
 

It's a sure thing: Knowledge of the game is
not an advantage in sports gambling

March 19 2013

Psychologists have traditionally characterized compulsive gambling as an
"impulse control disorder," and treated it by addressing the patient's
obsessive tendencies. But according to Prof. Pinhas Dannon of Tel Aviv
University's Sackler Faculty of Medicine and the Beer Yaakov Mental
Health Center, not all pathological gamblers fit the same profile.

Though gambling is typically associated with casino games, strategic
sports betting is rapidly gaining in popularity—and that's a whole other
ball game, Prof. Dannon explains. "Sports gamblers seem to believes
themselves the cleverest of all gamblers. They think that with experience
and knowledge—such as player's statistics, manager's habits, weather
conditions, and stadium capacity—they can predict the outcome of a
game better than the average person."

But in a study published in the journal Psychopathology, Prof. Dannon
and Dr. Ronen Huberfeld of the Beer Yaakov Mental Health Center
determined that neither betting experience nor knowledge of the arcane
details of the game is connected to successful betting outcomes. Indeed,
he says, the two most successful gamblers in their study had no prior
experience in gambling or knowledge of the sport in question.

These results indicate that sports gamblers are operating under an
illusion of control and power unrelated to real-life outcomes, says Prof.
Dannon. This should inform how psychologists approach sports
gamblers, who need to be treated using different methods than their
casino-addicted counterparts.
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No predictor of success

For their study, the researchers focused on the field of soccer betting,
one of the most popular and growing forms of sports gambling. They
recruited three groups of participants, including 53 professional sports
gamblers, 34 soccer fans who were knowledgeable about the sport but
had never gambled, and finally, 78 non-gamblers with no prior
knowledge of soccer at all.

All participants were asked to place bets on the final scores of the 16
second-round matches of the Champion's League, organized by the
Union of European Football Associations. This model mimics how
gamblers actually put their money on the games, where they need to bet
on exact scores to win.

Although those who had prior knowledge of soccer were expected to
have a higher success rate, the researchers discovered that, in fact, their
success rate was no better than those of the other two groups.
Interestingly, the two participants with the most successful record,
correctly betting on seven out of the 16 games each, hailed from the
group with no prior understanding of the sport.

This doesn't indicate that there is an advantage to inexperience, says
Prof. Dannon—many others in the third group were unable to predict
any of the results correctly. But the outcome exposes the myth of
knowledge as a powerful betting advantage. The sense of control that
encourages sports gamblers in their betting is just an illusion.

Addressing different addiction profiles

Because psychologists often place all gamblers in the same category,
sports gamblers typically receive a standardized treatment. But these
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methods won't help sports gamblers overcome their addiction, warns
Prof. Dannon. Instead, sports gamblers need cognitive therapy that
retrains their thinking habits and rids them of the illusion of control.

"Casino gamblers are more appropriately characterized as obsessives
because they have less belief in themselves, and know that they will lose
sooner or later. But they gamble anyway because they feel they need to,"
he says. In contrast, sports gamblers believe that they can control the
outcome. These different addiction profiles ultimately necessitate
different treatment strategies.
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