagers among young adults, though some also bet on a wide variety of sports. The majority of 
young adults reported placing Moneyline bets because they perceive single-game bets as more 
straightforward and less risky than other bet types. Sports betting primarily occurred through online and 
mobile platforms, with DraftKings frequently cited as one of the main platforms. Several young adults 
noted using informal peer networks and bookies for sports betting before legalization or when 
underage, while a few mentioned betting on sports in person. Some young adults also engaged in other 
forms of related gambling, including fantasy sports, social sportsbooks, and prediction markets.  
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How Young Adults Perceive Sports Betting 

Many young adults perceive sports betting positively as a low-risk, casual form of entertainment, 
equating it with making discretionary purchases like “buying a coffee” or “going out to lunch.” However, 
young adults commonly paired these positive descriptions of sports betting with qualifiers such as 
“when done in moderation” and within limits.  

Young adults acknowledged potential risks associated with sports betting, including: 

• Sports betting as a social activity closely intertwined with drinking alcohol: Some young 
adults described betting on sports in social settings involving alcohol, such as bars, noting that 
drinking increases the likelihood of placing riskier bets. Young adult support professionals similarly 
emphasized that alcohol use can impair judgment and increase impulsivity.  

• Financial impacts: While many young adults acknowledged financial risks, most framed these 
impacts as short-term or limited. Some young adults described sports betting as risky and shared 
anecdotes of financial loss and the associated emotional consequences, including disappointment, 
frustration, and stress. A few young adults linked concealed betting behavior and financial loss to 
strain in personal relationships. Young adult support professionals and industry and policy 
interviewees also raised concerns about young adults’ financial literacy and money 
management skills.  

• Addiction: Some young adults expressed concern that increased access, normalization, and 
advertising may contribute to addiction and problem gambling. A few noted that normalization of 
sports betting may make it harder to recognize harmful behavior or seek help. Young adult support 
professionals echoed these concerns, pointing to structural characteristics of sports betting that 
are associated with gambling addiction.  

Although young adults recognized risks associated with sports betting, many downplayed them or 
exempted themselves and their peers from being affected. Several young adults described sports 
betting as “trivial” or questioned whether it should be considered gambling at all. Some attributed this 
perspective to the gamification of sports betting, which they felt distanced it from traditional forms of 
gambling and reduced perceived personal risk. Young adult support professionals echoed these 
concerns, cautioning that the framing of sports betting as entertainment, combined with its gamified 
design and instant accessibility, can delay recognition of problematic behavior.  

Young adults also mentioned potential benefits from the legalization of sports betting, including: 

• Increased engagement in watching sports: Many young adults noted that they are watching, 
talking about, and going to more sports because they have a financial investment and therefore a 
personal stake in the outcome of the games.   

• Enhanced consumer protections and state revenue: A few young adults noted that sports 
betting was occurring in Massachusetts regardless of and prior to legalization, observing that 
legalization has led to established platforms for sports betting with greater oversight and 
regulation. A few young adults also highlighted the public benefits of tax revenue from sports 
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betting. Young adult support professionals and industry and policy interviewees echoed these 
benefits and highlighted the increased opportunities for education and resource dissemination.  

Normalization of Sports Betting among Young Adults 

Sports betting is widely perceived as normalized, driven by its ubiquity and social embeddedness. 
Young adults linked the normalization of sports betting to: 

• Social context and peer influence: Young adults consistently described sports betting as a social 
activity that fosters shared conversation and camaraderie. They also noted that legalization has 
contributed to sports betting being viewed as increasingly common and socially accepted, 
especially among their peers. Word of mouth and peer influence have spread interest and 
generated participation. Young adults reported that their engagement is largely motivated by 
friends who place bets, while others noted that family dynamics also contribute to normalization 
and engagement.  

• Proliferation of mobile and online platforms that embed sports betting into everyday life: 
Young adults pointed to the accessibility and convenience of online and mobile sports betting 
apps, which were widely described as “frictionless” and “immediate,” as contributing to its uptake 
among young adults. Young adult support professionals and industry and policy interviewees 
similarly believe that the convenience and ease of access of mobile apps increased the prevalence 
of sports betting among young adults.  

• Pervasive advertising and promotional incentives: Many young adults described widespread 
exposure to sports betting advertisements across social media, podcasts, and sports broadcasts, 
noting that this ubiquity normalizes sports betting but can also detract from the enjoyment of 
sports. Promotional strategies framed as “free money” were perceived as “lower stakes” and more 
approachable, especially for young adults with limited disposable income, though some viewed 
these strategies as misleading. Young adults found sports betting advertising particularly appealing 
when it featured celebrities, influencers, comedians, and athletes. Although industry and policy 
interviewees noted that vendors are prohibited from targeting individuals under age 21 in their 
advertisements, young adults expressed concern about the impact of these ads on young 
audiences, including underage viewers. 

Differential Experiences Across Groups of Young Adults 

Experiences of sports betting vary across subgroups of young adults. 

• Underage young adults: Underage young adults are engaging in sports betting through 
loopholes, despite age restrictions. Industry and policy interviewees noted that sports and sports 
betting have been deeply embedded in U.S. history and culture, likely leading young adults to be 
aware of and engage with sports betting even prior to legalization. Some young adults were 
unaware of the age restriction or assumed it was 18 and older. Young adult support professionals 
cautioned that early age exposure to sports betting contributes to continued engagement.  
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• Young men and women: Young adults believe that sports bettors are primarily young men, with 
most participants noting that young men are most likely to bet on sports. They also described 
sports betting advertisements as specifically appealing to young men. However, a few young 
adults noted that since legalization, more young women have begun betting on sports. Young 
female bettors reported being influenced to start betting by male friends, family, and significant 
others, as well as by advertisements. Young adult support professionals expressed concern that 
stigma around gambling for women may lead to increased risk and lower levels of detection.  

• College students and collegiate athletes: Young adults shared high levels of exposure to and 
engagement with sports betting on college campuses, frequently noting how often they discuss 
and participate in online sports betting with their peers. This engagement was especially 
pronounced within “sports schools,” or colleges and universities with strong collegiate athletics 
programs. Many believed that college is a point of entry into sports betting and articulated that 
sports betting is highly visible, socially accepted, and encouraged by peers on campus. Young 
adults view prohibitions from the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) as a strong 
deterrent to sports betting for collegiate athletes. Despite this, some collegiate athletes 
acknowledged that some of their peers still place bets or did so after leaving athletics. Some young 
adults expressed concerns about increased pressure on collegiate athletes from sports betting and 
its impact on their well-being.  

Opportunities to Mitigate Risks and Potential Harms of Sports Betting  

Many young adults noted that they were not aware of resources for problem gambling, highlighting that 
they did not know where to go for help. Some young adults were aware of disclaimers and helplines, 
but questioned how helpful these resources are. Young adult support professionals noted that they lack 
training and resources for how to support young adults with problem gambling.  

Young adults and young adult support professionals view responsibility for mitigating harms as shared 
across governments, systems, institutions, and individuals. 

• Government bodies: Young adult support professionals and several young adults identified 
policymakers, MGC, and other regulatory bodies as central actors in harm mitigation, particularly 
given the state’s role in legalizing and overseeing sports betting. Several young adults compared 
sports betting to alcohol and tobacco, noting that the government has historically intervened to 
restrict advertising and communicate health risks.   

• Sportsbook operators: Many young adults identified sportsbook vendors as bearing substantial 
responsibility for harm mitigation given their role in designing, marketing, and profiting from sports 
betting. They suggested vendor-led interventions, including betting limits, loss-based financial 
cutoffs, time limits within apps, and clearer disclosures about spending. They also recommended 
mandatory in-app warnings, helplines, and disclaimers, especially after prolonged use or 
significant losses, like cigarette package warning labels. However, both young adults and 
professionals expressed skepticism about the effectiveness of sportsbook operator self-regulation. 
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• Colleges and universities: Young adult support professionals and young adults identified 
colleges and universities as important settings for harm mitigation, citing their access to young 
adults and capacity to support early awareness, education, referrals, and open conversations 
about gambling risks. However, several young adult support professionals acknowledged that 
power dynamics, concerns about mandatory reporting, or fear of NCAA-related consequences may 
discourage students from openly discussing their sports betting habits. Participants described 
more formal educational efforts, including mandatory training, workshops, seminars, and 
integration of sports betting topics into curricula. Several young adults emphasized the value of 
peer-led approaches, suggesting that hearing from other young adults or athletes who have 
experienced gambling-related harms would resonate with their peers.  

• Sports organizations: Some young adults suggested that professional sports organizations and 
their governing bodies could play a role in mitigating harassment, particularly within college sports. 
Industry and policy interviewees and young adult support professionals described differing views 
on the enforcement of NCAA rules for collegiate athletes. The industry and policy interviewees 
suggested having stricter enforcement of NCAA policies prohibiting collegiate athletes from 
engaging in sports betting, particularly in Division II and III programs. In contrast, young adult 
support professionals described the need for amnesty rather than a solely punitive or zero-
tolerance framework.  

• Individuals: A few young adults and young adult support professionals emphasized individual 
responsibility, framing sports betting as a personal choice that requires self-regulation. A few 
young adults noted that individuals must ultimately set limits, budget appropriately, and recognize 
when betting ceases to be recreational. 

Young adults, industry and policy interviewees, and young adult support professionals proposed 
strategies to reduce the negative impacts of sports betting, including: 

• Education & Awareness Raising: Develop financial literacy programs that include content on 
gambling; create mini-courses for colleges about gambling, similar to required courses on 
substance use; and promote FAQs and resources on apps and websites and across campus. 

• Policy & Regulation: Ban or restrict sports betting done online or through mobile applications, 
limit betting to in-person venues; raise minimum age for sports betting (e.g., to 25); and enforce 
NCAA rules more strictly for student athletes, or alternatively create amnesty policies and enact 
harm reductioni approaches for collegiate athletes who engage in sports betting.  

• Advertising & Messaging: Launch public service announcements (PSAs) similar to anti-smoking 
campaigns; include risks and available resources clearly in betting ads; restrict ads during sports 
events; and ban gambling content on streaming platforms like YouTube. 

 
i According to the NCAA, “harm-reduction strategies foster prevention, risk reduction and health promotion. Harm-reduction strategies 
acknowledge actual behaviors (e.g., some student-athletes do bet on sports) and attempt to meet individuals where they are.” See link for 
more information.  

https://ncaaorg.s3.amazonaws.com/ssi/mental/SSI_HarmReductionforGamblingandSportsBetting.pdf
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• Support Services: Expand access to counseling and support groups; promote available support 
services in advertisements and on betting apps; and include links to helpful resources directly in 
betting apps. 

• App-Based Safeguards: Add warnings and disclaimers before bets; implement loss and bet limits 
and time limits; trigger notifications when users reach designated loss thresholds; provide 
unprompted access to self-help resources within apps; and provide historical accounting or 
dashboards of weekly or monthly spending. 

• Research & Evaluation: Fund independent studies on sports betting impacts; evaluate the cost-
benefit of legalization; and use findings to inform policy and public education. 

Discussion and Recommendations 
In sum, young adults’ engagement with sports betting is shaped by perceptions of low risk and high 
personal control. The normalization of sports betting, driven by post-legalization advertising, 
accessibility, and peer influence, reinforces these perceptions and supports ongoing engagement. 
Young adults shared perceptions of underage engagement in sports betting, both informally through 
peer networks and formally through loopholes. Although young adults discussed multiple risky 
behaviors associated with sports betting (e.g., financial loss, impulsivity, and addiction) that align with 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-5) criteria for gambling 
disorder, they rarely expressed concern about their own risk, instead viewing problem gambling as 
something that exclusively impacts others.  While the discussion of broader mental health 
consequences from sports betting was limited, young adult support professionals reported feeling 
underprepared to address sports betting risk, citing insufficient training, resources, or support.  

Given these findings, NORC recommends the following:  

• Strengthen statewide education and public awareness on gambling harms 
• Regulate sports betting advertising and promotions  
• Strengthen app-based safeguards using opt-out defaults  
• Expand access to and awareness of gambling-specific support services for young adults 
• Address underage sports betting and regulatory loopholes 
• Adopt harm reduction approaches for collegiate athletes who engage in sports betting 
• Invest in ongoing research, monitoring, and evaluation to inform sports betting policies and programs 
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Conclusion  
This study provides an in-depth exploration of young adults’ perspectives on the legalization of sports 
betting in Massachusetts, highlighting how rapidly sports betting has become integrated into young 
adult culture. While many young adults view sports betting as benign or even beneficial, these findings 
raise important concerns about normalization, underestimated risk, and limited recognition of potential 
harms. This underscores the need for proactive and prevention-oriented approaches to mitigate 
gambling-related harms among young adults. As sports betting increasingly becomes embedded in 
everyday life, it is critical to ensure that policies, programs, and interventions are in place to protect 
young adults' well-being. Policymakers, regulators, educational institutions, and industry stakeholders 
should prioritize early education, responsible marketing and advertising, and accessible and tailored 
supports, with a particular focus on reaching young adults who are most vulnerable to targeted 
marketing and financial risks. 
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Glossary 

Term Definition 

Betting pools Betting pools involve combining all wagers of a certain type (e.g. all 
bets placed on the winning horse in a race). A small percentage is 
typically removed before the winnings are distributed to those in the 
pool. 

CIRTification CIRTification is a human research protections training program tailored 
to the unique roles of community research partners. The training is 
overseen by the University of Illinois Chicago Center for Clinical and 
Translation Science. For more information, see: 
https://ccts.uic.edu/resources/cirtification/. 

Encore Community 
Perspectives Study 

The Encore research project was a qualitative research study 
conducted by NORC and partners to capture community perspectives 
on how Encore has affected the day-to-day quality of life of people in 
the Casino’s surrounding communities. 

Exclude-one-exclude-all policy This policy refers to when a bettor voluntarily excludes themselves 
from one betting platform owned by a gaming company, they are then 
unable to bet on any other platforms or physical properties owned by 
that same company. The self-exclusion request is applied across a 
company's entire network, not just the single site where the initial 
request was made. 

Express bets and parlays Express bets and parlays both describe the combination of single bets 
and are used interchangeably in this report. See link for more 
information: https://legalbet.com/betting-school/types-of-sports-betting/. 

Fantasy sports (without 
monetary prizes) 

There are platforms that allow players to participate in fantasy sports 
betting with no monetary prizes offered. These sites include traditional 
season-long fantasy platforms, daily fantasy sports sites, or sports 
betting simulation apps. 

Fliff Fliff is considered a “social sportsbook” where individuals do not play 
with actual money, but instead with virtual coins. According to a CAB 
member, Fliff can be downloaded in Massachusetts and operates using 
geofencing. Therefore, it is only available for download in states in 
which sports betting is legal. 

Kalshi and Polymarket Kalshi and Polymarket are web-based prediction markets that allow 
users to buy and sell shares for the outcome of future events, such as 
elections, economic data, sports, or popular culture events. 

Peer-to-peer betting “Peer-to-peer” betting is typically facilitated through an online platform 
that matches bettors with opposing views. A small commission is 
typically taken from the winning side of the wager. 

https://ccts.uic.edu/resources/cirtification/
https://legalbet.com/betting-school/types-of-sports-betting/
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Term Definition 

PlayWell (formerly 
GameSense) 

PlayWell (formerly GameSense) is a responsible gaming program that 
encourages individuals who choose to gamble to adopt and/or maintain 
positive behaviors and attitudes that reduce the risk of gambling-
related harm. The program offers tips on responsible gaming, tools, 
advice, and referrals, as necessary. 

PrizePicks PrizePicks operates legally in Massachusetts, offering peer-to-peer 
pick'em contests rather than traditional against-the-house prop bets. 

Stake Stake is an online sports betting and casino platform that allows 
players to gamble with cryptocurrency. The company pays Twitter/X 
users to watermark the Stake logo on viral memes and other posts. 
Despite community notes that notify X users that the post has an 
undisclosed gambling ad, memes with the Stake logo continue to be 
widely posted. 

Super Bowl Squares Super Bowl Squares refers to when participants buy squares and win 
cash based on the last digit of each team's score at the end of each 
quarter. Numbers 0–9 are randomly assigned to rows and columns for 
each team, making it a game of chance where winners hold the 
intersection of the correct digits. 
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Final Report  
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Introduction 
As of 2023, individuals 21 and older physically located in Massachusetts can wager on most 
professional sports leagues. Currently, three retail locations and seven online platforms have licenses 
to accept sports bets in Massachusetts.1  

Accompanying the ongoing expansion of sports betting in the U.S. are concerns over related increases 
in gambling-related harms, specifically among young adults. In response, the Massachusetts Gaming 
Commission (MGC), the entity responsible for overseeing the establishment and regulation of the 
Commonwealth’s sports betting industry, is constructing a regulatory structure to manage this new form 
of gambling. 

NORC at the University of Chicago (NORC), in partnership with Gemini Research and a Community 
Advisory Board (CAB), received funding from the MGC in 2023 to conduct a study examining 
perspectives on the health and social impacts of the legalization of sports betting on young adults, ages 
18-25, residing in Massachusetts. NORC worked with the CAB, which informed the study design, 
implementation, analysis, and dissemination, to conduct a multi-phase qualitative research study. The 
integration of the CAB and culturally responsive research methods, such as participatory principles and 
community engagement, ensured integration of diverse perspectives.  

This study examined the following research questions:  

• What are young adults’ perspectives on sports betting? 
• How are young adults engaging in sports betting? 
• What factors influence young adults’ engagement with sports betting? 
• How has legalized sports betting affected young adults in Massachusetts, for example, social, 

economic, and well-being impacts of the legalization of sports betting? 
• What policies or programs may mitigate the negative effects of or support the well-being of young 

adults who bet on sports?  

This study fills an important gap in the literature by examining and contextualizing perspectives on and 
the impacts of sports betting on young adults in Massachusetts. Our research approach acknowledges 
that gambling-related harms impact not only individuals but the community at large, and therefore 
incorporates the perspectives of individuals who live and work in the community in addition to young 
adults.  
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Background 
Following the landmark 2018 Supreme Court decision to end the federal ban on sports betting, both 
online and retail sports betting has been legalized in 30 states, including Massachusetts in 2023. The 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts Legislature passed an Act to Regulate Sports Wagering, which 
former Governor Charlie Baker signed into law in August 2022.2 This legislation allows for up to 15 
sports betting licenses in the Commonwealth, with eight tied to retail land-based partners (three 
licensed casinos and two racetracks) and the remaining seven online licenses open to competitive 
bidding. Three retail sites launched on January 31, 2023, and six online operators launched in early 
March 2023.1,3 

Sports betting has rapidly expanded in the U.S. In Massachusetts, the total amount bet on sports in 
2025 was $8.5 billion, with 98.6% of bets placed online, an average of $710 million per month, and a 
31% increase in the amount bet from December 2023 to December 2025.4 This rapid growth in sports 
betting is accompanied by the understanding that young adults have the highest participation rates and 
are predisposed to problem gambling compared to the general population.5 A 2023 National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA) study of 18- to 22-year-olds found that 58% of participants reported 
previously betting on sports.6 Similarly, a 2024 NCAA survey found that 22% of 18- to 20-year-olds and 
21% of male collegiate athletes aged 21 or older had placed bets on sports in the past year.7 The 
effects of sports betting on young adults are wide-ranging, including worsened mental health and co-
occurrence with problem gambling.5  

Recent sports betting scandals within both collegiate and professional sports have also underscored 
growing concerns about this booming industry.8,9 In recent years, there have been federal investigations, 
arrests, and the discovery of illegal betting rings, all related to the use of insider information to manipulate 
games. These incidents also coincide with regulatory instability, including the NCAA’s brief rule change in 
October 2025 to allow collegiate athletes and staff to bet on professional sports.10 This decision was 
rescinded within the month, but added uncertainty to NCAA rulings. At the same time, the rapid rise of 
prediction markets, which may be attributable to underage and young adult bettors, has paved the way for 
loosely regulated online betting. These platforms serve as loopholes for individuals under 21 to bet on 
sports and are increasingly targeting female bettors.11 All these developments align with survey data from 
the Harris Poll in early 2026, which revealed that one-third of adults aged 21-44 bet on sports before 
turning 21. Early exposure, ambiguous regulations, weak safeguards, targeted marketing, and the 
normalization of sports betting all contribute to risk for young adults. 

Despite growing concern and ongoing expansion, current research is limited, especially among young 
adults in Massachusetts.12–14 Among the limited research, a Social and Economic Impacts of Gambling 
in Massachusetts (SEIGMA) study highlighted increasing participation in sports betting among 
Massachusetts bettors ages 25-34 between 2013 and 2022, increasing popularity of sports betting 
among young and well-educated men, and that sports betting operators are increasingly targeting 
young women. 15 A separate SEIGMA report found that when compared to other forms of gambling, 
sports bettors in Massachusetts gambled more, indicating a higher risk of gambling harms due to sports 
betting.16 Existing reports published by the MGC investigated developments in internet gambling and 
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daily fantasy sports;17,18 reviewed potential frameworks for regulating sports betting in Massachusetts;19 
assessed the status of legalized sports betting in the US;20 and made recommendations for measures 
to ensure that sports betting in Massachusetts will be conducted in a manner that minimizes harm.21  

While states generally regulate how sportsbooks can operate, operators have significant latitude over 
the content and placement of their advertisements. The legalization of sports betting in Massachusetts 
has been accompanied by a rapid shift to digital advertising, where young adult exposure and 
persuasiveness are higher.22–25 In particular, there has been a rise in organic, non-paid social media 
advertising and the promotion of sports betting through influencers and celebrities who appeal to young 
adults.26–28 The 2023 national NCAA study reported that 56% of young adults aged 18-22 had recently 
seen or heard advertisements encouraging them to engage in sports betting at a casino, sportsbook, or 
via a mobile app or website.6 Of these, 53% reported being more likely to engage in sports betting after 
seeing or hearing an advertisement. 

Taken together, the rapidly evolving legal and social landscape of sports betting underscores the need 
to understand how legalization is impacting young adults in Massachusetts. Existing research has 
mainly consisted of population-level surveys or administrative data, which offer limited insight into the 
lived experiences or social contexts of young adult sports betting. This study fills an important gap by 
centering the perspectives of young adults, industry and policy interviewees, and support professionals. 
Through focus groups and interviews, participants discussed perceptions of risk, pathways into sports 
betting, and recommendations for mitigating harm. Young adults are faced with high levels of exposure 
to advertising, social pressures, and highly accessible mobile platforms, in addition to increased 
vulnerability for gambling-related harms due to their developmental stage. By examining how young 
adults perceive, engage with, and navigate legalized sports betting, this study aims to inform prevention 
efforts, policy and regulatory decisions, and harm mitigation strategies that are responsive to the 
realities of young adult sports betting.  

Methods 
This study used a multi-phase, qualitative, community-engaged research approach to examine 
perspectives on the health and social impacts of legalized sports betting among young adults ages 18-
25 residing in Massachusetts. The study consisted of three phases (Exhibit 1): 

• Phase I: Formative Research and Study Design (July 2023 – June 2024): Formative research 
with CAB members and 12 interviews with sports betting vendors, policymakers, and researchers 
(i.e. industry and policy interviewees) to understand the current landscape and status of 
implementation of legalized sports betting in the state, and assess contextual factors shaping 
implementation and market engagement, particularly among young adults. Findings informed 
study design. 

