
A Parent’s Guide to Sports Betting & Conversations 
 

How to Navigate Gambling in the Prairie State 

 

If you live in Illinois, you know that gambling is no longer confined to the backroom of a 
bar or a trip to a riverboat in Joliet. As of 2026, Illinois has solidified its position as the 
third-largest sports betting market in the United States. With an annual "handle" (the 
total amount wagered) now consistently eclipsing $26 billion, the state isn't just watching 
the game, it is actively spending money and normalizing gambling and sports betting as 
a form of entertainment. 

Why does this matter to you? Because your child is being taught that watching sports 
without skin in the game is boring. For the "emerging adult" in college or the teen 
scrolling TikTok, betting isn't just a hobby; it’s social currency. Success isn't measured 
by a winning team, but by a "12-leg parlay" hit that gets shared in the Discord or with 
friends at school. 

With 5G integration, your child can now bet on the outcome of a single pitch or a single 
free throw. This creates a dopamine loop that mirrors the "loot boxes" they grew up with 
in video games like Roblox or Fortnite. 

This guide is here to help you pull back the curtain. We aren’t aiming for a "Just Say No" 
campaign—that rarely works at a time where gambling tax revenue funds our schools 
and bridges. Instead, we’re aiming for a "Know the Game" campaign.  This is a 
comprehensive guidebook for parents navigating the 2026 sports betting landscape. It’s 
designed to be a "living document” - something you can reference whether your child is 
13, 18, or 22.  By providing parents the resources and tools, this guidebook provides 
context, recommendations, and support so that you can engage with  your teens and 
emerging adults around gambling and sports betting.  Whether it is the current 
landscape, current language or how to have a caring conversation, this is resource 
guide made for parents.  

The guidebook, made possible through a grant provided by the Illinois Council on 
Problem Gambling (ICPG), will live online and be broken down by topic with a specific 
focus on high school and college-aged individuals. Please use this as a reference 
guide, a facilitation tool, or to refresh your knowledge in the Safer Sports Gambling or 
Problematic  Gambling space. 
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The Illinois Landscape 
In 2026, the rules in Illinois have shifted significantly due to new tax laws and legislative 
updates. To bet legally on sports in Illinois, a person must be 21 years old. The Illinois 
Gaming Board (IGB) oversees the industry. The primary approved apps in 2026 include: 

• FanDuel & DraftKings: The "Big Two” control over 65% of the market. 

• BetRivers: A local favorite (Rush Street Interactive is based in Chicago). 

• ESPN BET & Fanatics: The "new guard" leveraging media and merchandise. 

• BetMGM, Caesars, and bet365: The legacy giants. 

The full list can be found here:  Illinois Regulated Gambling Operators 

The "Illinois College" Rule 

A critical point for parents of college kids: As of July 1, 2024, and continuing into 2026, it 
is illegal to bet on Illinois-based collegiate teams (like the University of Illinois, 
Northwestern, or DePaul) within the state’s legal apps. 

Why this matters: If your child  says they "put $50 on the Illini" via an app while 
sitting in their dorm in Champaign, they are likely using an illegal or unregulated 
offshore site (like Bovada or BetOnline). These sites have no consumer protections and 
often refuse to pay out winnings. 

 

The 2025 "Per-Wager" Tax & Surcharges 

In mid-2025, Illinois implemented a new graduated tax and a "per-bet fee" for online 
operators.   Some apps now include a small "surcharge" on winning bets to offset these 
costs. 

The Parent Angle: This is a great entry point for a conversation about math. If the 
state and the app are both taking a cut before you even win, the "edge" required just to 
break even is higher than most realize! 

 

 

https://igb.illinois.gov/sports-wagering/sports-authorized-operating-sportsbooks.html


 

Gambling in Video Games (The Gateway) 
For most parents, "the talk" about gambling used to be about card games or the 
occasional trip to a casino. In 2026, the conversation starts much earlier and much 
closer to home—right on your teen’s gaming console or smartphone. Video games are 
no longer just about high scores; they are the primary training ground for gambling 
mechanics. 