• Phase II: Cross-Cutting Young Adult Perspectives (July 2024 – June 2025): Interviews with 39 
young adults, aged 18-25 and residing in Massachusetts, to understand their perspectives on the 
current context of sports betting for young adults in the state. Findings also informed groups of 
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interest (e.g., collegiate athletes and non-college students) and topics of focus (e.g., advertising) 
for Phase III data collection.  

• Phase III: In-Depth Subgroup Insights and Implications (July 2025 – June 2026): Interviews 
with six young adult support professionals and five focus groups with 23 young adults to gather 
more data about the potential impact of sports betting on young adults, based on key themes and 
gaps from Phases I and II. Data collection included insights into recommendations for mitigating 
potential harms. 

Underlying each phase of the study was NORC’s engagement of the CAB to inform study design, data 
collection, and interpretation of findings.  

Exhibit 1. Research Design, by Phase 

  

Community Engagement 
Throughout all phases of this study, NORC engaged with a CAB of 15 members, ranging from young 
adults to community members with an interest or expertise in young adult sports betting. Engaging the 
CAB in the research process and capturing the voices of young adults who are currently 
underrepresented were critical to fully understanding how the legalization of sports betting has affected 
young adults. Capturing CAB perspectives through processes for meaningful feedback at each phase 
informed the questions asked and the quality of the data collected on young adults’ experiences and 
recommendations for policymaking on sports betting.  

Throughout all three phases, this project leveraged NORC’s Community-Engaged Research 
Framework (Exhibit 2),29 informed by the CDC’s Culturally Responsive Evaluation Framework and 
other community engagement frameworks, to guide CAB engagement.30 The community-engaged 
research approach was critical to the long-term sustainability, equitable distribution of benefits, and the 
productivity of all informed interventions arising from the findings.31,32 Through equitable, trusting 

Phase I: Formative 
Research
(July 2023 - June 2024)

• Form and engage a 
CAB

• IRB
• Interviews with 12 
sports vendors, 
policymakers, and 
researchers

• Study design

Phase II: Data 
Collection Round I
(July 2024 - June 2025)

• CAB engagement
• Instrument 
development 

• IRB
• Interviews with 39 
young adults 

• Analysis and synthesis 

Phase III: Data 
Collection Round II
(July 2025 - June 2026)

• CAB engagement
• Instrument 
development

• IRB
• Interviews with 6 
support professionals

• Five focus groups with 
23 young adults

• Analysis, 
interpretation, and 
synthesis

• Reporting
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partnerships, community-engaged research regularly amplifies the voices of community members as 
experts in their own experiences and communities.33  

Exhibit 2. Community-Engaged Research Framework 

 

 

Adapted from the CDC’s Culturally Responsive Evaluation Framework and based on principles adapted from various frameworks for 
community-engaged research. 
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The framework focuses on developing non-transactional partnerships with communities, a commitment 
to doing “no harm,” and prioritizing attention to authentic engagement in research to address 
community needs and promote well-being and health equity. Establishing a CAB at the beginning of the 
project for input on the research design and implementation process provides community members with 
opportunities to share their experiences through various methods (e.g., meetings, community 
discussions, asynchronous engagement) and ensures that the study continuously reflects and 
prioritizes local needs and concerns.34  

CAB Membership 
NORC recruited 15 CAB members, including community 
advocates, students, organization representatives, 
community leaders, and community members. To recruit 
members for the CAB, NORC conducted outreach to 20 
university contacts, young adult-serving and young 
adult-led organizations, behavioral health and social 
service organizations, and CAB members who 
previously participated in the Encore Community 
Perspectives Study. Research experience was not 
required for CAB participation, and we encouraged 
individuals from diverse professions, perspectives, and 
languages to join. We identified and recruited CAB 
members by developing and distributing flyers that 
outlined the research, CAB responsibilities, time 
commitment, compensation, and contact information (Appendix A). NORC provided each CAB 
member with a $150 gift card for each meeting.  

Individuals interested in becoming a CAB member completed a short screener that collected 
demographic information and initial perspectives on the legalization of sports betting in Massachusetts. 
Two community member interviewers joined the CAB in Phase III of the study, and one additional CAB 
member joined in 2026 via a NORC colleague's referral. Among 12 CAB members that completed the 
screener, six CAB members were from the Northeast region of the state, eight were full- or part-time 
students, seven were aged 25 or younger, and eight were male (Exhibit 3). 

Community Advisory Board 
Member Affiliations 

 Undergraduates at Brandeis University 
and Boston University 

 Master’s students at Tufts University and 
Boston College 

 Youth coordinator at Boston Chinatown 
Neighborhood Center 

 Data analyst at FanDuel 
 Financial coordinator at MIT 
 Dean at Roxbury Community College 
 Leader at Civic Education Alliance 
 Employee at GameSense 

https://massgaming.com/wp-content/uploads/Community-Perspectives-on-Encore-Boston-Harbor-Casino-Report-10.28.22.pdf
https://massgaming.com/wp-content/uploads/Community-Perspectives-on-Encore-Boston-Harbor-Casino-Report-10.28.22.pdf
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Exhibit 3. CAB Demographics, Employment, and Student Status 

Characteristics Number Percent 

Massachusetts Region 

Northeast 6 50% 

Southeast  5 42% 

Western 1 8% 

Race/Ethnicity 

Asian  2 17% 

Black  2 17% 

White  6 50% 

Hispanic/Latinx 2 17% 

Gender 

Female  4 33% 

Male 8 67% 

Age 

18-21 5 42% 

22-25 2 17% 

26-39 2 17% 

40+ 3 25% 

Employment Status 

Full-Time  5 42% 

Part-Time  2 17% 

Not Working  5 42% 
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Characteristics Number Percent 

School Enrollment 

Full-Time 5 42% 

Part-Time  1 8% 

Not enrolled 6 50% 

Data collected via a survey of 12 out of 15 CAB members on their agreement with statements about how the legalization of sports betting in 
Massachusetts affects young adults. 

Throughout all phases of the study, NORC convened the CAB for review and feedback in the 
development of data collection instruments and protocols. The CAB also engaged with the analysis of 
study findings and contributed to the development of recommendations. All CAB meetings were 
scheduled in advance and held virtually to maximize ease of participation. For those unable to attend 
meetings, asynchronous feedback opportunities were provided.  

Data Collection 
This section provides detailed methods by research phase. 

Phase I: Formative Research and Study Design (July 2023-2024) 
Phase I (2023-2024) consisted of assessing CAB perspectives on sports betting and conducting 
interviews with sports vendors, researchers, and policymakers.  

CAB Perspectives 

Individuals interested in becoming a CAB member completed a short screener that collected 
demographic information and perspectives on the legalization of sports betting in Massachusetts. 
Exhibit 4 summarizes findings on 12 CAB members’ perspectives on the legalization of sports betting 
in Massachusetts. Overall, CAB members agreed or strongly agreed that sports betting can increase 
problem gambling (92%), worsen mental health (75%), and increase overall stress levels (67%). In 
addition, 83% of CAB members thought the legalization of sports betting would increase other forms of 
legal betting among 18-to 20-year-olds, and 67% thought it would decrease the perceived risks of 
sports betting. Finally, half of the CAB members believed that the legalization of sports betting would 
result in increasing social connections and a sense of community, as well as expanding social 
inequalities among low-income and marginalized groups. 
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Exhibit 4. CAB Perspective and Attitudes on Sports Betting 

Data collected via a survey of 12 out of 15 CAB members on their agreement with statements about how the legalization of sports betting in 
Massachusetts affects young adults. 

During CAB meetings, CAB members provided input into the study design and data collection 
instruments. They recommended using ‘sports betting’ instead of ‘sports wagering’ among other 
updates to increase the salience of data collection instruments with young adults. They suggested that 
interviews with young adults assess the following, among other topics: how much young adults are 
gambling and how much they are spending; how young adults got involved in sports betting; the 
importance of influence from celebrities and social media; connection between fantasy leagues and 
sports betting; the influence of advertisements and other incentives; which sports people are more likely 
to bet on; if/how young adults engaged in sports betting prior to legalization; whether or not they are 
interested in/follow sports; rather than asking about problem gambling, ask about the components that 
make up problem gambling; asking about positive or negative effects of legalized sports betting. 

Interviews with Sports Betting Policymakers, Vendors, and Researchers 

NORC conducted 12 semi-structured virtual interviews, from January to April 2024, with state-based 
advocacy and consumer protection organizations (i.e., policymakers), sports betting vendors with active 
licenses in the state, individuals serving young adults (e.g., post-secondary education administrators), 
and research organizations with subject matter expertise on sports betting’s potential impacts on young 
adults broadly. The interviews provided insight into the current landscape and status of implementation 
of legalized sports betting in Massachusetts, as well as contextual factors shaping implementation and 
market engagement, particularly among young adults. These industry and policy interviewees noted the 
importance of understanding the social, economic, and health impacts of legalized sports betting on 
young adults in Massachusetts.  
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Interview Guide. NORC worked closely with the CAB and MGC to develop a semi-structured interview 
guide (Appendix E). The guide focused on the following topics: 

• Current context of sports betting (both locally and at the regional and national level, and including 
historical market patterns, advertising, and young adult participation in betting).  

• Implementation of sports betting (including the types and impact of advertising strategies currently 
being utilized, early observations about changes in betting market participation and patterns of 
betting, and differences from other forms of gambling).  

• Strategies that parties central to implementation (i.e., vendors, regulators, service providers) have 
taken to mitigate potential harms for young adults (including underage betting).  

• Opportunities and recommendations for market oversight and mitigation of harms.  

Recruitment. NORC worked with the MGC and CAB members to identify interview participants. NORC 
first worked with the CAB to develop and validate a list of respondent types for recruitment (e.g., 
policymakers, vendors, researchers, service providers). Then, NORC created an outreach approach for 
the interviews, drawing upon MGC, CAB, and public websites for contact information. NORC recruited 
a mix of local and national perspectives; a summary of respondent types is shown in Exhibit 5 below. 
NORC contacted 20 individuals, 12 of whom participated (60% response rate). 

Exhibit 5. Characteristics of Industry and Policy Interviewees 

Respondent Type Number Percent 

Sports Betting Policymaker 2 17% 

Sports Betting Vendor, Actively Licensed in MA 7 58% 

Young Adult-Serving Provider/Researcher 3 25% 

Total 12  

Phase II: Cross-Cutting Young Adult Perspectives (July 2024-June 2025) 
Phase II (2024-2025) consisted of conducting 39 30-minute, semi-structured virtual interviews with 
young adults aged 18-25 residing in Massachusetts from November 2024 to March 2025.  

Interviews with Young Adults 

Interview Guide. NORC and the CAB co-designed an interview guide to gather perspectives from 
young adults on the current context of sports betting for young adults in Massachusetts since 
legalization, the role of advertising, the impact of legalization, current mitigation strategies, and 
experiences with sports betting. NORC drafted a semi-structured interview guide based on CAB 
feedback on priority topics, findings from the industry and policy interviewees, study research aims, 
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and existing literature. In addition to feedback on the research domains, the CAB provided feedback on 
question framing and exact wording to ensure salience with young adults. 

NORC and the CAB discussed sports betting among young adults in the 18-to-20-year-old range who 
cannot legally participate in sports betting. The CAB highlighted the need to include 18-to-20-year-olds 
in the study due to the age group's vulnerability, as well as the understanding that this age group is, 
and has been, engaging in sports betting in Massachusetts regardless of legality. Discussion then 
centered on how to avoid asking interview questions that might require self-incrimination for illegal 
activities. As a result of CAB input, an adapted interview guide was developed for 18-to-20-year-olds 
that avoided self-implication.  

NORC piloted a draft of the interview guide with two young adult members of the CAB to ensure it was 
salient, comprehensive, flowed as designed, and used accurate terminology. Findings from the pilot 
informed updates made to the interview guide. 

The final guide focused on the following topics (Appendix F): 

• Current context of sports betting (both locally and at the regional and national level, and including 
historical market patterns, advertising, and young adult participation in betting). 

• Implementation of sports betting (including the types and impact of advertising strategies currently 
being utilized, early observations about changes in betting market participation and patterns of 
betting, and differences from other forms of gambling). 

• Strategies that parties central to implementation (i.e., vendors, regulators, service providers) have 
taken to mitigate potential harms for young adults (including underage betting). 

• Additional opportunities or recommendations for further market oversight and mitigation of harms. 

The guides were available in Spanish, Portuguese, and Chinese. NORC and the CAB reviewed 
translations for accuracy, accessibility, and correct interpretation. 

Interviewer Recruitment and Training. To support nuanced data collection, NORC recruited two 
young adult community interviewers to lead interviews with young adults. Prior to their first interview, 
community interviewers received a 90-minute training session to deepen their understanding of the 
interview consent process, bolster their comfort with conducting semi-structured interviews, and 
increase familiarity with the interview guide. In addition to this virtual training, community interviewers 
were required to complete CIRTification human-subject research training. NORC compensated 
community member interviewers for all time spent, including training completion, interview conduct, and 
participation in participatory analysis and sensemaking. 

Participant Recruitment. NORC recruited young adults aged 18-25 living in Massachusetts through 
several mechanisms. NORC initiated recruitment by reaching out to the networks of CAB members and 
community interviewers. NORC, the CAB, and MGC identified 99 organizations and individuals 
associated with young adults or sports betting. These contacts included university professors, 
community organizations, athletic groups, and fraternities. Each distinct outreach attempt was 
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accompanied by a unique Qualtrics URL to enable source tracking and isolate high-fraud locations, as 
organizations were invited to share the incentivized interview opportunity with their networks, including 
through social media posts. Nineteen participants were recruited via these outreach efforts. Prior sports 
betting experience was not required for participation. 

NORC also paid for social media advertisements on Facebook and Instagram to increase recruitment 
reach. However, only fraudulent respondents answered the social media advertisements after weeks of 
fielding. To ensure adequate recruitment across all regions of Massachusetts and to combat a high 
volume of fraudulent respondents, NORC contracted with PRC Global Market Research (PRC), a 
market research firm, to supplement recruitment. An additional 20 participants were recruited through 
these efforts. 

In total, 39 young adults participated in interviews (Exhibit 6) and lived across Massachusetts 
(Exhibit 7). Only English-speaking young adults participated in the study. All young adults received a 
$25 electronic gift card upon completing their interview.  

Exhibit 6. Young Adult Participants (n=39) 
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Exhibit 7: Geographic Distribution of Young Adult Participants 

 

Phase III: In-Depth Subgroup Insights and Implications  
(July 2025 – June 2026) 
Phase III (2025-2026) consisted of 6 interviews with young adult support professionals and 5 focus 
groups with 23 young adults, ages 18-25, residing in Massachusetts who frequently engaged in sports 
betting, were collegiate athletes, were underage sports bettors (ages 18-20), and/or were not in college.  

Interviews with Young Adult Support Professionals 

NORC conducted interviews with young adult support professionals (e.g., College Counseling Center 
Directors, Athletic Directors, mental health clinicians) to understand how they view the impact of sports 
betting on young adults, particularly on college campuses, and to inform recommendations for 
mitigating potential harms. These interviews were conducted from November 2025 to January 2026. It 
is important to note that the first three interviews with Athletic Directors took place in November, the 
month the NCAA temporarily approved a rule change allowing betting on professional sports for both 
collegiate athletes and Athletics department staff.35 This decision was rescinded in late November, with 
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the previous ban on all forms of betting among NCAA Division I schools remaining in place, but the 
interim period of shifting regulations may have influenced responses from Athletic Director participants.  

Interview Guide. NORC drafted a guide based on findings from Phases I and II of the study. The CAB 
and Gemini Research reviewed and provided feedback on the draft guide. CAB members 
recommended adding questions about young adult support professionals’ engagement with young 
adults who engage in sports betting, level of concern about sports betting, academic impacts, and 
social connections. The final guide focused on the following topics (Appendix G): 

• Context of sports betting 
• Impacts of the legalization of sports betting 
• Advertising  
• Role and experience in addressing sports betting 
• Recommendations for mitigating harms  

Participant Recruitment. To recruit young adult support professionals, NORC began by compiling a 
comprehensive list of all colleges and universities in Massachusetts. For each institution, NORC 
identified and recorded the name and email address of both the Athletic Director and the Counseling 
Center Director. From this list, NORC selected a geographically diverse sample that represented NCAA 
divisions and included both public and private institutions. NORC initiated outreach via email, sharing 
study details and offering scheduling options for participation. A follow-up email was sent to those who 
had not responded one week later. When initial recruitment efforts did not yield enough participants, 
NORC expanded our outreach to additional schools. In some cases, individuals who declined to 
participate noted that they did not have sufficient engagement with young adults who bet on sports or 
knowledge about sports betting to speak to its impact. In addition, study team members leveraged 
personal connections at specific institutions to conduct targeted outreach and enhance recruitment. 
Through these efforts, NORC recruited six young adult support professionals.  

Participant Characteristics. The sample consisted of six young adult support professionals, including 
three Directors of Athletics, two Counseling Center Directors, and one mental health clinician primarily 
serving youth. Participants were geographically diverse, representing Western, Central, Boston-area, 
and Southeastern Massachusetts. We did not collect any additional demographic information from 
participants.  

Focus Groups with Young Adults 

NORC conducted five 90-minute virtual focus groups with 23 young adults who engage in sports 
betting. Based on findings from Phases I and II of the study, feedback from the Commissioners on 
preliminary findings from this study, CAB feedback, and Gemini Research feedback, Phase III focused 
on engaging the following groups of young adults in Massachusetts:  

• young adults aged 21-25 who frequently engage in sports betting  
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• collegiate athletes  
• underage sports bettors (ages 18-20)  
• young adults who are not in college 

Facilitator Guide. NORC drafted a facilitator guide based on findings from Phases 1 and 2 of the 
study. NORC and the CAB discussed draft questions for young adult and college student sports 
bettors. CAB members recommended adding questions about money won or lost, financial literacy, 
sports betting education, and whether young adults are worried about themselves or others. The NORC 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) also recommended adapting the guide for underage sports bettors to 
avoid asking questions that may require self-incrimination in illegal activity. Gemini Research also 
reviewed and provided feedback on the facilitator guide.  

The final guide focused on the following topics (Appendix H): 

• Reasons for sports betting 
• Impacts of the legalization of sports betting 
• Advertising  
• Sources of support for individuals struggling with the effects of sports betting 
• Recommendations for mitigating harms  

Participant Recruitment. NORC recruited young adults across Massachusetts for focus groups 
through various mechanisms. NORC initially developed a list of 70 universities, 29 trade associations, 
and 57 local organizations that serve young adults. This list was built upon the outreach list for young 
adult support professional colleges and universities. In addition, NORC and Gemini Research 
discussed outreach strategies to trade associations, universities in Western Massachusetts, and 
counseling or student life departments.  

NORC reached out to the universities’ student life contacts, previously interviewed young adult support 
professionals, and contacts available online for trade associations and local organizations. NORC 
attached a recruitment flyer (Appendix D) to all outreach emails and asked organizations to share it 
with their networks. Eleven participants were recruited via these outreach efforts. NORC engaged the 
CAB to support outreach efforts and encouraged sharing the opportunity with personal networks. Seven 
participants were recruited via these outreach efforts. 

Due to insufficient recruitment, NORC contracted with the same market research company utilized in 
Phase II, PRC, to identify additional young adults that met study criteria. NORC specifically worked with 
PRC to recruit for racial and gender diverse sports bettors, underage sports bettors, and non-college 
bettors. An additional five participants were recruited through these efforts. 

Participants. Twenty-three young adults participated in five focus groups (Exhibit 8). About half of the 
participants were not enrolled in college; among those enrolled, half were actively participating in 
collegiate athletics. Three-quarters had previous sports betting experience, and about half were active 
sports bettors. Focus group participants represented six universities in Massachusetts and 11 cities 
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across the Greater Boston, Central, MetroWest, and Western regions of Massachusetts. Only two focus 
group participants were in the 18-20 age group; the rest were 21-25. Only English-speaking young 
adults participated in the study. 

Exhibit 8. Characteristics of Focus Group Participants (n=23) 

*Active betting included individuals who have previously bet six or more times. Infrequent bettors were individuals who had 
previously bet no more than 5 times. 

Data Collection. Prior to each focus group, we asked participants to engage in a two-part journaling 
activity about their experiences with sports betting in the week prior to the focus group. NORC, in 
collaboration with CAB members, developed an online form that we piloted with focus group 
participants to provide real-time reflections on sports betting. In the first journaling form, participants 
were asked to document the frequency and amount of sports betting, wins/losses, and real-time 
perspectives on their sports betting experience in that week. The second form asked them to reflect on 
their sports betting habits over the past week, including whether they had engaged in sports betting, 
and how this decision impacted their mood and other areas of life. The questions are available in 
Appendix I. In total, 12 young adults completed the first form, and 18 completed the second.  

NORC scheduled times that were convenient for focus group participants and sent reminder 
notifications before each focus group. Participants received a $150 electronic gift card via email 
following completion of the journaling and their participation in the subsequent focus group. Groups 
ranged from 2 to 6 participants, for a total of 23 participants.  

Bet on sports
• 57% bet 

actively

• 17% bet 
infrequently

• 26% had never 
bet on sports

In College
• 26% were 

collegiate 
athletes

• 48% were not 
enrolled in 
college

Identify as White
• 22% as Asian
• 9% as 

Hispanic/ 
Latinx

• 4% as Black or 
African 
American

Identify as Female
• 43% identify 

as male

74% 52% 65% 56%
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Analysis 
Preliminary Analysis. All interviews and focus groups conducted across the three phases were 
recorded and transcribed. The interviews with policymakers, vendors, and researchers  were analyzed 
in NVivo, a qualitative analysis software for coding and analysis. Interviews with young adult support 
professionals and focus group transcripts were analyzed in Dedoose, another qualitative analysis 
software. 

NORC developed a codebook in Phase I based on the study's research questions and interview 
guides. For each subsequent phase, NORC made small revisions to the codebook to align with the 
study’s updated research questions and additional discussion guides, while maintaining consistency in 
codes across phases. NORC used thematic analysis to analyze the qualitative data, employing a 
deductive approach in which an initial codebook was informed by the study's research questions, 
interview guides, and prior research, and was updated as new themes emerged. NORC staff cross-
coded a subset of transcripts during each phase and met to review and discuss coding discrepancies 
and to refine the codebook to capture new and emergent themes.  

Participatory Analysis. During the analysis process for each phase, NORC shared preliminary 
findings with the CAB and community interviewers for participatory sensemaking. This participatory 
analysis validated key themes and allowed us to co-interpret findings based on the perspectives and 
lived experiences of CAB members. CAB members and community interviewers shared their 
perspectives on the findings, validated their interpretation, and articulated their beliefs about the 
implications. Integrating the CAB into the analytic process enabled the refinement of nuanced findings 
based on the perspectives and lived experiences of CAB members. NORC also shared this initial 
synthesis of preliminary findings with Gemini Research and discussed the research themes, priority 
areas, and reporting suggestions. This process informed the final interpretation and discussion of 
findings and recommendations presented in this report. 

IRB 
NORC received initial review and approval from NORC’s IRB as ‘Exempt’ in December 2023. NORC 
submitted IRB amendments as the study progressed and additional protocols were finalized, and most 
recently received updated approval in September 2025. 
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Key Findings 
This section presents key findings across all phases of the study. Findings are synthesized from 
interviews and focus groups (where applicable) with industry and policy interviewees, young adults, and 
young adult support professionals. Where relevant, additional context and CAB feedback are included 
in the findings description.  

Given the qualitative approach to data collection through semi-structured interviews and focus groups, 
our goal was not to quantify findings or provide specific percentages, as the methods never intended to 
capture a representative sample. Instead, through this qualitative approach, we offer an in-depth 
examination of community-oriented perspectives on sports betting and young adults. 

The following descriptive language throughout the findings section approximates the number of 
participants with the perspectives and themes. Sociodemographic and geographic data for all 
participants are summarized in the methods section to support the interpretation of findings within 
this context.  

• Few: Fewer than 6 
• Several: 7-12 
• Some: 14-24 
• Many: 25-34 
• Most: 35 or more 

Young adult reflections highlighted throughout the findings are derived from responses to the journaling 
exercise that preceded each focus group.  
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Patterns of Sports 
Betting Behavior 
Among Young 
Adults 
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Many young adults bet casually and infrequently, with increased engagement around 
major sporting events.  

Many young adults stated that they bet casually, not regularly. Young adults reported casual 
betting, though many noted they were more likely to bet on sports during sporting events. These 
include the Super Bowl, March Madness, and other playoffs and championship games. Many young 
adults also reported more frequent engagement in sports betting during the National Football League 
(NFL) and National Basketball Association (NBA) seasons but did not report increasing their bet 
amounts during these seasons. One young adult shared, “I’m always gambling on [the championships], 
but I never gamble too much.”  

A few young adults noted betting more frequently. 
Young adults who indicated more frequent engagement 
with sports betting varied in their level of participation. A 
few shared that they wager every other day, while others 
wager at least once per week. A few young adults fell in 
the middle of that range, noting that they typically place 
bets two to three times per week depending on ongoing 
sporting events. A few young adults identified friends or 
family members that engage with betting more frequently 
but emphasized their own lower levels of engagement. 

The majority of bets reported by young adults 
ranged from $0.50 to $10, with some young adults 
stating that they rarely bet more than $10. Among young adults who engage more frequently with 
sports betting, a few shared placing bets greater than $50. For example, one young adult stated that “a 
standard bet might be anywhere from $20 to $50 to $100.” Some CAB members highlighted how each 
young adult may have a different definition of what is considered betting “a little;” young adults 
described that, for some of their friends, ‘a little’ is under $10 while, for others, it could be $50 to $100. 

 

Young Adult 
Reflections 

Young adults noted their reasons for not betting on sports on a given day 
included: lack of interest, money, or major sports events, prior losses, and other 
priorities. They noted that it made them feel good not to spend money on betting.  

“It [made] the games more enjoyable to watch"  
–21-to-25-year-old, White, male, sports bettor 

"I feel like I was more calm and avoided stressing by not betting"  
-23-year-old, Black/African American and White, female, sports bettor 

Betting Behaviors – 
Frequency and Amount 
Among 13 active sports bettor focus 
group participants:  
• 92% place bets at least one day per 

week. 
• 46% spend more than 15 minutes 

betting per week. 
• 54% spent $10 or more per week 

on bets.  
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Bet types and the sports young adults bet on varied, but they primarily consisted of 
Moneyline bets and occurred online via mobile apps. 
Football and basketball are popular sports for wagers among young adults, but young adults 
also bet on a wide variety of sports. In addition to football and basketball, young adults shared 
betting on baseball, hockey, boxing, mixed martial arts (MMA), Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC), 
soccer, tennis, golf, and Formula 1 (F1). The sports young adults reported betting on varied widely by 
season. For example, young adults noted they are more inclined to bet on basketball during March 
Madness, and then football and hockey during their respective playoff seasons. Sporting events, such 
as the Olympics, also diversified the sports on which young adults bet, with two young adults sharing 
bets they placed on curling. Young adults shared that they prefer to bet on the sports where they are 
most knowledgeable, with one young adult describing: “I like betting on things like tennis just because 
it's a sport that I'm pretty familiar with. But for sports like football or golf, for example, I probably 
wouldn't touch just because I have a lot more limited knowledge.”  

Active sports bettor young adult focus group participants preferred Moneyline bets because 
they perceived them as straightforward and less risky. Moneyline bets, wagers where a winner is 
selected regardless of other outcomes, were viewed as less “serious” bets to place compared to more 
elaborate bets like parlays, also known as express bets. One young adult noted, “I’m pretty simple. I 
usually do Moneyline and then sometimes express [bets]… I don’t want to take it that seriously because 
I’m scared of what it could mean for me.” Others expressed similar hesitancy on parlays, with one 
young adult noting that “the type of bet I usually do is just 
go for the winner or top 5/top10 of the major PGA 
[Professional Golfers' Association] events happening 
throughout the year. I don’t have enough confidence to 
make the parlays or anything big like that.” Even young 
adults with more frequent sports betting explained 
hesitation to place bets on parlays due to their 
“predatory” nature. One young adult described: 
“especially with parlays, it’s very predatory in the way 
[sports betting companies] market it towards people–that 
it seems like it’s just an easy way to make a bunch of 
money, but you’re getting a bad deal.” While young 
adults agreed on the risky nature of bet types like 
parlays, some young adults still reported placing these 
bets for entertainment purposes, rather than for financial 
gain. One young adult reflected, “When I’m betting, I’m 
not doing it to try to make money. It’s more like an 
entertainment thing.”  This preference for Moneyline bets among the 13 young adult active sports bettor 
focus group participants remains distinct from national sports betting trends where the popularity of 
prop bets and parlays are high.36–38 

Betting Behaviors - 
Sportsbook Preference 
Percent of 13 active sports bettor focus 
group participants who have placed the 
following bet types:  
• 100% Moneyline  
• 62% parlays  
• 62% points spreads 
• 54% place round robin 
• 46% live  
• 46% totals 
• 23% prop bets 
• 15% futures 
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Most young adults place bets online or via mobile apps, though some also leverage 
informal networks.  

Most young adults who bet on sports reported 
primarily doing so through online and mobile 
platforms, with DraftKings as one of the main 
platforms. Some young adults use several apps to 
compare lines and then “place the bet that has the better 
line.” Industry and policy interviewees and young adult 
support professionals similarly noted that young adults 
mainly engage in sports betting via online and mobile 
platforms. Several vendors who participated in interviews 
noted increases in the number of online and mobile 
sports betting accounts being created by young adults 
post-legalization.  

Several young adults noted leveraging informal peer 
networks and bookies. Several young adults described 
exchanging money (via Venmo, cash) with friends to 
place “informal” or peer-to-peer bets while watching sports together. Some young adults discussed 
these informal networks and how they have used “bookies,” especially before they were of legal betting 
age. Industry and policy interviewees described peer-to-peer sports betting and “pooling bets with 
friends” as a common form of sports betting among young adults. They noted that “peer-to-peer” betting 
and “pooling” bets appeal to young adults' social needs. CAB members described the process of 
pooling bets as “riding a bet together.” Young adult support professionals also reported awareness that 
young adults are becoming bookies and expressed concern that this situation can proliferate in 
residence hall settings on college campuses.  

A few young adults mentioned betting on sports in person. Young adults most frequently cited 
ease of use and accessibility as reasons they participate in sports betting online and via mobile apps 
rather than in person. Industry and policy interviewees noted that young adults are less likely to engage 
in in-person sports betting because it limits the frequency and types of bets they can place.  

Young adults engage in other related activities such as fantasy sports, social 
sportsbooks, and prediction markets. 

Some young adults reported engaging in fantasy sports through apps like PrizePicks and social 
sportsbooks like Fliff. Several young adults indicated they participate in fantasy sports annually; 
others said they have done so only “once or twice.” Among young adults who participate in fantasy 
sports, a few highlighted that they engage but often “without money involved.” Young adults also noted 
engaging with platforms that simulate sports betting, such as Fliff. For example, one young adult 
explained that Fliff “gives you a free dollar a day...in five days you would have five dollars,” which 
incentivizes participation. A few young adults noted that these faux-simulated sports betting apps can 

Betting Behaviors – Bet 
Type 
Percent of 13 active sports bettor focus 
group participants who have used the 
following sportsbooks:  
• 100% DraftKings 
• 38% FanDuel 
• 38% Bet365 
• 15% BetMGM 
• 15% Caesars Sportsbook 
• 15% Fanatics Sportsbook 
• 8% ESPN BET 
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help them become exposed to and comfortable with gambling. Members of the CAB similarly described 
how prevalent fantasy football and poker games are among their friends and colleagues. A few CAB 
members shared the view that young adults see participating in fantasy sports as separate from 
traditional forms of sports betting or gambling. 

Industry and policy interviewees also noted that young adults regularly engage in other apps that mimic 
sports betting that have been operational since before the legalization of sports betting. A young adult-
serving provider/researcher described, “there’s a tremendous amount of apps that claim they’re not 
legally sports betting but mimic the action. And, psychologically, you get that sense of win, loss, 
reward.” One Counseling Center Director described how college students will collect bets on “Super 
Bowl Squares” yet most students do not realize this activity is a form of gambling. The support 
professional then described, “recently we had to shut down one of our student organization club’s 
fundraisers because they were going to do Super Bowl Squares. It's like well I get it, but that's sports 
betting–it's gambling. You're paying money in the hope 
of receiving money in return. But to their credit, or to be 
fair to the students there, they had no idea.”  

Young adults reported high awareness of 
prediction markets, but fewer use them 
regularly to bet on outcomes. 

Many young adult focus group participants reported 
being aware of prediction market apps like Kalshi and 
Polymarket. However, most noted that they did not 
actively use them to bet on sports events or other types 
of events. This increased awareness of these apps was 
attributed to widespread social media and podcast 
advertising, with one young adult describing their “huge 
marketing success.” Others commented on recent 
partnerships between prominent athletes and Kalshi,ii which have increased exposure to these 
platforms. A few focus group participants described visiting prediction markets “just for fun” or because 
they were “intrigued” about how these platforms allow users to bet on the outcomes of elections, award 
shows, popular culture events, and even the weather. Other young adults were more skeptical about 
the nature of prediction markets. One young adult conceded, “I feel like we’re starting to get to the 
excessive point. I don’t think we really need to be gambling on the weather.”  

  

 
ii As of early 2026, Kalshi has signed partnerships with high-profile athletes, including Giannis Antetokounmpo and Bryson DeChambeau. 
Other athletes, including several WNBA and NBA players, have also invested in the platform. See link for more information.  

 

“It starts off as a sports betting 
game… I'm speaking on the Fliff 
app that I use. They just recently 
added a casino called Sidepot. 
I'd say that's one way that they're 
making ads for that now. I'd say 
it's one way that they're adding 
to their apps and drawing more 
people into other paths.” 

– 21-year-old Hispanic/Latinx, male, 
sports bettor  

https://frontofficesports.com/kalshi-athlete-investors-breanna-stewart-nneka-ogwumike-ajay-mitchell/
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How Young 
Adults Perceive 
Sports Betting 
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Perceptions of Sports Betting Practices 

Young adults perceive sports betting positively as a low-risk, casual form of 
entertainment when used in moderation. 

Young adults believe that they wager “small” 
amounts of money that equate with discretionary 
purchases like “buying a coffee” or “going out to 
lunch.” Many positioned betting as a low-stakes, 
everyday expense rather than as a financial risk. For 
example, one young adult shared that sports betting has 
minimal impact on their overall finances, noting that they 
only bet “5 or 10 bucks” which is the same as “going and 
buying a coffee a couple times a week.” Several young 
adults noted that they only bet money that they would be 
comfortable losing. CAB members added that this minimization and “it is not that serious” mentality is 
frequent among young adult sports bettors, with one young adult CAB member sharing, “it’s just 
another thing to do when I’m bored…it’s just $5, but it’s a gateway…it’s so accessible and there are so 
many offers and free money.” Another added that this mentality is frequent with young adult sports 
bettors who see betting as activity to do when bored.  

A few young adults described not incorporating sports betting into budgets or using informal 
budgeting strategies, such as betting only with “spare” funds. A few young adults noted that they 
do not budget for sports betting. One young adult noted that they only “place bets on spare money that 
I have that I’m not really saving for anything,” while another shared that they just bet with “money that 
I’m okay with losing. Once I place a bet, it’s not part of my budget anymore.” One young adult noted 
that they place bets opportunistically, when they have money available. One young adult described: “I 
haven't seen someone specifically set aside money to do it. It's more so, ‘I have money now so I'm 
gonna do it.’” Some young adults reported relying on promotional or “free” money provided by betting 
platforms and viewing these as a buffer against personal financial risk. One young adult shared: “I’m 
still coasting on the free money that I got when I signed up for the app,” while another noted that they 
“try to stay within the bankroll I have on the apps and try not to deposit more than what I already have 
on there so it doesn’t affect my personal finances.” 

While young adults shared positive perceptions of sports betting, when asked whether they 
would advise others to engage in it, many focus group participants expressed hesitance or 
discouragement. One young adult cautioned a slippery slope: “Don’t get into it in the first place 
because you don’t know where it will take you.” Another highlighted a disconnect between participation 
and perceived value, noting: “there are better ways to spend your time… rationally, I know it makes no 
sense and I’m like, why am I doing this?... Because everyone’s doing it, but I don’t have an actual 
response that makes sense.”  

 

“I'm comfortable putting $10, $20 
into a bet because I know, okay, 
if I lose that, it's not a huge 
amount, and I'm okay with losing 
that amount.” 

–23-year-old, White, female, sports bettor  
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Perceptions on Sports Betting Risks 

Young adults perceived sports betting as a social activity closely intertwined with 
drinking alcohol. 

Some young adults shared that, when they bet on sports, they are going to bars or other social 
settings and drinking alcohol. Some young adults associated sports betting with drinking alcohol. 
One young adult shared, “I don't think I've ever placed a bet not in a social setting, or…when I'm not 
drinking,” while another shared, "I'll be at a bar with some other people and there will be a game on and 
I'll be drinking and I'll be like oh why not put a few bucks on this." One young adult CAB member further 
explained that “both [sports betting and drinking alcohol] are social, both feel harmless.” 

Several young adults described that drinking increases the likelihood of placing riskier bets. 
One young adult highlighted the social push to continue 
betting in group settings, noting that outings with friends 
and alcohol often prompt wagers: “If you’re out with 
friends, you’re having drinks, it’s definitely like ‘oh do five 
more dollars or do just one more dollar on this.’ That 
definitely is the biggest impact. If I’m just sitting at home, 
I’m not really betting or doing any of that by myself.” 
Several young adults noted that alcohol consumption 
lowered inhibitions and increased risk-taking, leading to 
larger or riskier bets. 

Young adult support professionals echoed these observations, emphasizing that alcohol use 
can further impair judgment and increase impulsivity. One mental health clinician described, "at 
this age, drinking more, and when you're drinking, you're more likely to hit some bet online...when 
you're not even maybe aware you're doing it because you're under the influence."  

Young adults perceived that sports betting may have negative financial impacts. 

Many young adults recognized the financial risks of sports betting. Many young adults 
acknowledged that sports betting comes with financial risks, but some framed these impacts as 
exclusively short-term or limited in scope. A few young adults noted a cyclical pattern of losing and 
winning money, along with uncertainty about “when to call it quits.” While most young adults believe 
they generally maintain responsible limits, some acknowledged occasional deviations, such as betting 
more than intended on a single event or “chasing losses” to recoup losses. Nevertheless, many young 
adults framed sports betting as positive and acceptable "in moderation” or with limits, describing their 
own betting practices as “responsible.” 

Some young adults shared anecdotes of financial loss and a perception of sports betting as 
risky. Some reported witnessing significant financial losses among peers, including friends losing 

 

“If I drink more, then it's 
probably more likely that I'll 
place a riskier sport bet.” 

– Young adult focus group participant 
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substantial sums in short periods (e.g., up to $2,000 in one day), and noted that, at best, outcomes 
often result in breaking even. As one young adult reflected, “I've seen a lot of gambling, especially 
sports betting, caught financially a lot more than it helps in more ways than one, and then when you 
stop… You can't even buy yourself a lunch.” Some young adults linked their skepticism towards sports 
betting to vicarious experiences, including observing friends or family members experience financial 
consequences, which reinforced perceptions of gambling as risky despite its normalization. 

Some young adults also described how financial losses, regardless of their size, can trigger 
emotional consequences such as disappointment, frustration, and stress. Although many young 
adults minimized the impact of losing a bet by emphasizing that they only wager small amounts and are 
therefore not significantly affected, others noted that repeated losses could accumulate and contribute 
to stress and anxiety. Several others described feelings of embarrassment or self-criticism, such as 
“feeling dumb” after losing money. Others admitted to short-term depressive reactions after losses. As 
one young adult explained, “If I won, I’d be really excited, but if I lost, I’d be really sad.” Overall, 
participants perceived these reactions as rare and temporary, minimizing their significance and rarely 
interpreting them as potential early warning signs of more serious mental health concerns or 
problematic gambling behavior.  

 

Young Adult 
Reflections 

Young adults believe that sports betting can result in added stress, highlighting 
related guilt that they did the wrong thing, and that reflecting on their choices 
affected their worry or stress levels.  

One young adult noted they feel "stress at being constantly pushed to bet 
when interacting with any sports content."  
–21-to-25-year-old, White, male, non-sports bettor 

Another shared that their "anxiety is lowered when not sports betting, as I 
do not feel guilt for myself." 
–21-to-25-year-old, White, female, sports bettor  

A few young adults linked concealed betting behavior and financial loss to strain in personal 
relationships. Participants described broader relational impacts, noting that betting-related losses can 
create tension within families and romantic relationships, particularly when betting behaviors are 
concealed. One young adult recounted that their parents were frustrated after discovering that the 
young adult had been dishonest in their betting activities, suggesting that secrecy, combined with even 
relatively modest financial losses, can erode trust and strain interpersonal dynamics. 
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Young adult support professionals and industry and 
policy interviewees raised concerns about young 
adults’ financial literacy and money management 
skills. Two young adult support professionals described 
instances in which gambling-related losses directly 
disrupted students’ education. Industry and policy 
interviewees noted that the structural features of online 
and mobile sports betting platforms may heighten 
financial risk for young adults. They pointed to “sign-on 
bonuses” that appeal to younger adults with less 
disposable income by reducing the “salience of money,” 
putting young adults at risk of debt accumulation. Industry 
and policy interviewees further noted that these risks may 
be compounded by developmental factors, highlighting 
that the prefrontal cortex, which is the part of the brain 
responsible for impulse control and long-term decision 
making, does not fully mature until approximately age 25.  

CAB members questioned whether the limited financial resources of many young adults, particularly 
college students, may serve as a protective factor by constraining the total amount of money available 
for betting, thereby limiting exposure to large absolute losses.  

Young adults perceived that sports betting may lead to addiction, particularly in the 
context of increased access and normalization. 

Some young adults believed that access to sports 
betting can lead to addiction and problem gambling. 
Several young adults described sports betting as “pretty 
problematic” and explicitly linked it to addictive 
behaviors. One young adult commented on the cyclical 
nature of sports betting, explaining: “I spend a lot of 
money trying to win money back that I've lost… It's like a 
rotating door.” Others noted that legalization has made it 
easier both for new users to start betting and for 
individuals who already bet to do so more frequently or 
intensely. One young adult described that major sporting 
events can amplify compulsion through fixation and 
emotional investment in sports, observing that during 
periods like March Madness or the Super Bowl, young 
adults “fixate on it and focus on it, and they watch it all 
the time, constantly. They don't really talk about many 
other things. They get very emotional and very attached to their teams.”  

 

“I’ve heard through our care 
team here that someone can’t 
buy their books for classes and 
then you find out, oh, it’s 
because they lost $500 on 
FanDuel…there were at least 2 
students…that, actually, had to 
leave school because of their 
gambling debt…they owed more 
than what it cost to go to school 
here for a year.” 

– Athletic Director 

 

“For the people that are more 
problem gamblers where it is 
actually maybe influencing their 
life in a significantly negative way, 
the fact that it's more normalized 
enables them more because they 
can just talk to their friends...and 
then when they talk about it, it's 
more normalized.” 

–22-year-old, White, male, young adult, 
sports bettor  
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Other young adults emphasized that increased access 
itself increases risk, with one young adult noting, “If you 
have increased access to it, people are probably going 
to get more addicted.” A few young adults expressed 
personal concern about their own vulnerability to 
addiction. One young adult expressed, “As much as I'd 
love to be like, there's a balance, I don't really think there 
is…That's why I don't do it often because I'm scared. I 
know me, if I really get into it, I will be stuck in it.” 
Another young adult described sports betting as 
mentally draining and as “bad as cigarettes” in terms of 
addictiveness.  

CAB members echoed these concerns, highlighting the 
role of instant gratification in sports betting and how 
rapid feedback and rewards can reinforce more severe 
or problematic gambling behaviors. 

Several young adults linked addiction risk to 
normalization and advertising. A few young adults noted that legalization has normalized sports 
betting to such an extent that it may be harder for individuals experiencing gambling problems to 
recognize their behavior as harmful and to seek help. Several young adults identified platform features 
and marketing strategies as contributors to addiction risk. One young adult noted that major 
sportsbooks “lure you in with these huge sign-up bonuses,” creating the perception that betting is “an 
easy way to make money, but I think you can quickly spiral.” Others emphasized that college students 
and young adults with limited financial resources may be particularly vulnerable to these advertising 
tactics.  

Young adult support professionals reinforced these concerns, pointing to structural 
characteristics of sports betting that are associated with addiction. This includes frequency of 
play, speed of betting, variable bet sizes, and the perception that betting outcomes are driven by skill 
rather than chance. Although they acknowledged the social appeal and growing acceptance of sports 
betting among young adults, professionals expressed concern that cultural normalization increases 
risks of addiction, financial harm, and related social consequences. One Counseling Center Director 
emphasized that constant online access and targeted advertising exacerbate these risks.  

A few young adults raised concerns about sports betting as a potential gateway to other forms 
of gambling. A few young adults noted this as a particular concern for younger generations growing up 
in environments where sports betting is highly visible and normalized. One young adult noted that early 
exposure to sports betting can foster misplaced confidence in control: “It can start that addiction at a 
younger age, and it can put people in situations where they feel like they have control and then 
suddenly don't have control over their behaviors. I do think because it's sports, which are such an 

 

“There's a lot of people that can 
get addicted to sports betting. Just 
like anything else. I think that's 
always hard because some people 
have addictive personalities. I 
know people who personally bet 
every single day…. Especially if a 
lot of college students who already 
don't have a lot of money are using 
their resources to sports bet and if 
they don't know when to stop, if 
they're constantly putting in money 
and losing it, then that can be 
harmful.” 

– 24-year-old, Asian, female, young adult, 
sports bettor  
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Americanized concept and practice, it puts people into 
this mindset about sports being solely for economic 
benefit and not necessarily thinking about sports in other 
ways.”  