 

Loot Boxes: The Digital Slot Machine 

A Loot Box is a virtual container that players can purchase with real money or earned in-
game currency. Inside is a random assortment of items—some common and worthless, 
others rare and highly coveted 

 

How the Mechanic Works 

 It uses Variable Ratio Reinforcement. This is the exact same psychological principle 
behind a slot machine. The player may experience a win but ultimately  does not know 
how often that will occur, when it will happen again, or how big the reward will be.  
These 3 elements create a "just one more" loop that can lead to chasing, spending, and 
potential for unhealthy habits in gaming. 

 

The "Near-Miss" Effect  

Games often use flashy animations and sound that celebrate a "near miss," making the 
player feel like they were this close to winning the rare item, encouraging another 
purchase. For example, in games like EA Sports FC 26 (formerly FIFA) or Genshin 
Impact, players spend real money to buy "packs" or "wishes" hoping to get a superstar 
player or a powerful character. Most of the time, they get low-tier items that hold little to 
no value. 

Skins Betting: Turning Digital Items into Currency 

"Skins" are cosmetic items that change the appearance of a character or a weapon but 
don't usually affect gameplay. In games like Counter-Strike 2, skins have a real-world 
market value ranging from a few cents to tens of thousands of dollars. Third-party 
websites (often operating outside of US law) allow teens to link their game accounts and 



use these skins as virtual chips. They can bet their skins on card games; the outcome of 
professional eSports matches or play "Crash" games where they must cash out before 
a multiplier resets.  

The Loophole: Because they are betting "items" and not "cash," these sites often 
bypass age-verification tools, allowing minors to engage in high-stakes sports betting. 
For example, a teen might trade a "Knife Skin" worth $200 for a chance to win a $1,000 
skin on a betting site. If they lose, that $200 in real-world value is gone instantly. 
 

The Concern for Parents: 

The danger of these mechanics isn't just the money spent; it's the normalization and  
psychological priming. Research consistently shows a strong correlation between high 
engagement with loot boxes and future potential for "problematic  gambling" in 
adulthood. These games "gamify" the risk-reward cycle. By the time a teen is old 
enough to enter a casino or open a sports betting app, they have normalized spending 
money or something of value on an uncertain outcome.  Additionally, their brain is 
already hardwired to respond to the dopamine hits of randomized rewards and high-
stakes wagering. 

 

Talking Points for Parents: 

When discussing this with your teen, avoid being the "fun police." Instead, frame it as a 
conversation about transparency and value.   

Most games are now legally required to list the "pull rates" (probabilities). Show your 
teen that they have a 0.05% chance of getting what they want. Ask them, "Is $10 worth 
a 1-in-2,000 chance?" 

 Explain that the money spent on a digital skin cannot be "won back." Betting more to 
cover losses is the fastest way to a zero balance. 

Ask them how they feel when they open a box. If they feel anxious, frustrated, or a 
"rush" that makes them want to spend more, that’s the signal to step away.  

 

 

 

 



The Vocabulary of a Modern Bettor 
 

In 2026, the language of betting has merged with the language of day-trading and 
gaming. If you hear your child using these terms, they aren't just "watching the game"—
they are likely managing a "bankroll.”  For example, instead of saying "I bet $20," 
bettors now talk in "units." A unit is a standard bet size (usually 1–5% of their total 
bankroll). 

Parent's Tip: Ask "What’s your unit size?" If they say "$50," and you know they only 
have $500 in their account, they are over-leveraged and at high risk.  Also, it shows they 
are up to date on all of the language and perhaps paying very close attention to 
gambling.  