CAB members shared this belief and referred to young 
adults as the “gambling generation,” highlighting concern 
about the long-term implications of widespread access 
and normalization of sports betting among young adults.  

While young adults recognized risks associated 
with sports betting, they often downplayed or 
exempted themselves and their peers from 
these risks. 

Many young adults recognized financial and 
addiction risks, yet exempted themselves and their 
peers from any impact. Many young adults 
distinguished their own experiences and those of their immediate social circles from the risky gambling 
behaviors they described as associated with negative financial impact. These young adults frequently 
used distancing language, such as “not personally,” “no one in my immediate circle,” or “my friends are 
responsible,” to describe the absence of financial harm within their own social networks. These young 
adults also frequently shared that, while they placed bets with low odds of winning, the financial impact 
was limited due to their “responsible” betting practices, such as small bet sizes and infrequent betting. 
When sharing about the risk of addiction, several young adults exempted themselves from risk by 
framing addiction as personality-dependent, with several young adults attributing risk primarily to 
people with "more addictive personalities.”  

One young adult CAB member further contextualized this perspective by explaining that it is easy for a 
young adult to “casually say, ‘my parlays for the past few months have been messing me up, I need to 
stop betting,’ but they won’t say ‘I have a problem making unhealthy bets and I need help.’” 

Several young adults described sports betting as “trivial” or questioned whether people who 
engage in it should be considered gamblers. Overall, young adults tended to separate sports betting 
from gambling and expressed more favorable views of sports betting as a casual form of entertainment 
than of gambling. For example, one young adult reflected that sports betting is rarely discussed as 
gambling, observing: “Nobody ever really talks about sports betting as being [gambling]… I feel like 
people don't consider people in younger generations to be gamblers.” This young adult went on to 
reflect that such framing both normalizes the behavior and increases potential harm: “I truly feel like 
people think gambling is a joke. It's like, ‘Oh, yes, I'm addicted to gambling, ha ha, it's so funny.’ A) it 
normalizes it a lot, and B) it makes people feel isolated if they actually do have a problem.”  

 

“From my personal experiences 
and the way that my friends 
sports bet, I can't see it being a 
problem. I know people have 
gambling addictions… but I think 
sports betting is different than 
that. It's more serious [to go] into 
a casino and gamble. I feel like 
when you're just on your phone 
placing bets, where you're 
watching a game with your 
friends, I feel like it's not super 
serious.” 

–19-year-old, White, female, young adult, 
sports bettor  
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Several young adults identified gamification as a key factor that distances sports betting from 
traditional gambling and diminishes perceived personal risk. The gamification of sports betting has 
reinforced the framing of sports betting as a low-risk, casual form of entertainment. Several young 
adults described sports betting apps as designed to make users feel like they are “playing a game,” 
rather than engaging in gambling. One young adult explained: “There's more gamification, so it's not 
really gambling, it's like playing a game.” Another young adult similarly noted that sports betting “just 
feels like another game.” One young adult compared sports betting to social media, noting that the 
apps are “optimized for engagement, like social media. So, they're optimized to make you play as much 
as possible, to make you wager as much money as possible.” Other young adults emphasized how 
promotional framing, such as “free money” and game-like play, further reduces perceptions of harm. 
One CAB member articulated that sports betting “almost feels like mobile gaming rather than feeling 
like traditional gambling.” 

Young adult support professionals echoed these concerns, cautioning that the framing of 
sports betting as entertainment, combined with its gamified design and instant accessibility, 
can delay recognition of problematic behavior. Support professionals observed that many young 
adults do not view sports betting as gambling at all, but rather as “just a fun thing” to do with friends. 
This perceived separation between sports betting and gambling may contribute to underestimating risk, 
postponing help-seeking, and reinforcing beliefs in personal control despite structural features that 
increase the likelihood of harm.  

Perceptions on Sports Betting Benefits 

The legalization of sports betting has increased engagement in watching sports 
because individuals have a personal investment in game outcomes. 

Many young adults noted that they are watching, talking about, and attending more sports 
events because they have an investment in the outcome of the games. Some young adults 
emphasized the social appeal of sports betting, especially when watching sports in a group setting. 
Several noted that betting made games more enjoyable overall, “bringing new energy” to sports viewing 
and providing “another way to be invested” in games. Many described how sports betting adds 
excitement and enjoyment to watching sports and increases investment in the outcome of the games. 
One young adult noted, “It gets people into sports a lot more because when you have money on the 
line, you're going to pay attention to it. No one wants to lose money. You want to win. Even if it's a big 
amount or a small amount, who cares? You still want to win.”  
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In contrast, a few young adults noted that people are 
invested in checking apps on their phones as 
opposed to engaging with each other during 
sporting events. A few young adults noted that sports 
betting can make watching sports less fun and more 
stressful, with a one young adult sharing their decreased 
enjoyment: “I love watching football, but I'll sit there and 
I'm watching the players that I need to do good. I'm not 
even sitting there watching the game… You're watching 
for these stats to hit. You're not even watching and 
enjoying the sport anymore.” Members of the CAB 
shared a similar perspective, noting that when you see 
someone looking down at their phone while watching 
sports, it is likely that they are checking their bets or 
placing another. 

Young adults identified additional benefits of 
legalization, including consumer protections and state revenue. 

A few young adults noted that sports betting was 
occurring in Massachusetts prior to its legalization, noting 
that legalization offered safer platforms for sports betting 
with greater oversight. Young adults view the legalization 
of sports betting as a mechanism for enhancing 
consumer protections. Others emphasized the protections 
afforded by regulated systems, particularly in contrast to 
informal or peer-based betting arrangements. One young 
adult described that some of his peers had been taken 
advantage of pre-legalization, noting: “having a regulated 
platform where there's some oversight of an activity that 
people would still do, whether it was legal or not, I think is 
important.” Another noted that legalization provides a “net 
benefit” as people who want to gamble will do it anyway, 
regardless of legalization: “At least having some sort of 
legality there allows people to have greater control over 
the way that people do sports bet in the future.” A few 
young adults noted that sports betting is an individual 
choice, and that legalization allows for the freedom of 
choice for an individual to bet if they choose to. 

 

“I never had an interest in sports 
until I started betting on sports. I 
would watch sports from time to 
time... but if you have money in 
it, you're going to be paying 
attention to the game, you're 
going to be a lot more interested, 
especially because money is 
coming out of your pocket that's 
actually going to affect you. I 
tend to pay attention more, my 
friends tend to pay attention 
more.” 

–24-year-old, Hispanic/Latinx, male, 
young adult, sports bettor   

 

“I think [sports betting is] a good 
thing. I think that it already 
should have been legalized. I 
think that, especially in 
Massachusetts, it goes back to 
the freedom of choice. If we 
decide that we want to or, me 
personally if I decide that I want 
to be able to sports bet, I want to 
be able to do that. If I decide I 
don't want to, I don't feel like that 
should necessarily be controlled 
by the government or anything at 
a state level.” 

– 24-year-old, Hispanic/Latinx, male, 
young adult, sports bettor  
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Young adult support professionals and industry and policy interviewees echoed that 
legalization can provide enhanced protections and increase educational and resource 
opportunities. Young adult support professionals discussed the broader policy context in 
Massachusetts, some comparing the legalization of sports betting to that of cannabis. Industry and 
policy interviewees viewed legalization as pragmatic because of the perception that sports betting 
would occur regardless, making regulation preferable to prohibition. Further, they acknowledged that 
legalization offers opportunities for enhanced consumer protectionsiii and the expansion of responsible 
gaming initiatives at both the state and national levels. They highlighted how regulatory frameworks 
enable funding for problem gambling resources and allow researchers and policymakers to better 
understand engagement patterns through betting technologies, insights that can inform upstream 
prevention and harm-reduction strategies.  

Industry and policy interviewees also suggested that the shifting social norms may create opportunities 
to normalize conversations around gambling harms and promote help-seeking among young adults. 
Overall, professionals believed that legalization has led to greater discussions about sports betting and 
provides an opportunity to increase access to resources and support.  

A few young adults highlighted the public benefits of legalization through tax revenue. A few 
young adults noted that they hoped proceeds from sports betting could be reinvested in the state for 
transportation, safety, health, and community programs. Several young adults compared sports betting 
revenue to that of cannabis in other states, describing legalization as an opportunity to fund broader 
social improvements. A few young adults, however, expressed skepticism, questioning whether 
revenue would flow meaningfully back into local communities as public benefits.  

  

 
iii Consumer protections for sports betting include voluntary self-exclusion, play management tools such as deposit and time limits, and the 
promotion of the problem gambling helpline. The MGC also enforces strict operational rules to ensure fair and legal conduct by sportsbooks 
and vendors. See the link for more information.  

https://massgaming.com/about/commitment-responsible-gaming/#:%7E:text=About,risk%20of%20gambling%2Drelated%20harm
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How the 
Normalization of 
Sports Betting 
Reshapes Risk 
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The Role of Social Context and Peer Influence  

Sports betting is widely perceived as normalized, driven by its ubiquity and social 
embeddedness. 

Young adults consistently described sports betting as commonplace among peers and as an 
activity that they frequently encountered in everyday social settings. Across interviews and focus 
groups, young adults commonly framed sports betting as a routine, socially embedded activity that is a 
“fun social thing.” One young adult spoke to the ubiquity of sports betting and how “it feels like everyone 
knows about it, and everyone has done it, or knows someone that [sic] is sports betting.” Often, they 
shared that most of their social circles place bets on sports. Regardless of whether they personally 
engaged in sports betting, young adults described how sports betting is a frequent topic of conversation 
in social settings, both in person and through group chats, and that it is embedded within everyday 
conversations and interactions. Many noted that they regularly discuss sports betting, including their 
wins and losses, with their friend groups and roommates, with one young adult sharing how sports 
betting is “what we talk about a lot of the time.”   

Young adults largely described sports betting as increasingly common and socially accepted, especially 
among their peers, and many linked this shift directly to legalization. Many suggested that legalization 
signals safety or acceptability, with one young adult explaining, “That sheer exposure to it, people are 
now being influenced that it's maybe something that everybody's doing or something that's popular or 
because it's legal it's good.” 

Young adults consistently describe sports betting as a social activity that fosters shared 
conversation and camaraderie rather than an activity done in isolation. Overall, young adults 
perceived sports betting not as a solitary or inherently risky activity, but rather as a normalized and “fun” 
way of engaging with their peers. Several young adults noted that sports betting fosters a fun 
environment of people “bonding” and “connecting” while watching sports. Young adults described going 
to bars and watch parties for major sporting events like the Super Bowl, the World Series, and other 
playoff games. One young adult noted that “we socialize 
by talking about our bets,” while another noted that 
sports betting is a way to spend more time with their 
family. One young adult sports bettor stated that “people 
are more connected through [sports betting] in a way. It 
gives people something to talk about with their friends, or 
it’s a fun way to get to know new people.” One young 
adult further highlighted this by describing their betting 
as an activity exclusive to social settings. 

Betting Behaviors – Location 
Percent of 13 active sports bettor focus 
group participants who reported betting 
in these locations:  
• 85% at a social setting 
• 85% at home 
• 38% at work 
• 15% at school 
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Young Adult 
Reflections 

Young adults reported wagering in social settings (e.g., sports bars), during 
notable sporting events like the Super Bowl or March Madness, and under social 
pressure from family or friends.  

"When I am surrounded by people who bet, I am more influenced to do so." 
–21-to-25-year-old, White, female, non-sports bettor 

"I socially sports bet while watching games with friends to make them 
more interesting."  
–21-to-25-year-old, White, male, sports bettor 

“I only bet when I am in a social setting, and everyone else around me is 
doing it."  
–21-to-25-year-old, Asian, female, non-sports bettor 

Word of mouth and peer influence spread interest and generate participation in sports 
betting among young adults. 

Young adults shared that their engagement is 
largely motivated by friends who place bets. Many 
young adults described being initially exposed to sports 
betting through their social networks after seeing their 
friends place “successful bets.” For example, one young 
adult recalled how they started sports betting after 
learning that their friends had “won some insane 
amounts of money on some bets.” Others spoke to the 
significance of peer influence on sports betting 
behaviors. One young adult stated, “If one of my friends 
tells me to make a bet, I'll do it,” while another young 
adult described, “I started even considering it because I saw my friends doing it.”  

Some young adults shared that family dynamics contribute to normalization and engagement. 
Some young adults observed changing attitudes across generations, with parents or older relatives 
becoming more accepting, and with some parents even participating in sports betting themselves since 
legalization. One young adult reflected on this normalization among family members: “I have a younger 
brother, and when sports betting started happening, my parents were like, be careful, don't waste your 
time and money, and then now, like a year or two later, my dad's sports betting with my little brother.” 
Some young adults shared that these familial conversations often occurred around major sporting 
events or during the holidays, while others discussed sports betting more regularly with their family 
members. One young adult described how conversations with their father about sports betting happen 
frequently because “he probably bets more than I do.” 

 

“I'd say 90% of my friends here 
gamble. My male friends here 
gamble. It's a lot of people, a lot of 
college students are definitely into 
sports betting.”  
–18-year-old, White, male, young adult, 
sports bettor  
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The Role of Mobile and Online platforms 

Mobile and online platforms embed sports betting into everyday life, increasing 
accessibility and accelerating its normalization.  

Young adults pointed to the accessibility and convenience of online and mobile sports betting 
apps, which young adults widely described as “frictionless” and “immediate,” as contributing 
to the uptake of sports betting among young adults. Young adults noted that the legalization of 
sports betting has resulted in more people betting on sports and in people who were already sports 
betting doing it more, particularly because of the accessibility of online and mobile sports betting apps. 
They noted that people, particularly young adults, are sports betting more frequently and making it 
more part of their routine. As one young adult described, “people that wouldn’t otherwise be doing it are 
doing it more. People that are already doing it a lot are probably also doing it more with easier access.” 
Young adults noted that the legalization of sports betting and broad accessibility via online and mobile 
apps is what prompted them to bet on sports. For 
example, one young adult noted, “I'm not going to 
leave my state to go place a sports bet. But, 
because it's easily accessible on my phone… I felt 
more comfortable doing it.” Another young adult 
referred to sports betting apps as a “platform for 
people to participate in gambling when they 
otherwise wouldn’t be able to.”  

Young adult support professionals and industry 
and policy interviewees believed that the 
convenience and ease of access of mobile apps 
increase the prevalence of sports betting among 
young adults. Young adult support professionals 
spoke to a contrast between digital sports betting 
and earlier forms of betting that required physical 
presence and greater effort. An Athletic Director 
noted, “Now, it’s so easy, the click of a button.” Many support professionals spoke to the ease of 
access via QR codes, app downloads, and stored payment methods. One Counseling Center Director 
shared that sports betting is intertwined with current phone culture, describing sports betting as 
“another thing that gets us addicted to our devices.” Furthermore, several young adult support 
professionals highlighted how mobile and online platforms distort perceptions of money and loss when 
young adults are “pressing a button and the money is gone” rather than exchanging money in person. 

Industry and policy interviewees described how online and mobile platforms offer the convenience, 
accessibility, and privacy that young adults seek as newly independent individuals, which contributes to 
their preference for online and mobile sports betting platforms. Industry and policy interviewees also 

 

“I've just seen more people doing it. I 
didn't know much about sports 
betting or how it worked before it 
became legal and was so easy to just 
do from your phone. I knew there 
were things like horse race betting… 
but betting on things like a football 
game, I didn't really know that was a 
big thing until it became legal and 
people started getting into it.” 

–19-year-old, White, young adult, non-sports 
bettor  
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expressed concern that the newness of online and mobile sports betting, and its rapidly changing 
nature, make it difficult to understand, evaluate, and detect problem betting or young bettors.  

Young Adult 
Reflections 

The accessibility of online apps contributes to mindless engagement for young 
adults. 

"I tend to check the sports betting apps when I'm bored." 
–21-to-25-year-old, White, male, sports bettor 
 

The Role of Advertisements 

Pervasive advertising and promotional incentives further contribute to the 
normalization of sports betting and increased engagement with it.  

Most young adults describe being exposed to sports betting advertisements across a broad 
range of mediums. These include television, social media, mobile apps, podcasts, public 
transportation, and billboards. Young adults often mentioned social media platforms such as Instagram, 
TikTok, YouTube, and X (formerly Twitter) as common channels for advertising. This finding mirrors 
existing research that notes sports betting advertising takes place through various mediums, including 
national and regional television and radio advertising, online paid placements, influencer marketing, 
and shareable social media content.39 There have been rapid shifts to novel advertising methods via 
digital channels and use of influencers that increase exposure to sports betting among young 
adults.22,24,27 

A few young adults highlighted questionable marketing practices, particularly via social media. One 
young adult described the presence of “undisclosed ad[s] for the gambling app Stake” and how these 
ads are technically against X guidelines, but are nonetheless widespread and serve to increase 
exposure to sports betting. A few young adults recalled seeing sports betting advertising on their 
college campus during sporting events. One young adult described how a sports betting company 
sponsored a large sports event on their campus.iv Some CAB members shared how sports betting 
advertising is especially prevalent at or around casinos. 

Many young adults shared that the ubiquity of sports betting advertisements normalizes it. 
Many young adults frequently described advertising as being “everywhere” and “hard to escape,” 
underscoring the pervasive nature of advertisements that contributes to the normalization of sports 
betting. One young adult noted, “I feel like anywhere there could be an ad, usually DraftKings is gonna 
have a spot there, or FanDuel, [or] some kind of sports betting app.” Young adults who attended 
college in major cities in Massachusetts frequently mentioned seeing advertisements on nearby 

 
iv This interview was with a Massachusetts resident who attended college in another state.  
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subway lines, at bus stops, on trash cans, and in college bars, reinforcing the normalization of gambling 
and its integration into college life, even if this advertising is not found on campus itself. An NCAA 
survey found that a majority of young adults ages 18 to 22 recalled advertisements encouraging sports 
betting, highlighting its widespread availability of and ease of access.40 Some studies find that 
advertising is tied to young adult engagement in sports betting and risky betting behavior.40–43  

Some young adults discussed how embedded 
sports betting has become within the sports viewing 
experience itself, expressing frustration that it can 
detract from the enjoyment of sports. Some young 
adults reflected how sports broadcasters weave sports 
betting into their coverage of sport events to the extent 
that it “feels like that's all one big ad as well.” Other 
young adults similarly lamented that advertisements 
have negatively impacted the sports viewing experience 
for fans, with one young adult stating, “I feel like people 
care more about the bets that they're placing than about 
the teams that they're a fan of.” Some young adults 
described the difficulty of looking up anything about a 
sports game without being flooded with sports betting 
advertising. One young adult shared the widespread 
presence of lines even on non-betting sports apps: “With 
ESPN or CBS Sports or those apps where I'm just trying 
to check scores, they all have lines and stuff on them, 
and there's comment sections where people are talking 
about the lines that they've placed. So even the non-sports betting apps have turned into places where 
people sports bet,” expressing their frustration about how they “just wanted to see who was playing,” 
rather than encounter multiple ads about which bets to place.  

Promotional strategies with “free money” incentives feel “lower stakes” and more 
approachable, attracting young adults with limited disposable income to engage in 
sports betting, though some perceive them as misleading. 

Many young adults noted that promotional strategies such as “bonus bets,” “free money,” and 
“low stake bets” are effective at attracting new users who often have limited disposable income. 
Many young adults agreed that promotional advertisements and lower-stakes options were effective in 
enticing them to download sports betting apps and engage in these platforms. Young adults often saw 
these promotions as low-risk opportunities to increase the little money they had. One young adult 
explained, “College students don't usually have any money, so whatever money they have, it's like, ‘oh, 
can I grow it? Can I double it?’” A young adult support professional echoed how enticing these 
promotions must feel for young adults and admitted, “I would have jumped at $200 as an 18-year-old.”  

 

“Social media is a big one, 
obviously. You can have paid 
marketing campaigns, you can 
have organic social campaigns, 
so [X, formerly] Twitter, 
Instagram, things like that. 
Broadcast has also been 
popular. If you do it during a 
game or during a sports 
broadcast, for example at the 
ESPN broadcast, you might see 
an advertisement for ESPN BET 
during the commercial. But I 
think the main drivers are social 
digital media and broadcast.” 

– Sports Betting Vendor  
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Many young adults cited available promotions as a factor in choosing which sports betting app 
to use, and highlighted advertising as the mechanism through which they learned about the 
various sportsbooks. Young adults noted that they choose which app to use based on promotions 
and usability. Young adults found these promotions to be so persuasive that some even encouraged 
their friends to sign up for accounts to take advantage of the “free play” money. Others emphasized the 
effectiveness of the timing of these promotions, noting that they are typically available during major 
sporting events like the Super Bowl. Several young adults noted that they created accounts for the 
purpose of “trying to get those free bets for the Super Bowl.”   

Many young adults pointed to offers such as “Bet $5, get $200 in bonus bets” as examples of 
attractive promotions that may not actually deliver what they appear to promise. Overall, young 
adults agreed that, despite being effective at engaging 
new bettors in their platform, promotional 
advertisements and lower stakes options were seen as 
misleading. One young adult explained, “It’s not $200 
because it’s bonus bets… it’s almost just like, ‘Hey, we’ll 
give you this $200, but you’re probably not going to 
actually get $200.’” Young adult support professionals in 
particular expressed concerns about how these 
promotions minimize the risks of sports betting by 
encouraging initial engagement that can lead to severe 
harms. CAB members also noted that young adults lack 
understanding that the “free money” is not guaranteed.  

Young adults found sports betting advertising 
appealing. 

Young adults noted that advertisements often feature celebrities, comedians, and famous 
athletes, groups they believed were chosen to resonate with young adults. For example, Kevin Hart 
was frequently mentioned; multiple young adults cited his popularity among young adults as a reason for 
his inclusion in these ads. One young adult noted, “I think they're trying to reach to the youth… between 
18 to early to mid-20s, because, for example, the people who watch Druski on YouTube, they're going to 
be younger. The people who like Kevin Hart's comedy, they're probably going to be younger.” Some 
young adults commented on the general look and feel of the advertisements. One young adult 
commented on how they may appeal more to young adults as the ads are “typically colorful and intriguing 
with the artwork that they have on it.” Some young adults emphasized that they feel advertising 
specifically targets young adults, many of whom may not even be of age to bet. A young adult reflected, 
“It is interesting that a lot of the marketing and stuff towards college kids, I feel like, is heavy, when most 
of them probably can't legally bet.” Many young adults voiced similar beliefs about the effectiveness of 
advertising featuring influencers and how their “endorsement” of a sports betting app leads young adults 
to download it as a result of “influencer culture.”  

 

“I think one thing that really can 
draw people in is smaller stake 
bets, betting on the coin toss or 
certain things like that that are 
lower stakes, and you have a 
50% chance either way, so it 
seems like less high stakes. I'd 
say targeting that might make 
people more incentivized.” 

– 20-year-old, White, female, young adult, 
sports bettor  
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Industry and policy interviewees noted that vendors cannot target individuals under age 21 in 
their ads, but young adults expressed concern about the impact of advertisements on them. 
Interviewees discussed how sports betting vendors make a conscious effort not to target individuals 
under 21, including college students, through advertisements. They noted that vendors' advertising 
decisions are based on the medium or channel preferred by a “target demographic or audience,” rather 
than a specific age group, and that the target demographic or audience is “sports enthusiasts.” 
Nevertheless, young adult support professionals expressed concerns about the perceived intentional 
targeting of advertising to young adults, noting that the intense exposure during a vulnerable 
developmental stage puts them at greater risk of problematic sports betting behavior.   
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Differential 
Experiences 
Across Groups of 
Young Adults 
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Underage young adults are engaging in sports betting despite age restrictions. 

Many young adults described using “loopholes” to place sports bets while underage. Despite 
regulations and age restrictions, underage sports betting was perceived to be common and easily 
accessible. Anecdotal evidence suggests that young adults aged 18 to 20, and even younger, are 
engaging in sports betting. Young adults described sports betting as “very popular in high school,” with 
some commenting how their friends would save money or even “picked up a babysitting [job] to use 
that money to bet.” Some young adults noted that they or their friends have used their parents’ names, 
fake IDs, offshore accounts, or VPNs to access sports 
betting apps when underage. One young adult explained 
that they “used to sports bet on this site where I would 
get a VPN to say I was from a different country and use 
crypto to pay for it.” One focus group participant also 
added that there is a “loophole” that allows underage 
young adults to sport bet on Kalshi and Polymarket. A 
few young adults shared how they avoid meeting tax 
thresholds to stay under the radar. For example, one 
young adult noted, “People try and never hit $600 so that 
they don't get taxed on it and they don't have to report, 
‘Oh, I've been underage gambling.’”v Some young adults also mentioned personally using or knowing of 
others who have used offshore accounts, with one young adult observing how young adults “might be 
more likely to use the offshore, less regulated ones if they're under 18.”  

Industry and policy interviewees noted that sports and 
sports betting have been deeply embedded in U.S. 
history and culture, likely leading young adults to be 
aware of and engage with sports betting even before 
legalization. They noted that specific regions like the 
Midwest and Northeast (for example, states surrounding 
Massachusetts that had legalized sports betting prior to 
Massachusettsvi) have a long history of sports betting, 
playing a role in Massachusetts residents’ awareness of 
and participation in sports betting prior to legalization. 

Some young adults knew or assumed the legal age 
for sports betting was 21 or older, while others were 
unaware of an age restriction or believed it was 18 
or older. Some young adults noted that their friends 

 
v This is likely in reference to how winning $600 or more on a single sports bet may require a Form W-2G from the betting vendor to be 
submitted with the tax return. See link for more information.  
vi Sports betting was legal in Rhode Island, New Hampshire, and Connecticut prior to being legalized in Massachusetts. See link for more 
information.  

Underage Sports Betting 
Among 19 young adult interview 
participants aged 18 to 20: 
• 95% shared having family, friends, 

or peers who bet on sports 
• 68% reported previously betting on 

sports 

 

“I’m from Northern 
Massachusetts. I was a 20-
minute drive from New 
Hampshire. Even before it was 
legalized, there was [sic] 
loopholes. You could drive to 
Salem, New Hampshire, and sit 
in a parking lot and do a sports 
bet there.” 

– 23-year-old, White, female, young adult, 
sports bettor  

https://www.irs.gov/taxtopics/tc419#:%7E:text=A%20payer%20is%20required%20to,Tax%20Withholding%20and%20Estimated%20Tax
https://www.covers.com/betting/usa/legal-sports-betting#:%7E:text=Is%20sports%20betting%20legal%20in%20Delaware?&text=Delaware%20was%20the%20first%20state,expansion%20has%20taken%20place%20yet
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engaged in sports betting even while underage, 
disregarding age restrictions. One young adult noted, 
“I'm not really aware of it at all. My friends did it even 
though they were under 18, so I have no idea what the 
age restriction is. Just off the top of my head, I'm going 
to assume it's 18.”  

One young adult described, “I think people assume that 
once you're 18, you're legally allowed to do it. That was 
my perception of it. It's not really advertised. I haven't 
seen any advertisement that were like, ‘Okay, well, you 
have to be 21 to be able to sports bet.’” A few young 
adults noted that they were aware of basic age 
restrictions, but they did not know the details about the 
specific minimum age requirements. A few young adults 
noted that they were aware of age restrictions because they had friends who were under 21 and 
therefore could not bet on sports.  

Young adult support professionals cautioned that early exposure to sports betting contributes 
to underage engagement. A Counseling Center Director shared that their school admits students who 
are as young as 15 years old in their early college program. These young students take classes with 
older students, so “the potential for exposure [to sports betting] is significantly increased even more 
than it might be at a traditional high school because there are many more legal age adults that are 
available.” This interviewee went on to describe this underage access as “extremely problematic” but 
difficult to limit because students “can always get their friend’s account and pay them.”   

Young adults believe that young adult sports bettors are primarily men; however, they 
shared perceptions that young women’s engagement is increasing. 

Many young adults shared that their male friends were more likely to bet on sports than their 
female friends. One young adult provided the framing for this perception, sharing that young men are 
“more into sports,” while another young adult shared that sports betting is “more male-dominated 
probably because males that are younger are more risk-prone.” Young adult support professionals 
added that sports betting is much more frequent among young men than other types  
of gambling.  

 

“I feel like I wasn't as aware of 
[the age restriction] until this 
past year, just because I used to 
live strictly with people my year 
for college. Now, some of my 
roommates are younger and 
below the age requirement. So, I 
feel like I wasn't really aware 
until there was [sic] people 
around me who couldn't do it.” 

– 22-year-old, White, male, young adult, 
sports bettor   
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Many young adults described that sports betting 
advertisements target young men. Many young adults 
believed that advertisements appear tailored to young 
men. Examples of this tailoring included the inclusion of 
sports figures and influencers with predominantly male 
audiences. Some young adults commented on the flashy 
and visually appealing nature of the advertisements, 
observing that they often include attractive models or 
other elements designed to interest young men. As one 
young adult noted, “They’re attractive models on there… 
it’s [targeted at] young men, I would say, for sure.” One 
young adult linked this perception of targeted advertising 
to broader associations between sports and men and 
how sports betting “just comes with that territory” of 
sports these days.  

A few young adults noted that since legalization, 
more young women have begun betting on sports. One young adult noted, “More of my girlfriends 
now like sports because of it. I think it's directly correlated to DraftKings or just the legalization of sports 
betting because they have something on the line. They have something to watch for. Because of that, 
they are now interested in it.”  

Female bettors were influenced to start betting by advertisements, as well as by friends, family 
members, and significant others. Many female young adults shared that they started sports betting 
because of promotions or referral bonuses. In one focus group, young adults discussed how vendors 
appear to be targeting young women more intentionally, particularly in a recent Fanatics ad featuring 
Kendall Jenner.44 One young adult shared: “It was a great advertisement, honestly, and I could see a 
lot of people just sort of tuning into that. Younger people, too, and females.” In addition, several female 
bettors shared that they started betting because of their boyfriend’s influence: “I was first exposed to 
[sports betting] when I was in college, especially since my boyfriend was in Greek life and was very big 
in sports, and all his friends were very big sports fans. So I was just around it a lot.” In addition to 
significant others, several female sports bettors shared that male family members exposed them to 
betting. One young adult shared, “I first became interested because my brothers were betting quite 
often, and that’s how I heard of it.”  

Young adult support professionals expressed concern that stigma around gambling for women 
may lead to increased risk. One young adult support professional cautioned that sports betting “could 
quickly become a bigger issue for women” as women’s sports get more popular. Other young adult 
support professionals observed that young women may engage more discreetly in betting, which could 
increase risks, with one noting the problem can stem from it “not being spoken about.”  

 

“I think they typically target 
males because a lot of the times, 
the ads will have someone 
impressionable in sports… 
Sometimes they just seem 
targeted towards male athletes 
or men that watch these people 
on TV. Not saying that females 
don't, but they seem generally 
targeted to more of the male 
demographic.” 

– 24-year-old, Asian, female, young adult, 
non-sports bettor  
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Young adults shared high levels of exposure to and engagement with sports betting on 
college campuses.  

Many young adults noted that sports betting is prevalent on college campuses, particularly 
within “sports schools.” Many young adults shared that college was a point of entry into sports 
betting and articulated that sports betting is highly visible, socially accepted, and encouraged by peer 
networks at college. One young adult highlighted the ubiquity of sports betting in college life and how 
“you’re bound like statistically to have at least one friend that gambles.” A few young adults noted that 
exposure and engagement may be higher at “sports schools,” with one young adult sharing, “at least 
where I go to college, the sports culture is huge… I know a lot of people in their dorms who would just 
do like this internal betting or place bets on certain games. I do think it is pretty popular within the 
college community and the college students.” Young adults recalled being first exposed to sports 
betting early in their college years, with some engaging informally through bookies in their residence 
halls before they were of legal age.  

Young adult support professionals frequently noted the prevalence of sports betting in college 
settings, emphasizing that students routinely engage with betting platforms. Young adult support 
professionals discussed the prevalence of college student sports betting and echoed how widespread 
and socially embedded it is on campus. An Athletic Director reflected that the college environment 
exposes students to more sports games, which can be viewed as positive but can also predispose 
students to sports betting. Several emphasized how the communal living arrangements and strong 
sports culture at college also contribute to increased exposure and engagement in sports betting. 
Furthermore, the increased autonomy and constant social interactions were viewed as powerful 
contributors to sports betting behaviors among college students.  

One Director of Athletics shared their observation that, “People used to gather around a keg and watch 
a game, and now they gather around a keg and bet on a game.” Several described how betting seems 
to fit seamlessly into students’ daily routines and is embedded in activities like scrolling on phones and 
discussing sports with friends. One young adult support professional mentioned that they have 
witnessed a “bro culture” where male college students bet together in the campus’s Student Center. 
This “groupthink,” as the young adult support professional noted, can snowball into young men betting 
more frequently and with larger stakes. Many support professionals emphasized the cultural shift that 
they have observed related to how sports betting has become widely accepted and is increasingly 
accepted as a cultural norm: “it's everywhere, and it is part of the culture as much as Coke, Pepsi, and 
seltzer water.”   

Young adults viewed NCAA prohibitions as a strong deterrent to sports betting among 
collegiate athletes, but raised additional concerns about athletes’ well-being due to 
pressure from bettors.  

Most collegiate athlete focus group participants emphasized the illegality of sports betting 
among collegiate athletes and believed that most of their peers also refrain from betting. Due to 
NCAA regulations, collegiate athletes cannot bet on other college or professional sports.35 If a 
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collegiate athlete bets on sports and is caught, their eligibility could be taken away, which many 
collegiate athletes underscored as a severe consequence. Despite this, some collegiate athletes 
acknowledged that some of their peers or collegiate athletes in other schools either bet illegally or when 
they leave athletics. Collegiate athletes shared that they receive mandatory sports betting education 
annually provided by athletic departments. These educational events discourage sports betting and 
reinforce eligibility rules among collegiate athletes. One young adult noted that, during one of the 
educational events, a former female collegiate athlete spoke about how betting negatively impacted her 
and her scholarship. The young adult shared that, because the speaker was a woman, “it was sort of 
like a big ‘oh this happens to or could happen to anyone’ moment.”  

Some young adults shared concerns over increased pressure for collegiate athletes due to 
sports betting. When asked about potential impacts of sports betting on collegiate athletes, one young 
adult shared that “they can have a lot more pressure because a lot of people are betting money on 
them.” Another young adult shared that “the fans get mad and then they blame them and then that ends 
up taking a toll on…the athletes’ mental health and then it ruins their experience and relationship with 
the sport.” Young adults noted that harassment aimed at collegiate athletes may contribute to stress, 
anxiety, and diminished enjoyment of sport. These 
dynamics were viewed as exacerbated by the growing 
commercialization of collegiate athletics, including name, 
image, and likeness (NIL) deals and the increasing 
presence of money in collegiate sports. Several 
collegiate athletes brought up game manipulation, with 
one sharing, “especially at the bigger schools, there’s 
athlete dining halls, common athlete spaces where you 
can see ‘oh, this player’s hurt, I’m going to bet that they 
won’t play.’” While none of the collegiate athletes that 
participated in focus groups shared personal anecdotes, 
one young adult support professional shared: “I could tell 
you the things that have been written about our 
basketball coach that would turn your stomach because 
we only won by 5 and we were supposed to win by 7.”   

 

“The social media component on 
this is huge for student athletes, 
I would imagine professional 
athletes as well, where social 
media bullying and harassment 
has just gone through the roof. I 
mean, you read some of these 
texts, or posts, or whatever, and 
they're like, how is someone not 
knocking on their door saying, 
‘you've made a death threat? 
You know, you can't do that.’ 
That people would make a death 
threat about an outcome of a 
game, or number of free throws 
in a game is beyond me.” 

– Athletic Director 
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Opportunities to 
Mitigate Risks and 
Potential Harms of 
Sports Betting  
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Awareness and Access to Resources 

Young adults are largely unaware of resources or mitigation steps for problem 
gambling beyond assuming the existence of helplines. 

Many young adults noted that they were not aware of any available resources for problem 
gambling, highlighting that they did not know where to go or whom to call if they needed help. 
Some young adults noted that they assume that there are groups and resources to support problem 
gambling, similar to those that exist to support people struggling with substance use. Some young 
adults noted that there are likely resources for gambling in general, but they are not aware of any 
specific resources for sports betting. One young adult described, “As a generation, honestly, we're not 
aware of resources that can be of use for us. Specifically, I don't know anything that would help with 
gambling addiction. I know there are phone numbers that you can call, but where to find those and what 
phone numbers, I have no idea.” One young adult noted that they assume resources exist, but those 
resources are not as “visible as they should [be],” noting “if someone's looking for them, I hope that 
they'll find them, but I don't see as many advertisements or information about how to mitigate risks.” 
Some young adults framed this lack of awareness due to lack of need, noting that they would only look 
up available resources if they “thought I had an issue.”  

Some young adults shared awareness of 
disclaimers and helplines, but questioned how 
helpful these resources might be. When asked about 
available resources, some young adults described 
disclaimers and helplines they had seen in sports betting 
apps and sports advertisements. These young adults 
described these disclaimers as being designed to 
protect vendors from liability rather than to genuinely 
inform users of gambling risks. One young adult 
commented that the disclaimers read as “participate at 
your own risk” and convey the message that vendors do 
not want to be responsible for any potential risks. These 
young adults also noted that these disclaimers are 
typically small, easy to overlook, and reminiscent of 
consent notices on social media and other technology platforms.  

While aware of helplines, young adults questioned how helpful they are for young adults. One young 
adult sports bettor described how they view helplines as a “cop-out” and explained, “[My friends and I] 
have a joke about the gambling [helpline]that they put in the corner of every ad… Nobody actually ever 
sees it.” Another young adult expressed, “no one takes [helplines] seriously, because no one thinks that 
gambling is an actual addiction.”  

 

“Basically, every [sports betting] 
page has a tiny little text at the 
bottom. Like, ‘Think you have a 
problem? Click here’… it was 
presented in a way that this is 
something to get through before 
you can do the fun part.” 

– 21-year-old, Hispanic/Latinx, male, 
young adult sports bettor   
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Directors of Athletics and College Counseling Centers lack training and resources for 
how to support young adults with problem gambling.  

Young adult support professionals noted that there is a current vacuum for training and 
education specific to young adult sports betting. One Athletic Director noted, “there's definitely 
been no training within the college, conversation within the college, specifically in regard to sports 
betting, and, that might be something that will be coming 
down the line or needs to be developed relatively soon.” 
They further expressed concern that, by the time 
problem gambling becomes a crisis that they are aware 
of, young adults have already lost a lot of money and 
experienced significant negative impacts, highlighting 
the need for earlier, more preventive measures. Another 
Athletic Director noted that their current approach is to 
direct students to their counseling center, which provides 
general education around gambling as well as offers 
one-on-one meetings for students. One Counseling 
Center Director noted that they would like more 
information on available programs to which they could 
refer young adults, for example, intensive outpatient 
programs specifically for gambling. 

One mental health clinician noted that they would like 
more resources and training on young adult sports 
betting. The same clinician noted that current protocol is 
to identify if gambling is a problem area via an intake 
form and then refer young adults to additional care if the 
gambling problem is beyond the scope of their practice. 
They described themselves as a “resource broker” that 
can provide support and referrals to other resources and that they have been actively putting together 
events and lunches to talk to students about mental health, partnering with local organizations with 
expertise in addiction, and sharing posters and flyers with resources and information, including on 
problem gambling.  

The Role of Multiple Systems and Actors 
Young adults and young adult support professionals framed responsibility for mitigating gambling-
related harms as shared across multiple actors, including government and regulators, sports betting 
vendors, colleges and universities, sports organizations, and individuals themselves.  

 

“I'm constantly trying to attend 
trainings and make sure that, as 
things are changing, that I'm 
making sure I'm following best 
practices… I want to make sure 
I'm providing the most 
appropriate support, but haven't 
been able to find a ton of 
resources beyond, the MA 
Problem Gambling Helpline… I 
think we started flying the plane 
before we fully knew what was 
needed to fly it safely… I think 
more needs to be done in terms 
of having additional resources 
for providers, such that the 
support can be adequate.” 

–College Counseling Center Director  
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Government Bodies 

Young adult support professionals and several young adults identified policymakers, MGC, and 
other regulatory bodies as central actors in harm mitigation, particularly given the state’s role in 
legalizing and overseeing sports betting. As one Athletic Director noted, if the state “voted to allow 
it, then they need to be the ones that are prepared to regulate it.” Other young adult support 
professionals emphasized government responsibility for setting guardrails that shape the sports betting 
environment, especially related to advertising practices and betting safeguards. A few described a need 
for additional age-based protections, with one Athletic Director proposing a minimum betting age of 25. 
Beyond regulation, young adult support professionals emphasized the government’s role in capacity 
building, including developing guidance, training materials, and public-facing campaigns for colleges, 
mental health providers, and young adult-serving 
professionals.  

Several young adults compared sports betting to alcohol 
and tobacco, noting that government has historically 
intervened to restrict advertising and communicate 
health risks. Young adults described sports betting 
advertisements as pervasive and insufficiently 
transparent about potential harm, suggesting the need 
for stricter advertising limits and clearer warning 
messages. They frequently shared that policies could 
reduce exposure to sports betting advertising among 
young adults, especially for those under the minimum 
legal age for sports betting. One young adult described 
that sports betting advertisement, “should be regulated 
like cigarettes. [They] used to be advertised everywhere, 
and they put regulations on them.” Several young adults 
also expressed concerns related to “predatory” sports 
betting practices like sign-on bonuses and free bets. 
Several young adults raised concern over particularly 
high-risk bets like prop bets and parlays, which may require additional oversight. This suggestion 
echoes calls by the NCAA, NFL, and other organizations to eliminate or restrict gambling on individual 
prop bets and other high-risk prop bets. In Massachusetts, state Senators have been advancing the 
Bettor Health Act (S 302), which includes a proposal to ban in-play and prop bets.45–47  

A few young adults expressed ambivalence towards government regulation. A few young adults 
framed sports betting as a matter of personal freedom and individual choice. These young adults 
acknowledged the risks of excessive betting but cautioned against overly restrictive policies that they 
perceived as limiting autonomy or eliminating a form of entertainment. One young adult shared that, 
despite acknowledging sports betting can lead to financial ruin and addiction, “there needs to be some 

 

“Seeing my sister living in 
Nevada, there's so many posters 
or street signs of, ‘If you need 
help, call this number,’ because 
Vegas is the city of gambling. I 
feel in Massachusetts, I've seen 
ads to sports gamble but I 
haven't seen, ‘if you need help if 
you're having a hard time…’ I 
don't think that's as 
popularized… I think it should 
be, just because it's a slippery 
slope of it all.” 

– 21-year-old, Hispanic/Latinx, female, 
non-sports bettor  
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line in terms of what's allowed in terms of sports betting, but I think to completely eliminate it is also 
problematic in that it's taking away some people's hobbies.”  

Sportsbook Operators 

Many young adults identified sportsbook vendors as bearing substantial responsibility for 
mitigating harm, given their roles in designing, marketing, and profiting from sports betting. 
Many young adults noted that aggressive sports betting promotions should be matched by meaningful 
safeguards to reduce harm. As one young adult described, “they're the ones that are so heavily 
promoting it… it should also be up to them to give the restrictions, and set the standard on that, 
because I feel like with state and federal, the lines get blurred, and people don't agree, and it's hard.” 
Young adults suggested that vendor-led interventions include betting limits, loss-based financial cutoffs, 
time limits within apps, and clearer disclosures about spending (e.g., through dashboards and weekly 
or monthly spending summaries). Young adults compared these measures to alcohol service practices, 
where bartenders can cut off someone after too much 
drinking.  

Young adult support professionals highlighted the 
potential value of account dashboards and regular 
spending summaries to help users better understand 
their cumulative losses over time. For example, one 
Athletic Director noted, “I think it would be very helpful if 
people were presented their history on a more regular 
basis… I think [it] would help people understand the 
impact that it's having on them because, in some cases, 
I think you don't really realize how much you're losing 
until it becomes a major issue, but it's probably been an 
issue for a while.” 

Young adults also recommended mandatory in-app 
warnings, helplines, and disclaimers, especially after 
prolonged use or significant losses, similar to warning 
labels on cigarette packages. Additional suggestions 
included self-exclusion options, limits on credit card use, income verification, and stronger identity 
verification mechanisms. However, some young adults questioned whether these features would 
meaningfully influence behavior, noting that existing tools can be easily ignored or bypassed. One 
young adult noted, “I know, personally, every time I log on, it tries to get me to set limits. I don't know if 
that's a good thing or a bad thing, but I never do.”  

Industry and policy interviewees noted that responsible gambling initiatives are already provided by 
sports betting operators and include identity verification tools, app alerts, gaming management tools for 

 

“I think largely it should be the 
vendors. They're essentially 
creating the issue. When we 
think about cigarettes and all 
those things that also 
contributed to mass health 
detriments… they were… held 
responsible for some of that. I 
feel that would be a reasonable 
ask of the vendors to promote 
these resources, to promote 
these campaigns about the 
dangers of [sports betting].” 

–College Counseling Center Director  
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sports bettors, partnerships with treatment organizations, an exclude-one-exclude-all policy, and 
sharing PlayWell (previously GameSense) information.  

At the same time, both young adults and professionals expressed skepticism about the 
effectiveness of operator self-regulation. They pointed to conflicts of interest and framed existing 
responsible gambling messaging as largely performative. As one Athletic Director described, such 
efforts can resemble "public relations standpoints and statements, as opposed to real fixes.” 

Colleges and Universities  

Young adult support professionals and young adults viewed colleges and universities as 
playing an important role in harm mitigation, including through education, awareness, and 
referral to resources. Young adult support professionals highlighted the unique access that colleges 
and universities have to young adults, positioning them as key points for early awareness, education, 
and normalization of conversations about gambling risks. Athletic Directors described having a primary 
role in educating their students and serving as a resource. Their many interactions with students, both 
in formal and informal roles, afford them the opportunity to engage young adults in conversation about 
a broad range of topics, including gambling. As one support professional described, “it's no different 
than we have to talk to them about [alcohol]… And we talk to them about looking out for each other. 
That's our role.”  