Other terms and phrases that are becoming more common as sports betting expands 
include: 

• The Parlay (and the Same Game Parlay "SGP"): A bet that combines multiple 
outcomes (e.g., Bulls win + Coby White scores more than 25 points + Under 210 total 
points). All must happen to win. In 2026, Same-Game Parlays (SGPs) are the #1 
revenue driver for Illinois sportsbooks because the odds of winning are statistically low. 

• Hedging: Placing a bet on the opposite outcome of an original bet to "guarantee" 
a smaller profit or minimize a loss. It sounds smart, but it often just leads to more "vig" 
(commission) paid to the operator. 

• The "Sharp" vs. The "Square": A "sharp" is a professional or highly disciplined 
bettor. A "square" is a casual bettor who follows the hype.  

• Chalk: The heavy favorite. "Betting the chalk" means betting on the team 
everyone expects to win. 

• Live Betting / Micro-betting: Betting on things happening right now (the next play, 
the next corner kick). This is the most potentially addictive and harmful  form of betting 
in 2026 due to the instant dopamine hit, the rapid reinforcement, and the immersive 
quality. 

 

  



Daily Fantasy, Sweepstakes, and Prediction Markets 
This is where most of the initial “wagering” or  betting happens. While the legal age for 
sportsbooks is 21, these platforms often allow users 18 and older and contain similar 
gambling mechanics serving as the gateway or entry point to traditional sports betting. 

 

Daily Fantasy Sports (DFS) 

Apps like PrizePicks and Underdog Fantasy are incredibly popular with college 
students.  Within the state of Illinois, they operate legally as "games of skill." However, 
their "Pick'em" games look very similar to sports betting.  Because they are 18+, high 
school seniors and college freshmen are heavily marketed to and it serves a legal way 
for social connection while keeping interest in the outcome having some money on the 
line. 

 

Prediction Markets (Kalshi, Polymarket) 

2026 has seen a massive surge in "event contracts." People aren't just betting on the 
Bears; they are betting on the price of gas in Chicago, the next Oscar winner, or world 
events. So how do prediction markets work?  The most important thing for a parent to 
understand is how the pricing works. Unlike a traditional bet where you see "odds" (like 
+200 or 5-to-1), prediction markets use prices between $0.00 and $1.00. 

The Simple Math:  If a "Yes" share for an event is selling for $0.65, the market believes 
there is a 65% chance that event will happen. If you buy it and the event happens, you 
get $1.00 (a $0.35 profit). If it doesn't happen, you lose your $0.65. 

The Illinois Conflict: Illinois regulators (using the 1819 Loss Recovery Act) have 
issued several cease-and-desist orders to these platforms in 2026, arguing they are 
unlicensed gambling. If your kid is "trading" on these, they are in a legal gray zone. 

 

Sweepstakes Casinos (RealPrize, Fliff, etc.) 

What are Sweepstakes? At their core, sweepstakes are promotional games where 
winners are chosen purely by chance. Unlike a contest (which requires skill) or a lottery 
(which requires you to pay to play), a legal sweepstakes must follow a strict "No 
Purchase Necessary" rule. 



To avoid being classified as illegal gambling, a sweepstake must remove one of these 
three elements: 

Prize: Something of value is given away.  

Chance: The winner is chosen randomly (luck, not skill). 

Consideration: You have to pay money or provide something of value to enter. 

Parent Note: Since sweepstakes have "Prizes" and "Chance," they must eliminate 
"Consideration."  This is why every legitimate sweepstakes tells you that buying a 
product won't increase your odds of winning. 

The biggest shift parents should know about is the rise of Social Casinos and Social 
Sportsbooks. These apps use a "sweepstakes model" to offer gambling-like 
experiences in states where traditional betting might still be restricted.  Most modern 
sweepstakes apps (like Chumba Casino, Stake.us, or Fliff) use two types of virtual coins 
to bypass gambling laws: 

Gold Coins: These have no monetary value. You use them to play games "for fun." 

Sweeps Coins: These are the "prize" currency. You cannot buy them directly; instead, 
they are "given" to you as a bonus when you buy Gold Coins or through mail-in 
requests.  

Sweeps Coins can be redeemed for real cash or gift cards. 

Why this matters to you: This system allows these platforms to argue they aren't 
"gambling" because you aren't technically "wagering" your own money—you’re playing 
with a "gift" the company gave you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Financial Literacy and Sports Betting 
 

To effectively reach a teen or young adult, you have to move past the "gambling is bad" 
lecture and move into the "understand the math behind the emotion" conversation. 
Young people value efficiency and autonomy; showing them how sportsbooks use math 
to continually have the edge is often more effective than a moral argument.   

 

Deconstructing the "Risk-Free" Myth 

Modern marketing uses "Loss Leaders" to get users hooked. The term "Risk-Free" was 
actually banned in several states (like Ohio and Massachusetts) because it is inherently 
deceptive. When a teen or emerging adult sees "Get $200 in Bonus Bets," they think 
they have $200 in cash. They don't. Here is the breakdown: 

1. Stake Not Returned: In a normal bet, if you wager $10 and win $10, you get $20 
back (your profit + your original $10). With a Bonus Bet, the house keeps the 
$10 stake. You only get the $10 profit. 

2. The "Two-Step" Requirement: To turn a $100 "Risk-Free" loss back into $100 
cash, you usually have to win a second bet at high odds, which is statistically 
unlikely. 

The Strategy: Ask your teen to read the "Terms and Conditions" (the fine print) 
with you. Look for the phrase "Stake not included in winnings." Once they see that 
they have to win twice just to get their original money back, the "Risk-Free" shine wears 
off. 

 
Practical Tips for Parents: The "Financial Audit" 

Instead of banning the apps (which often leads to secretive behavior), try these three 
strategies to build financial literacy. 

 Use the "Unit" System 

Teach them to stop talking in dollars and start talking in Units. A "Unit" should be a 
small, fixed percentage of their total bankroll (e.g., 1%). 

• If they have $100, 1 unit is $1. 
• If they want to bet $20 on a parlay, point out that they are risking 20% of their 

entire net worth on a single 3% probability event. Ask: "Would a smart CEO 
ever risk 20% of their company on a 3% chance?" 



Track the "All-Time" Number 

Apps are designed to show "Big Wins" in bright colors and hide "Total Losses" in boring 
menus. 

• Strategy: Ask your teen or emerging adult to show you the "Lifetime Deposits 
vs. Lifetime Withdrawals" screen.  

• Most new  bettors remember the one time they won $100 but forget the twenty 
times they lost $10. Seeing the cumulative "Lifetime Loss" is a sobering reality 
check. 

C. The "House Money" Fallacy 

Teens and emerging adults  often say, "I'm playing with house money" after a win. 

• The Correction: "The moment that money hits your account, it is your money. If 
you had $50 in your wallet and dropped it in the sewer, you wouldn't say 'Oh well, 
I won that at the casino anyway.' You'd be upset because you lost $50." 

• Treating winnings as "free" is exactly how sportsbooks get players to give the 
money back via—you guessed it—more parlays. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Warning Signs & Red Flags 
How do you know if a "fun hobby" has become a problem? In Illinois, roughly 3.8% of 
adults have a gambling problem, but the rates for those aged 18-24 are significantly 
higher. 

To protect your child, you have to look past the old stereotypes of "shady bookies." 
Problem gambling today is digital, fast-paced, and often looks like an intense interest in 
sports or gaming. 

Here are 10 warning signs  paired with conversation starters designed to keep the 
dialogue open rather than defensive. 

 

1. The "Second Screen" Obsession 

The Sign: Your teen is constantly checking their phone during a live game, not to text 
friends, but to monitor "live lines" or player props. They seem more engaged with the 
app than the actual game on TV. 

The Conversation Starter: "I noticed you’re locked into your phone more than the field 
today. Are you tracking a specific stat or a bet? I’m curious if the apps make the game 
feel more stressful than it used to be." 