However, several young adult support professionals 
acknowledged that students may be reluctant to 
discuss sports betting with staff due to power 
dynamics, concerns about mandatory reporting, or 
fear of NCAA-related consequences. One support 
professional described, “The onus also falls on folks 
like myself, practitioners, who are working directly with 
the public, with the community. How can we show up 
for, but also educate on all these varieties of 
potentially harmful [things]… And I think there's a 
delicate but important balance between education and 
destigmatization, but also, ‘hey, I'm putting this out 
there for you to engage with in case you need it.”  

Young adult support professionals and young adults also described a need for more formal educational 
efforts, including mandatory training (especially for athletes), workshops, seminars, and integration of 
sports betting topics into curricula. These were compared with alcohol education modules already 
required in colleges. Several young adults emphasized the value of peer-led approaches, suggesting 
that hearing from other young adults or athletes who have experienced gambling-related harms would 
resonate with their peers.  

 

“Because I'm in an administrative 
position, the students don't feel 
comfortable talking with me about 
[sports betting]… But I have talked 
with them about it a couple of times, 
so it doesn't seem like they don't 
want to engage on the topic at all. But 
it seems like they're more willing to 
talk about sports in general, but less 
willing to talk about sports gambling.” 

– Athletic Director  
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Sports Organizations  

Industry and policy interviewees and young adult support professionals described differing 
views on the enforcement of NCAA rules for collegiate athletes. Industry and policy interviewees 
suggested having stricter enforcement of NCAA policies prohibiting collegiate athletes from engaging in 
sports betting, particularly in Division II and III programs. In contrast, young adult support professionals 
described the need for harm reduction approachesvii to sports betting among collegiate athletes rather 
than a solely punitive or zero-tolerance framework. Young adult support professionals described that 
current NCAA policies create strong disincentives for disclosure, as student-athletes who acknowledge 
gambling-related harms are at risk of severe and sometimes permanent consequences. As a result, 
collegiate athletes may hide their betting behaviors until harm escalates, limiting opportunities for early 
intervention.  

Athletic Directors referenced the proposed NCAA policy change that would allow collegiate athletes to 
bet on professional sports, though this rule change was rescinded after 30 days, reinstating the ban on 
all forms of sports betting.35 One young adult support professional expressed concern about removing 
guardrails on sports betting and instead advocated amnesty or graduated consequences. For example, 
a first offense or self-disclosure would result in education, treatment referral, and harm-reduction 
support rather than permanent sanctions. They suggested that this approach would better align with 
how colleges handle other risky behaviors, such as alcohol use. Young adult support professionals also 
noted that an outright prohibition on sports betting is unlikely to be effective, given the accessibility of 
betting apps and the ease with which athletes can conceal their activity. 

Some young adults suggested that sports organizations and their governing bodies could help 
mitigate harassment, particularly in college sports. Some young adults noted the need for clearer 
boundaries between sports competitions and gambling promotions, especially during sports 
broadcasts. They noted that this may also reduce the tendency to view student athletes primarily as 
sports betting outcomes, forgetting that they are also students and competitors. One young adult 
recommended that sports organizations themselves support mitigation strategies, particularly around 
reducing advertising during sporting events. Another young adult shared, “Having a way for the leagues 
themselves… or segments on broadcasts… I feel like it should be clearly designated as, like, it's an ad, 
it's a company, it's not part of the sport itself, because…  The more that those things get merged 
together, the less, you know, of a sport we have, the more of a… just a thing to bet on.”  

Individuals 

A few young adults and young adult support professionals emphasized individual 
responsibility, framing sports betting as a personal choice that requires self-regulation. A few 
young adults noted that individuals must ultimately set limits, budget appropriately, and recognize when 
betting ceases to be recreational. One mental health clinician noted, “It's hard because… at the end of 

 
vii According to the NCAA, “harm-reduction strategies foster prevention, risk reduction and health promotion. Harm-reduction strategies 
acknowledge actual behaviors (e.g., some student-athletes do bet on sports) and attempt to meet individuals where they are.” See: 
https://ncaaorg.s3.amazonaws.com/ssi/mental/SSI_HarmReductionforGamblingandSportsBetting.pdf. 

https://ncaaorg.s3.amazonaws.com/ssi/mental/SSI_HarmReductionforGamblingandSportsBetting.pdf
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the day, every individual is responsible for their own choices.” One young adult added, “This budgeting 
thing is really important. And also, seeing betting as a game… it's not something that's gonna affect my 
life, that it shouldn't affect my life… If I'm doing this, I need to make sure I can keep control in a way.” A 
few young adult support professionals emphasized that while the individual may be responsible, 
parents could also have a role in conversations with their children about financial responsibility and 
responsible gambling.   

Participant Recommendations for Programs and Policies 
Currently, no federal regulations or oversight organizations exist for gambling or sports betting, so 
policy defaults to the state level. Industry and policy interviewees noted that current regulations and 
protections are available at the individual, community, and policy levels, though there are opportunities 
for additional responsible gaming initiatives. They described that additional responsible gaming 
initiatives for young adults should include prevention, education, treatment, enforcement, research, and 
recovery. Young adults and young adult support professionals proposed multi-level strategies to reduce 
harm while preserving perceived benefits, including raising education and awareness, policy reform, 
advertising regulation, support services, app-based safeguards, and research (Exhibit 9). 

Exhibit 9. Recommendations for Mitigating Sports Betting Harms  

Area Recommendations Quotes 

Education & 
Awareness 
Raising 

 Develop financial literacy programs that 
include content on gambling 

 Create mini-courses and training for 
colleges about gambling, similar to 
required courses on substance use   

 Promote FAQs and resources on apps 
and websites and across campus 

 Develop and share resources with 
athletic directors, mental health 
clinicians, and other staff and 
professionals that serve young adults 

 Develop resources that highlight that 
sports betting is a form of gambling and 
that are geared towards engaging 
young adults 

“I really think maybe just a mini class 
on gambling or a breakdown of what 
actually is, you are putting your money 
into a pot and side effects of it like we 
do on drinking and stuff, drinking and 
drugs, but it needs to be on gambling.” 
–23-year-old Black/African American 
and White, female, sports bettor 
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Area Recommendations Quotes 

Policy & 
Regulation 

 Ban or restrict sports betting done 
online or through mobile applications, 
limiting betting to in-person venues 

 Raise minimum age for sports betting 
(e.g., to 25) 

 Enforce NCAA rules more strictly for 
student athletes 

 Create amnesty policies and harm 
reduction approaches (e.g., referral to 
treatment, etc.) for collegiate athletes 
who engage in sports betting 

“…the apps [are] what makes it 
dangerous because it's so accessible. 
It's like having drugs next to you all the 
time. Obviously, you're going to do the 
drugs if they're so accessible, it's so 
much easier to get addicted. Same with 
the apps, they're on your phone.” –23-
year-old Asian, female, sports bettor 

Advertising 
& 
Messaging 

 Establish stronger regulations around 
advertising and promotions 

 Launch public service announcements 
(PSAs) on spots betting harms, similar 
to anti-smoking campaigns 

 Include risks and available resources 
clearly in betting ads 

 Restrict ads during sports events 
 Ban gambling content on streaming 

platforms like YouTube 

“I could see the state advertising, kind 
of like how they have tobacco 
commercials that say, ‘Okay, don't 
smoke tobacco because it's bad and it 
has this effect.’ I can see them having 
an advertisement on TV [about sports 
betting]. I could also see the 
government or state level forcing these 
companies to put some negative effects 
of gambling at the end of their 
commercials.” –24-year-old 
Hispanic/Latinx, male young adult who 
has previously bet on sports 

Support 
Services 

 Expand access to counseling and 
support groups 

 Increase awareness for young adult 
support professionals about available 
treatments and programs for gambling 
and sports betting 

 Promote available support services in 
ads and on platforms 

 Include links to helpful resources 
directly in betting apps 

“I really think the organization should 
have more resources… That might 
honestly help with people who only 
focus on the negative effects with 
sports gambling, or sports betting, just 
saying, ‘Hey, these are the negatives, 
but here's what we have to help combat 
those negative effects.’” –23-year-old 
White, female, sports bettor 
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Area Recommendations Quotes 

App-Based 
Safeguards 

 Add warnings and disclaimers before 
bets 

 Implement loss and bet limits (e.g., daily 
caps) and time limits 

 Trigger notifications when users reach 
designated loss thresholds (i.e., a $500 
per day loss limit) 

 Provide unprompted access to self-help 
resources within apps 

 Provide historical accounting or 
dashboards of weekly or monthly spend 

“The apps… should have some 
notification of when you are down on a 
lot of money… There should be a set 
notification where you haven't won 
anything, and it should be like, ‘Are you 
sure you want to continue with this?’ or 
‘We might have to cancel this.’ I see a 
lot of sports betting apps that will limit 
you if you've won a lot, which it's part of 
their model, but there has to be 
something on the other end where it's 
limiting you because of how much 
you're losing. I feel like that's fair.” –21-
year-old Hispanic/Latinx, male, sports 
bettor 

Research & 
Evaluation 

 Fund independent studies on sports 
betting impacts 

 Evaluate the cost-benefit of legalization 
 Use findings to inform programs, policy, 

and public education 

“It is reassuring that there's an 
independent look into the cost-benefit 
of legalization and implementation of 
sports betting outside of just the 
companies wanting to make money 
from it. An actual look at the benefit to 
people.” –25-year-old White, male 
young adult who has previously bet on 
sports 
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Discussion 
Since the legalization of sports betting in Massachusetts in 2022, young adults aged 18–25 have 
increasingly engaged with this newer form of gambling. This study, grounded in community voices and 
lived experiences, reveals a complex picture of how young adults perceive and engage with sports 
betting in Massachusetts. 

Normalization of sports betting, driven by advertising, accessibility, and social 
networks post-legalization, shapes risk perception and engagement. 

Sports betting is becoming a normalized part of young adult culture, as legalization has led to 
widespread use, advertising presence, and convenient access through online and mobile apps.  

With sports betting predominantly online and high daily screen time among young adults, the low 
barriers to entry for mobile sports betting contribute to high levels of engagement among this age 
group.48 The shift post-legalization to app-based “frictionless” betting has increased the convenience 
and immediacy of sports betting, factors that contribute to young adults' perceptions of it as a normal, 
low-effort extension of time spent on their phones rather than a distinct gambling activity. Widespread 
advertising continues to reinforce the normalization of sports betting. Young adults shared heavy 
exposure to sports betting ads, especially on social media and during sports broadcasts, including 
advertisements perceived as appealing to young adults. Young adults identified promotional incentives, 
such as free bets and low-stakes framing, as effective at attracting new users, even when they 
recognized these offers as potentially misleading. Young adults also commonly framed sports betting 
as a cultural norm. Young adults attributed this normalization, at least in part, to sports betting being 
viewed as a social activity and form of entertainment, likely contributing to the perception that it is 
“trivial” and not considered “gambling.” 

However, some young adults expressed concern about the effects of normalization on overall health 
and well-being, given the potential negative consequences of sports betting. These findings align with 
prior research that suggests that increased accessibility and exposure to gambling opportunities can 
heighten risk for problematic behaviors.17,49 This highlights the need for additional evidence-based 
programs, policies, and interventions that educate young adults and raise awareness about sports 
betting, gambling, and risks for gambling-related harms. 

Perceptions of low risk and high control shape young adults’ engagement with sports 
betting.  

Many young adults recognize that sports betting can pose risks, including financial loss and problem 
gambling, particularly when done without limitations and control. However, these concerns stand in 
contrast to young adults’ framing of their own betting behavior as low risk. Young adults frequently 
downplayed their own or their peers’ vulnerability to these risks, commonly using phrases like ‘not 
personally’ or ‘no one in my immediate circle’ when articulating sports betting risks. Young adults often 
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framed sports betting as involving “small,” inconsequential amounts comparable to routine discretionary 
purchases (e.g., buying a coffee), thereby framing the financial impacts of gambling as a personal 
rather than a societal issue. Young adult support professionals and industry and policy interviewees 
expressed concern that this framing may mask broader financial risks, particularly when repeated 
losses, promotional incentives, and limited financial literacy intersect. These concerns align with recent 
literature on the financial impacts of sports betting on young adults that finds that sports betting among 
young adults can cause prolonged economic damage.50–52  

Young adults also commonly described how risk varied by bet type, with many young adults viewing 
certain types of betting as safer. All of the focus group participants reported engaging in Moneyline or 
single-line bets, and commonly described them as less “risky” than more complex bets, such as parlays 
and prop bets. Some young adults believed that if they limited themselves to “simple” bets on 
occasional sporting events, this self-control would be sufficient to protect them from becoming overly 
involved in gambling. This perception is in contrast to recent research findings that any form of frequent 
betting can contribute to problem gambling behaviors.53  

In addition, young adults’ perceptions of “responsible” betting appear to be shaped less by formal 
financial planning and more by social normalization, self-exemption from potential risk, and the use of 
heavily marketed “free bets” to justify potential loss. Young adults frequently distinguished sports 
betting from “gambling” more broadly. This distinction, reinforced by gamified app design and 
promotional framing, enables young adults to emphasize control, entertainment value, and social 
context while discounting any personal risk. As a result, betting-related harm, while recognized by 
young adults, was framed as something that affects “other people” as they and their peers were 
personally exempt from risk. Nevertheless, while young adults emphasized moderation and 
responsibility, they simultaneously reflected that they would advise peers not to start betting at all.  This 
tension suggests that continued participation is often driven more by social norms than by perceived 
value. Together, these dynamics suggest that prevention and harm-reduction efforts that simply 
reiterate the potential harm of sports betting may be ineffective at properly engaging young adults with 
sports betting addiction.  

Young adults are engaging in sports betting when they are underage, both informally 
through peer networks and formally through loopholes.  

Throughout the interviews and focus groups, young adults frequently discussed how underage sports 
betting is occurring despite formal age restrictions. Young adults shared how early exposure normalizes 
sports betting well before legal eligibility. Peers and family members, advertising, fantasy sports, mobile 
apps, and school or college environments all contribute to the normalization of sports betting well 
before young adults fully understand age restrictions or potential harms. Knowledge of these age 
restrictions was also inconsistent and often unclear among young adults. Many participants were either 
unaware of the legal minimum age or assumed it was 18. This suggests that age-based restrictions 
may not be effective at curtailing underage sports betting, as many young people have found 
workarounds to engage regularly despite the law. Young adults shared how underage betting is 
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facilitated through “loopholes” such as VPNs, offshore and shared accounts, or cross-state access. 
This indicates that there are gaps in both the enforcement of age restrictions and that the current 
regulatory barriers are insufficient to prevent underage individuals from sports betting.   

Young adults rarely express concern about developing a gambling disorder, despite 
discussions of multiple behaviors included in the criteria for gambling disorder.   

Although young adults acknowledged that some sports bettors engage in problem gambling, they 
generally perceived their own risk to be low, despite frequently describing behaviors that align with the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-5) criteria for gambling 
disorder.54 According to these criteria, a diagnosis requires at least four of the symptoms described in 
Exhibit 10.  

Across interviews and focus groups, young adults frequently described “chasing losses,” or continuing 
to place bets to recoup their losses. Many also discussed sports betting as a regular topic of 
conversation, not only in social settings with friends and family, but also in professional settings as 
“small talk.” While framed as casual conversations, these interactions suggest a level of preoccupation 
with sports betting that extends beyond occasional engagement. Financial harm was another recurrent 
theme. Although most young adults characterized themselves as “responsible” due to betting “in 
moderation.” Young adult support professionals highlighted examples of young adults who experienced 
significant, long-lasting consequences, including having to withdraw from university due to financial 
hardship. They also identified financial strain as a source of interpersonal conflict and relationship 
stress. Finally, some young adults expressed ambivalence about their own habits, questioning why they 
continue to bet on sports even though they acknowledge it is a “net negative” and unlikely to “win big.” 
Despite this awareness, few described explicit efforts to cut back or stop gambling. Many of the 
behaviors shared by young adults align with DSM-5 indicators for gambling disorder and point to a 
disconnect between perceived and actual levels of risk, with engagement in hazardous gambling known 
to increase risk for negative mental health consequences.55 

In addition, young adults acknowledged only momentary effects, such as anger, frustration, or 
embarrassment, but did not recognize broader mental health impacts associated with sports betting. 
Although one young adult described feeling “very sad” after losing a bet, none of the participants 
discussed poor mental health at a level indicating clinical concern. Although many young adults and 
support professionals acknowledged how frequent sports betting can lead to addiction, there was no 
explicit connection made between sports betting, gambling disorder, and broader mental health 
impacts, such as suicide risk.56,57,58,59 This is of particular concern given that impulsivity is common 
among young adults, implying that the mental health consequences of sports betting may be 
underrecognized by both young adults and supportive adults.  
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Exhibit 10. DSM-5 Criteria for Gambling Disorder 

• Frequent thoughts about gambling 
• Need to gamble with increasing amounts to achieve the desired excitement. 
• Repeated unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back on or stop gambling. 
• Restlessness or irritability when trying to cut down or stop gambling. 
• Gambling when trying to escape from problems or negative mood or stress. 
• Often gambling when feeling distressed. 
• After losing money gambling, often returning to get even. (This is referred to as "chasing" one's 

losses.) 
• Lying to hide the extent of gambling involvement. 
• Losing important opportunities such as a job or school achievements or close relationships due to 

gambling. 
• Relying on others to help with money problems caused by gambling 

Source: https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gambling-disorder/what-is-gambling-disorder. 

Young adult support professionals do not feel that they receive adequate training, 
resources, or support to address young adult sports betting.  

None of the young adult support professionals reported feeling adequately prepared to support 
students or young adults struggling with sports betting-related harms. They noted that it is rare to find 
training, resources, or best practices that explicitly address sports betting behaviors among young 
adults. Only one athletic department reported having invited a speaker to discuss their negative 
experiences with sports betting; the other support professionals were only aware of more general 
gambling resources that were typically not tailored to young adults or sports betting. Several 
participants explained that, if they were working with a young adult struggling with their sports betting, 
they would default to referring them externally for mental health treatment due to a lack of awareness of 
specialized treatment approaches or interventions tailored for sports betting. While some research 
indicates that Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) and Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), both typical 
approaches used in mental health treatment, both hold promise for addressing behavioral addictions 
like gambling, participants emphasized that addressing gambling risk more broadly may be insufficient 
to account for the distinct risks that mobile sports betting poses, notably the constant accessibility and 
socially-driven normalization.60,61  

Young adults and young adult professionals described harm-reduction approaches, 
similar to those used to address substance use, as being more credible and preferable 
for supporting individuals with problem gambling.  

According to the NCAA, harm reduction strategies in sports betting and gambling “foster prevention, 
risk reduction and health promotion. Harm-reduction strategies acknowledge actual behaviors (e.g., 
some student-athletes do bet on sports) and attempt to meet individuals where they are.”62 When 

https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/gambling-disorder/what-is-gambling-disorder
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discussing effective strategies for reducing sports betting-related harms among young adults, 
participants and CAB members consistently emphasized the importance of a harm-reduction approach 
that acknowledges the extent to which sports betting is culturally embedded in young adults' social 
lives. They noted that prevention efforts should address the normalization of sports betting within peer 
networks, media, and digital platforms. They also believed that messaging should explicitly recognize 
the prevalence of sports betting behaviors and be developmentally appropriate, reflecting young adult 
values, social norms, and decision-making. Participants also drew parallels to substance use 
prevention education on college campuses, highlighting how abstinence-only and risk awareness 
messaging have been ineffective and often outright ignored by students as unrealistic or out of touch.63 
On the other hand, harm reduction was viewed as more credible. Young adults described how 
providing clear, accurate information about risks, promoting safer behaviors, reducing stigma, and 
encouraging help-seeking would resonate more with their age group than strict prohibition and 
moralizing messages.  

For collegiate athletes in particular, participants emphasized the need for stronger enforcement of 
NCAA regulations prohibiting student athletes from sports betting. However, young adult support 
professionals and young adults proposed an alternative approach centered around harm reduction. 
They recommended implementing amnesty policies and graduated consequences to encourage 
student athletes at risk to seek help for the negative impacts of their sports betting. Support 
professionals suggested that a first offense or voluntary self-disclosure could instead result in 
education, referral to treatment, and other harm-reduction strategies rather than automatic loss of 
eligibility. They also acknowledged that this approach would facilitate earlier intervention and could 
prevent the progression into gambling addiction. Although several systematic reviews examined harm 
reduction strategies in in-person gambling, fewer studies have explored effective approaches to harm 
reduction for online gambling.64,65 Our findings offer considerations for implementing a harm-reduction 
approach tailored to collegiate athletes, a population with unique risk and protective factors.  

Strengths and Limitations 
This study offers several strengths that enhance the credibility and relevance of the findings. The study 
employed systematic thematic analysis, cross-coding for consistency, and iterative refinement of the 
codebook, which enhanced reliability and depth of interpretation. Overall, findings provide nuanced, 
real-world perspectives on how legalization interacts with social norms, technology, and community 
dynamics, offering actionable insights for policy and program development. The qualitative findings 
from this research study enabled us to “understand phenomena [i.e., behaviors, programs, 
interventions or treatments, systems, and/or health conditions] within their context… uncover links 
among concepts and behaviors… and generate and refine theories.”66 Furthermore, the findings 
provide context for the complex, not easily measurable impacts of the legalization of sports betting in 
Massachusetts.67  In addition, the study addresses a critical gap in the literature by focusing on young 
adults, a group that is disproportionately exposed to sports betting advertising and thus at increased 
risk for gambling-related harms.  
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Another key strength was the engagement of a CAB throughout all phases of the study to ensure that 
the research design, data collection, and interpretation reflect the lived experiences and priorities of 
young adults and community stakeholders. Additionally, involving the CAB members and community 
interviewers in sensemaking added cultural relevance and strengthened the validity of findings. Finally, 
Phase 1 of our research design, which included interviews with policymakers, vendors, advocacy 
organizations, and service providers, provided a comprehensive understanding of the sports betting 
landscape before we began engaging young adults in data collection.  

However, the study also has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting these 
findings. First, this study used a qualitative design with a purposive sample of young adults in 
Massachusetts. Therefore, findings are not intended to be generalizable to all young adults in the state 
or in other areas and are not intended to be generalizable beyond the place, population, and time 
studied.viii Instead, they seek in-depth knowledge and perspectives on the specific program, event, 
policy, or intervention. Furthermore, local policies, community resources, and cultural factors unique to 
Massachusetts may shape experiences and perceptions of sports betting, limiting the generalizability of 
findings beyond the state. The relatively small number of interviews also limits the representativeness 
of the sample, further constraining generalizability. In addition, the majority of young adult interview and 
focus group participants were female (56%), which is in contrast to national data that indicates sports 
betting participation skews more male than female.  Despite our best efforts to recruit more male 
participants, particularly those who were active sports bettors, our sample reflects the well-documented 
challenges of recruiting young men into research studies.   

In addition, there could be self-report bias in the findings. Data were based on self-reported 
experiences and perceptions, which may be subject to recall bias or social desirability bias, particularly 
regarding sensitive topics such as gambling behaviors. Despite efforts to recruit a diverse sample, the 
study may not fully capture the perspectives of individuals at highest risk for gambling-related harms, 
such as those with existing gambling disorders. Finally, this study reflects attitudes and behaviors 
during the early stages of sports betting legalization in Massachusetts. Perspectives may change as the 
landscape of sports betting continues to evolve. 

NORC Recommendations 
Sports betting has increasingly become normalized within young adult social circles and overall culture, 
driven by mobile access, aggressive advertising, peer networks, and social contexts. Rather than 
relying solely on individual responsibility, effective regulation is needed to reshape the landscape of 
sports betting, especially given young adults' developmental stage, financial risks, and mobile habits. 
MGC, policymakers, vendors, educational institutions, community organizations, and other interested 

 
viii Some young adult support professional interviews took place during November 2025 when there was a temporarily approved NCAA rule 
change to allow collegiate athletes and staff to bet on professional sports. This proposed change likely impacted the interviewees’ 
perspectives during this time.  
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parties should consider the following opportunities for shaping future policies and programs related to 
sports betting that reduce potential harms to young adults. 

Recommendation 1: Strengthen Statewide Education and Public Awareness on 
Gambling Harms 

Young adults consistently held the view that sports betting is low-risk and distinct from gambling. They 
were also largely unaware of gambling disorder criteria and frequently discounted their own risk while 
nonetheless recognizing risk for “others.” Therefore, there is a need for additional education and 
awareness related to potential gambling-related harms associated with sports betting and its impact on 
young adults. This may include working with partners, community organizations, and other entities to: 

• Launch statewide public education campaigns: Develop PSAs and public awareness 
campaigns modeled after anti-smoking or substance use PSAs, tailored to young adults. 
Messages to highlight include: how even small, casual bets can accumulate over time; how app 
design, promotions, and gamification obscure risk; and how to identify early warning signs (e.g., 
chasing losses, secrecy, and preoccupation). These messages should normalize help-seeking, 
destigmatize gambling harms, and clearly identify resources for support. They should also highlight 
sports betting as a form of gambling, not just entertainment. 

• Fund message testing with young adults: Consider testing the language of campaigns to 
determine if it resonates with young adults (18-25). Moralizing or abstinence-only messaging 
should be avoided in favor of more realistic, harm-reduction language. These campaigns should 
also explicitly connect sports betting to risks for gambling, addiction, and mental health.  

• Integrate gambling education into existing young adult environments: This could include 
gambling risk education being provided in college settings through a similar format of existing 
alcohol/substance use modules, financial literacy classes, and orientation programming. 
Additionally, K-12 schools should be encouraged to address the risks of early exposure to sports 
betting through sports, gaming, and social media.  

Recommendation 2: Regulate Sports Betting Advertising and Promotions  

Advertising was consistently described as pervasive, inescapable, and appealing to young adults and 
underage populations. It is reinforced through celebrities, influencers, and promotional framing. The 
ubiquity of advertising, especially on social media and during sports broadcasts, is a driving force 
behind young adults’ exposure to and engagement with sports betting. States regulate how 
sportsbooks vendors operate, but advertisement legislation is less specific. In Massachusetts, in 
alignment with the Responsible Gaming Framework (RGF), promotional communications related to 
gambling cannot target persons younger than 21 or individuals on the voluntary self-exclusion list, or 
market on college campuses. In addition, gambling licensees must prominently display signs of 
problem gambling, how to access assistance, and how to opt out of marketing.21 The state can consider 
working with sportsbook operators to: 
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• Restrict advertising placement: Limit or restrict sports betting advertisements on social media 
and streaming platforms with substantial users under 21. Also, advertising near college campuses 
and college-dense neighborhoods should also be limited. In addition, limiting advertising during 
games and live sporting event broadcasts can reduce exposure. 

• Tighten advertising content standards: This could include prohibiting the use of celebrities, 
athletes, influencers, or other internet personalities that are popular with young adults. Additionally, 
restrictions should be placed on language that emphasizes “free money” or other “risk-free” 
framing. Requirements can also include that ads present sports betting as gambling, not as 
entertainment or a skill-based activity.  

• Mandate prominent risk disclosures: Standardize disclosure size, duration, and placement in 
advertising. There should be a clear indication of risk for addiction, links to support services, and 
warnings about risky behaviors (e.g., chasing losses, impulsive betting).  

• Increase oversight of influencer marketing: This could include monitoring covert advertising on 
social media sites, enforcing penalties for misleading or undisclosed promotions, and requiring 
operators to report on their advertising strategies and audience demographics.  

Recommendation 3: Strengthen App-Based Safeguards Using Opt-Out Defaults 

Young adults reported rarely using voluntary self-exclusion tools and often ignoring prompts and 
disclaimers. MGC may consider how they can: 

• Shift play management tools to default-on settings and require sportsbooks to implement 
default daily and weekly spending limits, default session time limits, and mandatory “cool off” 
prompts after losses. Users should only be allowed to change these limits through a multi-step 
process.  

• Implement loss-based interventions, such as alerts triggered when users experience large 
single-day or cumulative losses. These alerts should also trigger when a user quickly increases 
their betting frequency. Apps can also include pauses or temporary restrictions after reaching 
certain loss thresholds.  

• Require transparent spending dashboards that clearly and prominently display weekly, monthly, 
and lifetime net losses, as well as comparisons among deposits, wins, and withdrawals. This 
information should be presented in both plain language and visual formats.  

• Strengthen self-exclusion approaches by expanding awareness and ease of use. The self-
exclusion options should be promoted more proactively, not just at sign-up. These approaches 
should be enforced across all sports betting platforms.  
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Recommendation 4: Expand Access to and Awareness of Gambling-Specific Support 
Services for Young Adults 

Both young adults and support professionals reported limited awareness of available problem gambling 
support services. They also mentioned how there is a lack of age-appropriate and sports betting-
specific services, as well as insufficient guidance for counselors, educators, and other support 
professionals. To address these gaps, MGC can: 

• Invest in young adult-specific treatment and support by funding digital tools tailored for young 
adult audiences, peer-led and campus-based support models, and telehealth options for gambling 
treatment.  

• Improve professional and provider training and screening, which could include developing and 
disseminating screening tools for sports betting and guidance for youth-serving support 
professionals. Gambling questions should also be included in routine intake assessments.  

• Increase visibility of services, such as requiring sportsbooks to prominently list services within 
apps, rather than burying them in the disclaimer language that is often ignored. Sportsbooks can 
also deliver targeted prompts and alerts when risky behavior is identified.  

• Provide education for parents and trusted adults on how to identify warning signs of 
problematic sports betting behaviors, encourage safer habits, promote financial literacy, and 
facilitate connection to treatment.  

Recommendation 5: Address Underage Betting and Regulatory Loopholes  

Young adults frequently mentioned workarounds and “loopholes” to access sports betting, including 
shared accounts, VPNs, offshore platforms, prediction markets, and quasi-legal platforms, as well as a 
misunderstanding of the legal age. To address these, the state can:   

• Strengthen age verification and enforcement, which can include enhancing identity verification 
across platforms. There should also be monitoring of repeat device usage, shared payment 
methods, and other circumvention tactics. 

• Increase clarity on legal age by requiring all ads and online platforms to prominently state “You 
must be 21 or older to legally bet.” This language should also be included in public awareness 
campaigns.  

• Examine emerging loopholes, such as prediction markets, social sportsbooks, and fantasy 
sports. Coordinate with other regulators to address these gray-area platforms that mimic and 
encourage gambling behaviors.   
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Recommendation 6: Adopt Harm Reduction Approaches for Collegiate Athletes  

Although NCAA regulations deter most betting among student athletes, zero-tolerance policies 
discourage disclosure, delay intervention, and increase risk among these students. Instead, MGC can:  

• Partner with colleges and NCAA stakeholders to encourage amnesty or graduated response 
policies for first offenses and provide education and treatment referrals instead of immediate loss of 
eligibility. This includes creating confidential reporting pathways. 

• Address harassment and promote athlete well-being by encouraging leagues and broadcasters 
to reduce gambling-focused commentary tied to individual athletes and support anti-harassment 
initiatives.  

Recommendation 7: Invest in Ongoing Research, Monitoring, and Evaluation 

Sports betting is rapidly evolving, and although early evidence suggests risks, especially for young 
adults, ongoing research is needed. MGC can help to: 

• Quantify young adult prevalence and risk factors using large-scale surveys and mixed 
methods approaches to estimate prevalence and identify risk factors for problem gambling among 
young adults. 

• Support longitudinal research, including funding studies to examine how sports betting 
behaviors and associated harms evolve over time. This can include tracking initiation, escalation, 
and cessation, as well as mental health, financial, and academic outcomes. This research should 
specifically focus on youth and young adults. 

• Evaluate regulatory and intervention effectiveness by studying the impact of advertising limits, 
app-based safeguards, and campus-based interventions.  

• Prioritize equity by examining disproportionate impacts on young men, college students, 
communities of color, and low-income young adults. Engage young adults and other individuals in 
participatory research to ensure the research is nuanced and tailored to young adult contexts and 
needs.  
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Conclusion 
This study provides an in-depth exploration of young adults’ perspectives on the legalization of sports 
betting in Massachusetts, capturing young adults’ viewpoints, sports betting behaviors and the factors 
influencing those behaviors, impacts of the legalization of sports betting, and potential mitigation 
strategies. The findings from this study have important implications for policy, practice, and public 
health. Overall, the findings suggest that while sports betting is often viewed as a benign or even 
positive activity, its rapid integration into young adult culture raises important considerations and 
concerns. The normalization of sports betting among young adults, largely driven by legalization, 
targeted advertising, and mobile accessibility, underscores the need for proactive measures to prevent 
gambling-related harms for young adults. As sports betting becomes more embedded in everyday life, 
especially for young adults, it is critical to ensure that policies and programs are in place to protect their 
well-being. Policymakers and other interested parties should prioritize proactive measures to prevent 
gambling-related harm, particularly among populations most vulnerable to targeted marketing and 
financial risk.  
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Discussion Guides and Journaling Questions 
Appendix E. Interviews with Sports Betting Policymakers, 
Vendors, and Researchers 
Consent 

Hello, my name is [NAME]. Thank you very much for taking the time to speak with us today. I work for 
NORC at the University of Chicago, a nonprofit research group. We were funded by the Massachusetts 
Gaming Commission to conduct a community perspectives study about the impacts of the legalization 
of sports betting in Massachusetts on young adults ages 18-25. We are collaborating with a community 
advisory board of young adults and organizations that serve them to refine our study goals and 
questions.  

The purpose of today’s interview is to hear your perspective on the current landscape of and any 
impacts associated with legalized sports betting on young adults broadly and in the Commonwealth. 
We are also interested in learning about steps that have been or could be taken to mitigate potential 
harms to young adults.  

A few things before we get started:  

• We will make sure to complete the interview within the 60 minutes that we have scheduled.    

• We are interested in hearing about your experiences and opinions. There are no right or wrong 
answers. It is also okay for you to decide not to answer or skip a question for any reason. It is 
also okay to stop the interview at any point. 

• We are conducting multiple interviews for this study. Findings from these interviews will inform 
our design report and interview guide. Aggregate findings may also be included in a public-
facing final report. We will not include your name, organization, or any other personally 
identifying information in any report, even if we include a quote.   

• We would like to audio record this conversation, strictly for note-taking purposes. The notes and 
recording will be stored on NORC’s secure server and will only be used by our project staff. 
Neither your name nor any other identifying information about you will be shared with anyone 
outside of the project team.   

Do you have any questions?  

Do you consent to participate in the interview? 

Is it okay if we audio record this conversation?    

• [If YES, start recording and say]: Great, we have started the recording. 
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• [If NO, say]: That’s fine, we will just take detailed notes. 

Interview Guide 

Introduction 

1. To start, please tell us your name, your organization, and your role at your organization. 
 

2. How do(es) you/your organization interact with sports betting (e.g., policy oversight or 
administration; vendors; and/or serving individuals who engage in sports betting) locally or 
nationally? 
 

Current Context of Sports Betting 

Our first set of questions explore the current context of sports betting for young adults in Massachusetts 
since legalization in August 2022 and licensed casinos, racetracks, simulcast centers, and online 
vendors started operating under state licenses in 2023.   
 

Young Adults and Sports Betting 

3. How has awareness of sports betting changed since legalization (2022) and/or operationalizing 
state licenses (2023)? 

a. What are the contributing factors to these changes? 
b. Have any of these factors influenced young adults, specifically? How? 

 
4. To what extent have young adults engaged in sports betting [in Massachusetts] since it was 

operationalized in 2023?  
c. What are the main avenues for young adults to engage (e.g., online/mobile, licensed 

casinos, other operators, online bookies)? 
d. Why might young adults prefer certain types of sports betting (i.e., online versus in-

person)? 
e. What was sports betting like for young adults [in Massachusetts] prior to its legalization? 
f. In Massachusetts, how often did young adults participate in sports betting prior to 

legalization. 
 

5. What language are young adults using to talk about/describe sports betting? (e.g., gaming, 
wagering, fantasy sports) 
 

Advertising 

6. What have been the main outlets for sports betting advertising to young adults in the past year?  
a. Influencers and social media 
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7. How are advertisers targeting young adults? 
a. Which specific young adult demographics/identities are retailers/operators targeting in 

these campaigns (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, socio-economic, students)?   
b. To what extent are college students a target audience for sports betting advertisement? 
c. To what extent are non-English speakers a target audience for sports betting 

advertisement? 
d. To what extent are there differences between advertisements for women and men? 
e. To what extent are there differences for advertisements for young adults who have not 

previously been involved in other forms of gambling? 
f. To what extent are there regional differences [across Massachusetts] for 

advertisements? 
g. To what extent are there differences for advertisements for those previously involved in 

other forms of gambling? 
 

Rolling out of Sports Betting 

 
Our next few questions ask for your perspective on changes or impacts you have observed in the state 
with respect to gambling and betting behaviors, particularly among young adults, over the past year in 
Massachusetts.  
 

8. What has worked well about the rolling out of sports betting for young adults [in 
Massachusetts]?  

a. Have you noticed any differences among different populations of young adults? 
i. [Prompts:] 

1. Among individuals for whom English is a second language? 
2. Among college students? 
3. By gender? 
4. Among individuals who have not previously been involved in other forms 

of gambling? 
5. By different regions [of Massachusetts]? 
6. By urban vs rural? 
7. Among first or second generation young adults? 
8. Among those underage (18-20)? 
9. Among different income levels, especially those in a lower income level? 
10. Among young adults with substance use addictions? 
11. Among young adults with parents/family that gamble? 
12. Among athletes? 

 
9. What has not worked well about the rolling out of sports betting in Massachusetts for young 

adults [in Massachusetts]? 
b. Have you noticed any differences among different populations of young adults? 

i. [Prompts:] 
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1. Among individuals for whom English is a second language? 
2. Among college students? 
3. By gender? 
4. Among individuals who have not previously been involved in other forms 

of gambling? 
5. By different regions [of Massachusetts]? 
6. By urban vs rural? 
7. Among those underage (18-20)? 

 
10. To what extent have concerns or issues surfaced related to sports betting and the health/well-

being of young adults over the past year?  
a. Mental health 
b. Substance use 
c. Problem gambling/addiction 
d. Underage betting 
e. Social connections/sense of community 
f. Financial struggles 
g. Related to their education 

  
11. To what extent have the ways in which individuals engage in gambling and betting behaviors [in 

Massachusetts] changed since sports betting was legalized? 
a. [Prompts:] 

i. Online versus retail in-person 
ii. Among young adults 
iii. Pre-game betting vs during-game betting 
iv. Aggressiveness of betting strategies 

Differences from Other Gambling 

These next few questions ask about sports betting in comparison to other types of gambling such as 
casino gambling or the lottery. 
 

12. How might sports betting effect young adults’ health and well-being differently than other types 
of gambling? 

a. Mental health and well-being 
b. Substance use  
c. Social 
d. Economic 
e. Problem gambling  
f. Education 
g. Relationships 
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13. Why would a young adult choose to engage in sports betting instead of other forms of 
gambling? 

 

Mitigating Potential Harm for Young Adults 

14. What steps are governmental, advocacy, and other oversight organizations taking to mitigate 
potential harms for young adults? 

a. How are these policies designed to mitigate potential harms of sports betting? 
i. What makes these policies specific to young adult sports bettors? 

b. What has worked well with the harm mitigation/regulatory approach that the [state/other 
entities] implemented? 

c. What could be improved about these policies and oversight approaches? 
 

15. [If applicable] To what extent is [state/operators/your organization] taking any steps to prevent 
underage betting? 

a. What are some of the common loopholes for underage betting? 

Wrap-up Questions 

16. What policies are needed to mitigate any potential harmful effects of sports betting on 
young adults? 

a. [Prompts]  
i. For the Massachusetts Gaming Commission? 
ii. For state and local governmental organizations?  
iii. For sports betting retailers (online and in-person)? 
iv. For organizations/advocacy groups that serve young people? 

 
17. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss about sports betting that we have not asked? 

 

Closing 

Thank you for your time. 
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Appendix F. Interviews with Young Adults 
 

Consent 

[Interviewer notes are in red throughout the guide] 
 
Hello, my name is [Name]. Thank you very much for your time today. I am working with NORC, 
a nonprofit research group. We are funded by the Massachusetts Gaming Commission to do a 
study on the perspectives of young adults ages 18 to 25 on the impact of legalization of sports 
betting in Massachusetts.  

Our team worked closely with a group of community members of young adults and 
organizations that serve them to develop study goals and questions. The purpose of today’s 
interview is to hear your perspective on sports betting in the Commonwealth and its effects on 
young adults.  

A few things before we get started: 

• We are interested in your thoughts and personal experiences. There are no right or 
wrong answers. Feel free to share any personal examples, perspectives, or things 
you’ve heard from other friends or peers in your network. 

• Your participation is voluntary. It is also okay for you to decide not to answer or skip a 
question for any reason.  

• The interview will take around 30 minutes and you will receive a $25 gift card for your 
participation in this study. 

• We plan to interview many young adults for this study. We will develop a high-level 
summary and report based on what we hear from everyone we interview.  

• We will not include your name or any other identifying information in our report, even if 
we include a quote. Any identifying information collected for the purposes of scheduling 
or providing you with a gift card will be stored separately from your data. 

• We would like to audio record this conversation, strictly for note-taking purposes. The 
notes and recording will be stored on NORC’s secure server and will only be used by 
our project staff. The recording will be destroyed once the study is complete. Neither 
your name nor any other identifying information about you will be shared with anyone 
outside of the project team.  

Is it okay if I audio record this conversation?  
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[If no] No problem; please be patient as I take notes during the interview.  

[If yes] Great, thank you. [Begin the recording, if prompted remember to save to the 
cloud].  

Do you have any questions for me about the information I shared?  

Do you consent to participate in this interview?  

[If no] Thank you for your time. If you choose not to consent, then we will need to end 
the interview at this time. [End interview with participant and close Zoom].  

[If yes] Great, let’s get started.  

Interview Guide 

Introduction 

1. To start, what are your views on legalized sports betting?  

Context of Sports Betting 

Our first set of questions explore the current context of sports betting for young adults in 
Massachusetts since legalization in August 2022 and licensed casinos, racetracks, simulcast 
centers, and online vendors started operating under state licenses in 2023.   
 
[If the individual noted in the screener that they have placed bets on sports, ask the set of 
questions under Sports Bettor. If they have never placed bets on sports, skip to the set of 
questions under Not Sports Bettor] 
 
In the project screener you noted that you have placed bets on sports before, is that correct?  
 [If yes, proceed to the [Sports Bettor] section] 
 [If no, proceed to the [Not Sports Bettor] section] 
 

[Sports Bettor] 

2. Why do you bet on sports? 
a. Which bet types (e.g., futures, props, mainlines) do you prefer?  
b. How much money are you wagering on a standard bet? 

i. How often do you bet on sports? 
c. What outlets do you use to place bets? 
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i. [If interviewee does not describe types of outlets, Prompt:] Online/mobile? 
In-person at casinos? Online bookies? Other operators? 

d. Which sports are you more likely to bet on?  
e. Do you do other related activities like fantasy sports, daily fantasy sports, or other 

types of gambling (e.g., lottery, casino, poker, racetrack)? If so, which ones? 

[Not Sports Better] 

2. Why don’t you bet on sports? 
a. Which bet types (e.g., futures, props, mainlines) do your friends or peers prefer?  
b. How often are your friends or peers betting on sports? 
c. What outlets do your friends or peers use to place bets? 
d. Which sports are your friends or peers more likely to bet on?  
e. Do your friends or peers do other related activities like fantasy sports, daily 

fantasy sports, or other types of gambling (e.g., lottery, casino, poker, racetrack)? 
If so, which ones? 

Advertisement 

3. Have you become more aware of sports betting since 2023? 
a. [If interviewee says they have – Prompt] What brought about this change? 
b. Are you aware of age restrictions in sports betting? 

4. Where do you and your friends/peer see ads about sports betting? 
a. Do you feel like ads are targeting specific groups or types of people (e.g., young 

adults, certain sex, gender, race or ethnicity, socio-economic status, age)? If so, 
who? 

b. [If interviewee describes hearing about sports betting through celebrities or social 
media – Prompt] To what extent do social media influencers or celebrities affect 
your interest in sports betting? 
 

c. To what extent is the messaging or advertising prevalent on college campuses? 
5. Other than ads, what other ways have you seen sports betting being promoted? 

a. [If interviewee asks for clarification or examples – Prompt] Providing ‘free money’ 
or incentives for betting? Social media users providing price picks 

Impact of Legalization of Sports Betting 

6. How has sports betting changed for young adults since its legalization in Massachusetts 
in 2023, if at all? 
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a. [If interview talks about positive effects, then ask about negative. If they talk 
about negative, ask about positive. If they do not talk about either, ask both 
questions. If they cover both, you do not need to ask these questions – Prompt] 

i. What have been the positive effects of the legalization? 
ii. What have been the negative effects of the legalization? 

7. What types of changes have you personally experienced or seen among your friends or 
peer groups due to the legalization of sports betting? 

a. [The following prompts are just examples of changes – you do not need to ask 
them all, only if some of these have come up in conversation and you’d like the 
interviewee to elaborate on them - Prompts] 

i. Financial 
ii. Physical health 
iii. Mental health  
iv. Substance or alcohol use  
v. Other forms of gambling 
vi. Social networks, connectivity, or loneliness 
vii. Personal relationships 
viii. Education or schoolwork or employment 
ix. Interest in sports 

Closing 

Research has shown that engagement in sports betting can lead to gambling-related harms 
such as relationship harms (e.g., conflict within relationships, neglect of responsibilities), health 
harms (e.g. stress, depression, reduced sleep), emotional/psychological harm (e.g., feelings of 
regret, worthlessness, failure).  

8. What steps are being taken to reduce the potential negative effects of sports betting on 
young adults? 

a. Who should be responsible for reducing these effects? 
i. [If interviewee asks for clarification or examples – Prompt] Vendors? State 

government? Local governments? Universities? Community 
organizations?  

b. To what extent are you or your friends/peers aware of resources to help support 
people who would like help with the negative effects of gambling? 