2. Sudden Expertise in "Alternative" Sports 

The Sign: They suddenly have an intense interest in obscure events (e.g., Table Tennis 
in Eastern Europe or Korean Baseball) that play at odd hours. This is often a sign of 
"action-seeking" when major U.S. sports are off-season or off-clock. 

The Conversation Starter: "I didn't know you were into international table tennis! Is this 
something your friends are watching, or is it just easier to find a match to follow at 2:00 
AM?" 

 

3. "The Surcharge Pivot" (Large Wager Spikes) 

The Sign: Because of the 2026 Illinois $0.50 per-wager fee, your teen may stop placing 
small $5 bets and start placing $50 or $100 bets to "make the fee worth it." 

The Conversation Starter: "I was reading about how Illinois adds a fee to every single 
bet now. Does that make it harder to just play for fun? It feels like the state is forcing 
people to bet bigger just to break even." 

 



4. Irritability During "Garbage Time" 

The Sign: They become disproportionately angry when a team scores a meaningless 
point at the end of a game. This usually means a "point spread" or an "over/under" was 
ruined in the final seconds. 

The Conversation Starter: "That last-second basket didn't change who won the game, 
but it seemed to really frustrate you. Did that mess up a parlay or a spread you were 
following?" 

5. The "Venmo Smoke Signal" 

The Sign: You notice frequent, small-dollar transfers on their Venmo or CashApp with 
vague emojis (!", #$%&'(, )*+) or captions like "for last night." This is often peer-to-peer 
settling for bets placed on behalf of others. 

The Conversation Starter: "I see a lot of back-and-forth payments between you and 
Tyler lately. I’m not digging into your business, but I want to make sure you aren't ending 
up 'in the hole' with friends over sports stuff." 

6. Withdrawal from Non-Digital Hobbies 

The Sign: Hobbies that don't offer an "instant win" (like playing an instrument, reading, 
or slow-paced video games) start to fall away. The dopamine from micro-betting makes 
everything else feel "boring." 

The Conversation Starter: "You haven't picked up your guitar in a few weeks. Does it 
feel like your brain is just craving the fast-paced energy of the sports apps lately? I get 
like that with my phone too." 

7. "Loot Box" Escalation 

The Sign: A younger teen who was obsessed with buying "packs" or "crates" in games 
like FIFA or Counter-Strike suddenly shifts that energy toward "Bonus Bet" offers on 
sportsbooks as soon as they turn 18 (or get a fake ID). 

The Conversation Starter: "Those 'Free $200' ads look just like the loot boxes you used 
to open in video games. Do you feel like the apps use the same tricks to get you to keep 
clicking?" 

8. Defensive "Math" Justification 

The Sign: When asked about money, they use complex terms like "Expected Value," 
"Hedging," or "Lock of the Century" to explain why their spending is actually an 
"investment." 



The Conversation Starter: "You’ve got a real handle on the math, but even the 'sharks' 
lose 45% of the time. Are you comfortable with the idea that the app’s algorithm is 
literally built to out-math you?" 

9. Borrowing for "Essentials" 

The Sign: They have a part-time job but suddenly have no money for gas, food, or 
social outings. They might ask for a "loan" until their next paycheck, claiming an 
unexpected expense. 

The Conversation Starter: "I’m happy to help if you’re short, but you’ve been working a 
lot of hours. Is your money going toward something specific, or are the 'bad beats' on 
the apps starting to eat into your gas money?" 

10. The "Chasing" Gloom 

The Sign: After a big loss, they don't stop; they become hyper-focused on the next 
game to "get back to even." This is the most dangerous phase of gambling. 

The Conversation Starter: "You seem really down after the Bulls loss, and I see you're 
already looking at the late-night West Coast lines. Are you trying to win back what you 
lost today? Sometimes the best way to win is to just delete the app for the week." 