9. What would you like to see happen or change in Massachusetts to address the potential 
negative effects of sports betting on young adults? 

10. Is there anything else you’d like to share with me before we go? 
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In-depth Community Engagement 

We may be doing a second part to this study in the spring where we contact individuals to 
share more in-depth perspectives based on some of the key themes from these discussions. 
Individuals who take part in the second part of this study will be compensated for their time.  

• Are you willing to be contacted to participate in this additional study component if it 
occurs? 

o [If yes] Please provide the best way to contact you. 

Incentive Payment 

As I noted earlier, you will receive an electronic $25 gift card for your participation in this study. 
Gifts cards can be sent to you electronically via email, text, or mail.  

• Which type of gift card would you prefer: Mastercard, Walmart, Target, Amazon, or 
AMC? 

• Would you prefer to receive the gift card via email, text, or mail? 

• Please provide your [email address, cell phone number, or mailing address] where you 
would like to receive your gift card. 

o [If needed, ask participant to spell out the email] 

Referrals 

• Do you know other young adults in Massachusetts that would be interested in being part 
of this study? 

o [If yes] Would you please provide their name and contact information (e.g., phone 
number or email of the person(s) you think would be interested in participating in 
the study) so that we can reach out to them to be part of this study? 

o [If they do not want to share the contact information] You can have them email 
masscommunitystudy@norc.org.  

• Do you have any final questions for me before I let you go? 
 

Thank you for your time! 
 
 
 
  

mailto:masscommunitystudy@norc.org
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Appendix G. Interviews with Young Adult Support Professionals  
 

Consent 

[Interviewer notes are in red throughout the guide] 
 
Hello, my name is [Name] and I’m joined by my colleague [Name]. Thank you very much for 
your time today. We work for NORC, a nonprofit research organization. We are funded by the 
Massachusetts Gaming Commission to do a study on the impact of the legalization of sports 
betting in Massachusetts on young adults ages 18 to 25.  

Our team worked closely with a group of young adult community members and youth-serving 
organizations to develop our study goals and questions. The purpose of today’s interview is to 
hear your perspective on the current landscape of sports betting, the impact of its legalization, 
and the effects on young adults in the Commonwealth. We are also interested in learning 
about steps that have been or could be taken to reduce potential risks for young adults.  

A few things before we get started: 

The interview will take no more than 60 minutes. Your participation is voluntary.  
We are interested in your thoughts and personal experiences. There are no right or wrong 

answers. It is also okay if you decide not to answer or would like to skip a question for 
any reason.  

These interviews are part of a larger study that has included interviews with policymakers, 
vendors, and researchers, as well as interviews and focus groups with young adults. 
We will develop a high-level summary and report based on what we hear from everyone 
we speak with.  

We will not include your name or any other identifying information in our report, even if we 
include a quote. Any identifying information we collected for the purposes of scheduling 
will be stored separately from your data. 

We would like to audio record this conversation, strictly for note-taking purposes. The notes 
and recording will be stored on NORC’s secure server and will only be used by our 
project staff. The recording will be destroyed once the study is complete. Neither your 
name nor any other identifying information about you will be shared with anyone outside 
of the project team.  

Do you have any questions for me about the information I shared?  
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Do you agree to participate in this interview?  

[If no] Thank you for your time. If you choose not to consent, then we will need to end 
the interview at this time. [End interview with participant and close Zoom].  

[If yes]: Is it okay if I audio record this conversation?  

[If no] No problem; please be patient as I take notes during the interview.  

[If yes] Great, thank you.  

[Begin the recording. If prompted, remember to save to the cloud].  

Interview Guide 

Introduction 

We’d like to get started with some introductory questions.  
3. Briefly describe your role [at school, if applicable] and how you typically engage with 

young adults as part of your role. 
4. What are your views on legalized sports betting in general? 

Context of Sports Betting 

The next set of questions explores the current context of sports betting for young adults in 
Massachusetts. Specifically, we’d like to talk about how sports betting has changed since 
legalization in August 2022 and since licensed casinos and online vendors started operating 
under state licenses in 2023.   
 

5. How would you describe the current landscape of sports betting among young adults 
ages 18 to 25 in Massachusetts? 

a. What trends have you noticed regarding young adults’ involvement in sports 
betting? (Probes: trends in frequency, platforms used, social attitudes) 

b. How has this changed since the legalization of sports betting? 
 

6. How would you describe the “culture” of sports betting among young adults? 
a. Culture of sports betting among men 
b. Culture of sports betting among women 
c. [If applicable] Culture of sports betting on college campuses 
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7. Now we’d like to talk about how young adults typically engage in sports betting.  
a. What are the main ways in which young adults engage in sports betting (e.g., 

online/mobile, licensed casinos, other operators, online bookies)? 
i. Prompt, if needed: Is there anything else that you have noticed about how 

young adults interact with online sports betting platforms? 
 

8. To what extent are there specific groups or demographics that are engaging more in 
sports betting than others? 

a. Men 
 

b. College students 
i. How does this group compare to young adults not in college? 

 
c. College athletes 

i. Are there ways that college athletes engage with sports betting that are different 
from how other students do? If yes, please describe. 

ii. [If applicable]: Since the legalization of sports betting, have you seen any shifts in 
how college sports are perceived by the campus community? If yes, please 
describe. 

iii. How about any changes in the experience of attending college sports events 
since the legalization of sports betting? 
 

d. Underage sports bettors: We also want to talk about underage sports bettors. As 
a reminder, sports betting in Massachusetts is legal for anyone 21 years and 
older. 

i. From your perspective, how widespread is underage sports betting?  
ii. How are underage (18–20-year-old) young adults accessing and engaging 

in sports betting? 
iii. How do underage young adults use workarounds to access sports betting 

platforms? 

Impacts of Legalization of Sports Betting  

9. What are the impacts of the legalization of sports betting on young adults? 
a. What have been the positive effects of the legalization? 
b. What have been the negative effects of the legalization? 

 
10. How has the legalization of sports betting affected: 

a. Mental health and substance use 
b. Problem gambling/gambling addiction 
c. Risky or reckless behavior 
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d. Social connections/sense of community 
e. Relationships with friends and family 
f. How young adults engage in and with sports 
g. Education or employment 
h. Physical health 
i. Personal finances 

 
11. How are these impacts similar to or different from other forms of gambling (e.g., 

casinos, lottery, scratch tickets)? 
12. To what extent are there differences in how different groups of young adults are 

impacted?  
a. Probes: This could include differences by gender, age, race, if someone is a 

college student or not, and if they’re an athlete or not. 

Advertisement 

13. What have been the main outlets for sports betting advertising in the past year? 
a. To what extent are advertisers targeting specific groups (e.g., age, gender, race, etc.)? 
b. Prompt, if needed: To what extent is sports betting advertising prevalent  on college 

campuses or at college sporting events? 
c. What are the impacts of sports betting advertisements on young adults? 

Role and Experience in Addressing Sports Betting 

14. How do you see your role in working with or supporting young adults who bet on sports? 
 

15. To what extent have you encountered situations where young adults have discussed 
their sports betting with you?   

a. How do you currently address sports betting when a young adult brings it up? 
b. [If needed – Prompt] How do young adults typically respond when asked about 

their sports betting habits? 
 

16. What types of resources or supports do young adults who bet on sports request? 
(Probes: mentorship, counseling, other help) 

a. Which of these types of resources or supports do you provide young adults who 
have gambling concerns? 

b. What other resources are needed to help young adults who are struggling with 
the negative effects of gambling? 
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17. To what extent do you feel prepared to provide support for young adults who are 
struggling with sports betting? 

a. What resources have been helpful for you when you are supporting young adults 
who bet on sports? 

b. What additional resources or guidance would be helpful to you? 

Policy/Recommendations 

Research has shown that engagement in sports betting can lead to gambling-related harms, 
including with relationships, health, personal finances, and emotional/ psychological harm.  
 

18. What would you like to see happen or change in Massachusetts to address the potential 
negative effects of sports betting on young adults? 

a. What specific policies are needed to address the negative impacts of sports 
betting on young adults? 

b. Who should be responsible for these efforts? 
i. [If interviewee asks for clarification or examples – Prompt] Vendors, State 

government, Local governments, Universities, Community organizations, 
Advocacy groups, and Sports betting operators 
 

19. Is there anything else you’d like to share with me before we wrap up? 

Wrap Up 

As part of our study, we will be conducting focus groups with young adults who engage in 
sports betting.  

20. Do you have any recommendations for ways to conduct outreach to young adults to engage 
them in this research? Are there specific organizations or contacts you would recommend?  

c. [If yes] We would greatly appreciate it if you could introduce your contact to us via email. 
Your virtual introduction will help us connect with them more intentionally and 
thoughtfully. When doing so, please use the email address 
MassCommunityStudy@norc.org. 

21. Do you have any final questions for me before we sign off? 
 

Thank you for your time! 
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Appendix H. Focus Groups with Young Adults 
 

Young Adult Focus Group Facilitator Guide – Young Adults General (Aged 18-25) 

MGC Sports Betting Study 

Facilitator:     
Note-taker:     
Date & Time:    
  

Introduction and Consent (10 minutes) 

Project Background  

Good morning/afternoon. Thank you for joining us today for this focus group. My name is 
[FACILITATOR NAME]. I will be leading the discussion and am joined by my colleague, 
[NOTETAKER NAME], who will be taking notes. We work for a non-profit research 
organization called NORC at the University of Chicago.   

We are funded by the Massachusetts Gaming Commission to do a study on the impact of the 
legalization of sports betting in Massachusetts on young adults ages 18 to 25.  

Our team worked closely with a group of young adult community members and youth-serving 
organizations to develop our study goals and questions. The purpose of today’s focus group is 
to hear your perspectives on the current landscape of sports betting, the impact of its 
legalization, and the effects on young adults in Massachusetts. We are also interested in 
learning about steps that have been or could be taken to reduce potential risks for young 
adults.  

Consent  

Now I have some consent language that I will read through before we get started. During our 
time together, we ask that you be open and honest about issues of concern and importance to 
you. We are interested in all perspectives and appreciate your input. The focus group will last 
up to 90 minutes. We have several questions that we would like to ask you today, and so I may 
move the conversation along in the interest of time. 

Your participation is completely voluntary. You may choose to skip any questions or stop your 
participation at any time. There are no consequences for you if you want to stop.   

Our discussion today is confidential. That means we will not include your name in any of the 
reports we develop or attribute any specific comments you make to you. However, while we 
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ask participants to keep today's discussion confidential, there is the chance that comments 
may be attributed to you outside of this setting by another participant here today.  

We will be recording and transcribing the discussion today using Zoom’s recording features. 
No one will have access to the recording except for the NORC team. After we complete the 
discussion, we will send you a $150 e-gift card to thank you for your participation.   

Do you have any questions? [Answer Questions]  

[Obtain Verbal Consent to Participate & Record]  

Do you voluntarily agree to participate in this discussion? Please come off mute and 
verbally say yes. 

Do we have your permission to record the discussion?  

[Notetaker starts recording]   

Introduction and Icebreaker (10 minutes)  

If you have not completed the reflection, please use the link shared in the chat to take some 
time after this discussion to fill it out. 

[Send link to final reflection in Zoom chat]  

1. To start off, please introduce yourself by your first name and share to what extent are 
sports a part of your daily life? 

a. For those of you in a college or university, to what extent are sports a big part 
of campus life at your college or university? 
 

2. What are your overall thoughts on the legalization of sports betting in Massachusetts? 

Awareness and Engagement (15 minutes) 

Now let’s talk about how you engage with sports betting.   

3. Among people your age, how common is betting on sports? 
4. What types of bets do you or people you know usually make (e.g., single-game, parlays, 

prop bets)? Why do you choose these types of bets? 
a. How often do you place bets on sports? 
b. What sports betting platforms (like DraftKings, FanDuel, etc.) do you use? 

i. Prompt, if needed: How do you determine which platform to use? 
ii. Prompt, if needed: How easy or difficult is it to access these platforms? 

c. To what extent do you use other trading or prediction market apps such as 
fantasy sports, Kalshi, Polymarket? 
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5. What types of professional sports do you typically bet on? 
a. How often do you place bets on college sports? 

Motivations (15 minutes)  

Now let’s talk about why you bet on sports.  

6. When did you first become interested in sports betting or start learning about it? 
a. How old were you when you started betting on sports? 

7. What typically gets people your age interested in sports betting? 
a. Prompt, if needed: For example, you consider it to be fun, for the competition, 

making money, peer influence, promotions, social media. 
8. Where do you typically see sports betting ads or promotions (e.g., bonus bets)? 

a. To what extent have sports betting promotions or ads influenced your decision to 
start or continue betting? 

i. Prompt, if needed: What types of promotions or ads do you see? 
b. For college students: To what extent do you see sports betting ads around your 

college or university campus?  

i. Prompt, if needed: What types of promotions or ads do you see around your 

campus? 

ii. Are the promotions or ads that you see around your campus different from 

those you see other places? If yes, please explain.  

Impacts (15 minutes)  

We want you to think about your engagement with sports betting since its legalization in 
Massachusetts in 2023.  

9. Since the legalization of sports betting in Massachusetts, what changes, if any, have 
you noticed in your own habits or those of your peers? 

10. Has sports betting had any effect on you or your day-to-day life? If so, in what ways? 
a. Prompts, if needed:  

i. Stress levels or mental health 
ii. Relationships or social life 
iii. Employment 
iv. Alcohol consumption or other substance use 
v. Finances 
vi. For college students: Academics? 

b. Prompt: How, if at all, is sports betting incorporated into your personal 
budgeting? 
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11. In what ways do you think sports betting has impacted the sports experience for 
athletes? How about for fans/people watching sports? 

a. For college students: How has sports betting changed the college sports 
experience for college athletes? How about for students?  

12. How often do you discuss your sports betting with your friends/peers? 
13. How often do you discuss your sports betting with your parents or family members? 

Risk Awareness and Responsibility (10 minutes)  

Let’s talk about things you do when betting isn’t going so well.  

14. When it comes to sports betting, what helps you keep your betting under control? What 
makes it harder to do so? 

a. Prompt, if needed: What resources or tools do you use, if any, to help 
manage your betting frequency or the amount you spend? 

b. What additional resources would be helpful for you or your peers if they were 
struggling with negative impacts of sports betting?  

15. To what degree do you feel like young adults are adequately informed about the risks of 
sports betting? 

a. For college students: To what degree do you feel college students are 
adequately informed about the risks of sports betting? 

b. Prompt, if needed: What advice would you give to another young adult who 
is thinking about getting into sports betting? 

Policy and Perceptions (5 minutes)  

16. If you could change anything about how sports betting is regulated for young adults, 
what would it be? 

a. For college students: How about for college students? How about for 
underage college students? 

b. How about for sports betting advertisements? 
17. Who should be responsible for these changes?  

a. For college students: In what ways could colleges or universities play a role 
in educating students about how to maintain control over their betting?  

b. Prompt: Are there other institutions or organizations that could play a role in 
educating young adults about sports betting involvement? 

Wrap up (5 minutes)  

We’re coming to the end of our discussion. 

18. Is there anything else you’d like to share about your experience or views on sports 
betting? 
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Thank you all so much for your input and contribution to this discussion. As promised, we will 
be emailing you a code for a $150 e-gift card in the days following this session as a token of 
our appreciation.  

As we mentioned, your input will inform the recommendations that we will develop and share 
with the Massachusetts Gaming Commission related to the impact of sports betting on young 
adults. In the meantime, if you have any questions following the interview, don’t hesitate to 
reach out to me by email. My email address is in the chat [notetaker put the email address of 
moderator in chat box].  

If you would like to stay a little longer to debrief or talk, we will remain on the line. Otherwise, 
we hope you enjoy the rest of your day. 
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Appendix I. Reflection Exercise Questions 
 

Sports Betting Journaling – Part 1 

Personal Habits & Patterns 

1. When do you usually place bets? Select all that apply.  
a. In the morning 
b. During the day 
c. At night 
d. Right before a sporting event 
e. During a sporting event 
f. Other, please specify: ______ 

  
2. Where do you usually place bets? Select all that apply. 

a. At school 
b. At home 
c. At work 
d. At a restaurant/bar or other social setting 
e. Other, please specify:_____ 

 
3. How much time do you spend engaging in sports betting each week? 

a. Less than 5 minutes  
b. 6-15 minutes 
c. 16-30 minutes  
d. 31-60 minutes  
e. Roughly an hour 
f. Roughly 2 hours 
g. 3 hours or more 

 
4. How many days per week do you typically engage in sports betting?  

a. 1 day per week 
b. 2 days per week 
c. 3 days per week 
d. 4 days per week 
e. 5 or more days per week 
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5. What types of bets do you usually make? Select all that apply. 
a. Moneyline 
b. Point spread 
c. Totals (Over/Under) 
d. Proposition (prop) bets 
e. Parlay 
f. Future 
g. Live (In-Play) 
h. Teaser 
i. Each-Way 
j. Forecast/Tricast 
k. Round Robin 
l. Other, please specify: _____ 

 
6. Which apps do you use to sports bet? Select all that apply.  

a. FanDuel 
b. DraftKings 
c. BetMGM 
d. Caesars Sportsbook 
e. Bet365 
f. Fanatics Sportsbook 
g. ESPN BET 
h. Other, please specify: _______ 

 

Financial Impact 

7. On average, how much do you typically spend on sports betting in a week? 
a. Under $10 
b. $11 – $25 
c. $26 – 50  
d. $51 – $100 
e. $101 – $250 
f. $251 - $500 
g. Over $500 

 
8. On average, how much do you win each week?  
9. On average, how much do you lose each week?  
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10. Have you ever had to make financial trade-offs (e.g., skipping purchases, using savings, 
borrowing money, selling things) because of sports betting? 

h. Yes 
i. No 
j. Unsure 
k. Prefer not to say 

Narrative Open-Ended Questions 

11. Share a memorable experience you’ve had while sports betting. This could be positive 
(for example, winning a big bet that you didn’t think would hit) or negative (for example, 
losing more than you expected on a game). In 1-2 sentences, share what happened, 
how you reacted, and what emotions came up for you (for example, excitement, 
satisfaction, regret, anxiety, etc.)  
 

12. Think about how you feel when you win money on a sports bet versus when you lose. In 
1-2 sentences, describe how these feelings influence your next bet.  

Sports Betting Journaling – Part 2 

[Day 1-7] 

1. Did you place a bet on sports today? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

 
[If No to 1]  

2. What made you choose not to bet today?  
(consider what influenced your decision, for example, time, money, mood, priorities, or 
something else) 
 

3. How did that make you feel?  
(In a few sentences or less, write about your emotions, for example, did you feel 
relieved, proud, frustrated, indifferent, etc.) 
 

4. On a scale of 1-5, how do you feel about your decision not to bet today? 
a. 1 – very negative 
b. 2 – negative 
c. 3 – neutral 
d. 4 – positive 
e. 5 – very positive 
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[If Yes to 1] 

5. How many sports bets did you place today? 
a. 1 
b. 2 
c. 3 
d. 4 
e. 5 or more 

 

6. How much time did you spend sports betting today? 
f. Less than 10 minutes 
g. 10 – 30 minutes 
h. 31 – 59 minutes 
i. 1-2 hours 
j. Over 2 hours 

 
7. How much did you spend on sports betting today? 

a. Under $10 
b. $10 – $50 
c. $51 – $100 
d. $101 – $500 
e. Over $500 

 
8. What led you to bet today? 

(Think about triggers, for example, excitement, boredom, social influence, wanting to 
win, etc.) 
 

9. How did you feel before placing the bet? How about after? 
(In a few sentences or less, write about your emotions and thoughts and how they may 
have changed before and after placing the bet. For example, did you feel relieved, 
proud, frustrated, indifferent, etc.)  
 

10. On a scale of 1-5, how do you feel about your decision to bet today? 
k. 1 – very negative 
l. 2 – negative 
m. 3 – neutral 
n. 4 – positive 
o. 5 – very positive 
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[End of week reflection – one time on day 7] 

1. Looking back on this week: 

• What patterns stand out in your sports betting behavior (or your choice not to bet)? Did 
you notice any routines (e.g. betting during games, after work or class, when bored)? 

• How did your sports betting (or choice not to bet) influence your mood, stress levels, or 
daily activities? 

• What, if anything, did you learn about yourself through this week’s experiences with 
sports betting that was surprising or notable?  


	Perspectives on Sports Betting among Young Adults in Massachusetts: A Community-Engaged Research Study
	Table of Contents
	List of Exhibits
	Executive Summary
	Overview of Key Findings
	Patterns of Sports Betting Behavior Among Young Adults
	How Young Adults Perceive Sports Betting
	Normalization of Sports Betting among Young Adults
	Differential Experiences Across Groups of Young Adults
	Opportunities to Mitigate Risks and Potential Harms of Sports Betting

	Discussion and Recommendations
	Conclusion

	Glossary
	Final Report
	Introduction
	Background

	Methods
	Community Engagement
	Data Collection
	Analysis
	IRB

	Key Findings
	Patterns of Sports Betting Behavior Among Young Adults
	How Young Adults Perceive Sports Betting
	How the Normalization of Sports Betting Reshapes Risk
	Differential Experiences Across Groups of Young Adults
	Opportunities to Mitigate Risks and Potential Harms of Sports Betting

	Discussion
	Normalization of sports betting, driven by advertising, accessibility, and social networks post-legalization, shapes risk perception and engagement.
	Perceptions of low risk and high control shape young adults’ engagement with sports betting.
	Young adults are engaging in sports betting when they are underage, both informally through peer networks and formally through loopholes.
	Young adults rarely express concern about developing a gambling disorder, despite discussions of multiple behaviors included in the criteria for gambling disorder.
	Young adult support professionals do not feel that they receive adequate training, resources, or support to address young adult sports betting.
	Young adults and young adult professionals described harm-reduction approaches, similar to those used to address substance use, as being more credible and preferable for supporting individuals with problem gambling.
	Strengths and Limitations

	NORC Recommendations
	Recommendation 1: Strengthen Statewide Education and Public Awareness on Gambling Harms
	Recommendation 2: Regulate Sports Betting Advertising and Promotions
	Recommendation 3: Strengthen App-Based Safeguards Using Opt-Out Defaults
	Recommendation 4: Expand Access to and Awareness of Gambling-Specific Support Services for Young Adults
	Recommendation 5: Address Underage Betting and Regulatory Loopholes
	Recommendation 6: Adopt Harm Reduction Approaches for Collegiate Athletes
	Recommendation 7: Invest in Ongoing Research, Monitoring, and Evaluation

	Conclusion
	References

	Appendices
	Recruitment and Outreach Flyers
	Appendix A. CAB Recruitment Flyer
	Appendix B. Young Adult Interviews Recruitment Flyer
	Appendix C. Young Adult Social Media Recruitment Ads
	Appendix D. Young Adult Focus Group Recruitment Flyer

	Discussion Guides and Journaling Questions
	Appendix E. Interviews with Sports Betting Policymakers, Vendors, and Researchers
	Appendix F. Interviews with Young Adults
	Appendix G. Interviews with Young Adult Support Professionals
	Appendix H. Focus Groups with Young Adults
	Appendix I. Reflection Exercise Questions