 

 

 

 

Pro-Parent Move: The "App Audit" 

If you suspect a problem, don't just demand their phone. Offer a "Financial Reset." Try 
this: "I’ve noticed you’re stressed about money lately. Let’s sit down and look at the 
'Transaction History' on your apps together. I’m not here to yell—I just want to see if the 
'house' is winning more than you realized." 

 
 

 



 

General Conversation Starters 
This section is the "operating manual" for your kitchen table discussions.  The goal isn't 
to lecture, it's to deconstruct the marketing. Kids today are more skeptical than previous 
generations; if you show them how they are being influenced by a multi-billion-dollar 
algorithm, they are more likely to push back. 

Here are five expanded conversation starters for each age group, including the 
psychological rationale for why they work. 

 

 

Group 1: Adolescents (Ages 12–15) 

 

The Strategy: Connect gambling to gaming. At this age, they aren't betting on the Bears; 
they are "betting" on skins, crates, and loot boxes. 

1. The "Game Design" Question: "I saw a video about how game developers use 
the same flashing lights as slot machines for when you unlock a chest in your game. Do 
you think the game is more fun because of the play, or because of that 'surprise' 
feeling?" 

 Rationale: This introduces dopamine loops. It helps them realize their brain is 
being physically stimulated by the uncertainty, not just the skill of the game. 

2. The "Influencer" Reveal: "That streamer you like just spent $500 on mystery 
boxes. Do you think they paid for those with their own money, or did the game company 
give them a 'loaded' account to make it look like everyone wins?" 

 Rationale: It builds media literacy. Kids need to know that "unboxing" videos are 
often sophisticated advertisements designed to trigger FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). 

3. The "Near Miss" Concept: "Have you ever noticed how the 'spinner' in a game 
almost stops on the legendary item but then ticks over one more to the common one? 
Why do you think the programmers make it look like you 'almost' won?" 

 Rationale: This explains the Near-Miss Effect. Research shows "almost winning" 
triggers nearly the same dopamine rush as winning, keeping the player engaged longer. 



4. The "Math of the Skin": "If a skin has a 1% drop rate, and you’ve opened 99 
boxes, what are the odds the next one is the winner?" (Spoiler: It’s still 1%). 

 Rationale: This fights the Gambler’s Fallacy—the false belief that a "win" is "due" 
because you’ve lost many times in a row. 

 

5. The "Free-to-Play" Trap: "If this game is free to download, how is the company 
making enough money to pay hundreds of developers? Who is actually 'paying' for the 
game?" 

 Rationale: It teaches the "If the product is free, you are the product" lesson. It 
frames the player as a target for extraction. 

 

 

 

Group 2: Teens (Ages 16–18) 

The Strategy: Focus on the "Business of the Bet." Appeal to their desire for 
independence and their skepticism of being "influenced." 

1. The "Marketing Spend" Logic: "I saw a report that DraftKings spent over $1 billion 
on ads last year. If their customers were actually 'beating the system,' where would that 
billion dollars come from?" 

 Rationale: It frames the sportsbook as a mathematical certainty, not a sports 
authority. It shifts the perspective from "Can I win?" to "How do they win?" 

2. The "Social Media Smoke" Screen: "I see people in your feed posting $1,000 
winning parlay tickets. Why do you think they never post the 40 losing tickets they 
bought to get that one winner?" 

 Rationale: This addresses Selection Bias. It reminds teens that social media is a 
curated "highlight reel" that hides the true cost of gambling. 

3. The "Risk-Free" Translation: "When an ad says, 'Risk-Free $200 Bet,' but they 
only give you that money back as 'site credit' that you have to gamble again, is it 
actually risk-free?" 

 Rationale: It breaks down predatory vocabulary. It encourages them to read the 
"fine print" of the 2026 Illinois betting environment. 



4. The "Sport vs. Stats" Debate: "Do you think people are actually watching the 
Bulls game tonight, or are they just watching the 'box score' on their phone? Which one 
do you think is a better way to be a fan?" 

 Rationale: It highlights the erosion of the fan experience. It asks the teen to value 
the sport over the transaction. 

5. The "Algorithm" Warning: "The betting apps now use AI to see exactly when 
you're about to quit and send you a 'special offer' to keep you in. Do you like the idea of 
an app knowing your 'breaking point' better than you do?" 

 Rationale: This hits on autonomy. Teens do not like  being controlled; framing the 
app as a manipulative AI "watchdog" can trigger a defensive desire for self-control. 

 

 

Group 3: Emerging Adults/College Kids (Ages 19–22) 

 

The Strategy: Focus on the "Illinois Reality" and the long-term financial stakes. At this 
age, their credit and career are on the line. 

1. The "Surcharge" Reality Check: "Illinois adds a $0.50 fee to every single bet you 
place now. Over a season of 100 bets, that’s $50 gone before you even look at the 
odds. Do you think your 'edge' is big enough to beat the state's tax man?" 

 Rationale: It makes the Expected Value ($EV$) conversation tangible. Even if 
they are "good" at picking winners, the Illinois "Surcharge Era" math makes long-term 
profit nearly impossible. 

2. The "Background Check" Conversation: "Did you know that some high-level 
finance or security jobs look at your bank statements for 'high-frequency gambling'? Is a 
$20 parlay worth a red flag on a future job application?" 

 Rationale: It connects current behavior to future consequences. It moves the 
"risk" from the game to their career. 

3. The "House vs. Peer" Distinction: "I see sites like PrizePicks and Underdog are in 
a legal gray area in Illinois right now. If the state shuts them down tomorrow, what 
happens to the money in your account?" 

 Rationale: Discusses legal and platform risk. It highlights that "offshore" or 
"unregulated" sites offer zero consumer protection if they vanish. 



4. The "Rent vs. Bankroll" Talk: "If you hit a big win this weekend, is that money 
going toward next month’s rent, or is it just staying in the app for next week's games?" 

 Rationale: It identifies money segregation. If they can't "cash out" and use the 
money for real-life needs, they aren't winning—they are just "renting" the app's credits. 

5. The "VIP" Red Flag: "If a sportsbook starts calling you a 'VIP' and offering you 
'concierge' service, do you think it’s because you’re a winner, or because their data 
shows you're their most profitable (i.e., losing) customer?" 

 Rationale: It exposes the VIP Trap. Sportsbooks don't give "free" trips to people 
who take their money; they give them to people who provide a high "lifetime value" 
(LTV) to the company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Healthy Decisions 
 

In 2026, "Safer Gambling" isn't just about avoiding a problem; it’s about informed 
decision making. To the modern young adult, it should look and feel like this: 

• Gambling is a "cost of entertainment," not a "side hustle." 

• Personal limits are set before the first beer is cracked or the game starts. 

• Wins are treated as a bonus, not a baseline for next month's rent. 

If your child is of legal age (21) and chooses to bet, help them implement these 10 
"House Rules" to ensure they stay in control and don’t develop unhealthy habits or 
relationships with sports betting. 

 

1. No Credit Cards  

As of 2025, Illinois banned the use of credit cards for sports betting. Remind your child 
that this isn't just a hurdle, it’s a safety net designed to protect them. 

• The Conversation Starter: "Since you can't use credit cards on these apps 
anymore, how are you keeping your betting money separate from your 'life' money?" 

 

2. The "Surcharge" Awareness 

The $0.50 Illinois per-wager fee makes small bets less efficient. Teach them that they 
don't have to "bet bigger" to make it worth it; they can just "bet less often." 

• The Conversation Starter: "I know that $0.50 fee feels like a rip-off on small bets, 
but don't let it trick you into wagering $50 when you only wanted to wager $5. The 
house wins when you increase your 'unit' size." 

 

3. Use the "In-App Guardrails" 

Legal and regulated apps have tools  built-in to promote safer gambling such as  
Deposit Limits and Session Timers and spend analysis. 

• The Conversation Starter: "Have you checked out the 'Time Out' feature on the 
app? It’s like setting an alarm for the bar—it keeps you from making 2:00 AM decisions 
you'll regret at 8:00 AM." 



 

4. The "No-Chasing" Mandate 

Losing is part of the "ticket price." Once the money is gone, the "show" is over. 

• The Conversation Starter: "If you lose that parlay on the first game, what’s the 
plan? Are you okay with just being a fan for the rest of the night, or do you feel a 'need' 
to get that money back?" 

 

5. Betting as a Social, Not Solo, Activity 

Problem gambling thrives in isolation. If they are betting alone in their room at 1:00 AM, 
the risk increases exponentially. 

• The Conversation Starter: "Are you and your friends still talking about the games 
themselves, or is the group chat just a screen-shot loop of parlays? Let’s make sure the 
sport is still the main event." 

 

6. The "Sober Stake" Rule 

Alcohol and cannabis (legal in Illinois) significantly impair the brain's "stop" signal. 

• The Conversation Starter: "Let's agree: no placing bets after the second drink. 
Your 'sober self' shouldn't have to pay for your 'happy hour' self's optimism." 

 

7. Diversify the Dopamine 

If sports betting is the only thing that makes a game exciting, the brain is becoming 
desensitized. 

• The Conversation Starter: "Let’s watch the Bulls tonight without checking any 
lines. I want to see if we can still enjoy a close game just for the athleticism." 

 

8. Know the "True Odds" (The Math Check) 

Help them understand that a +500 parlay has a statistical win probability of about 16%, 
but the sportsbook prices it like it's 20%. 

• The Conversation Starter: "Do you know the 'Vig' or the 'Hold' on that bet? The 
app is taking a huge cut before the ball even tips off. Is the 'fun' of the bet worth the 20% 
tax they’re charging you?" 



 

9. The "Wait 24" Rule 

If they want to raise their deposit limit, Illinois law (as of 2026) requires a 24-hour 
"cooling off" period before the increase takes effect. 

• The Conversation Starter: "If you find yourself hitting that 24-hour 'cooling off' 
wall frequently, that’s your brain telling you it’s time for a week-long 'Digital Detox' from 
the app." 

 

10. Recognize the "Bonus" Trap 

"Bonus Bets" are not cash. They are "use-it-or-lose-it" credits designed to keep you in 
the app. 

• The Conversation Starter: "That '$200 in Bonus Bets' isn't a gift—it's a marketing 
tactic to get you used to the interface. What’s your plan for when the 'free' money runs 
out?" 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Resources & Citations 
 

If you suspect your teen or emerging adult’s "hobby" has crossed the line into a 
disorder, do not wait. Early intervention is the highest-percentage play. The following 
resources are free, confidential, and specific to the Illinois landscape. 

1. Immediate Crisis Support (24/7) 

• The Illinois Helpline: The frontline for the "Are You Really Winning?" campaign. 

o Call: 1-800-GAMBLER (1-800-426-2537) 

o Text: "ILGAMB" to 833234 

o Web: AreYouReallyWinning.com — Features a 2-minute "Self-Screener" for 
teens and young adults. 

• The National Helpline (NCPG): * Call/Text: 1-800-MY-RESET 

• Chat: ncpgambling.org/chat 
 

2. Digital Recovery Tools 

• The Evive App: Launched in 2025 by IDHS-DBHR, this is a dedicated mobile app 
for Illinois residents. It uses AI to help users track their "urges," monitor their spending, 
and provides "Digital Interventions" when it detects the user is near a retail sportsbook 
or high-stress gambling period. 

• Gamban / BetBlocker: These are "Software Kill-Switches." If installed on a teen’s 
phone or laptop, they block access to every regulated and unregulated gambling site 
globally. 

 Note: Several Illinois treatment providers now offer free licenses for these apps. 

 

3. Voluntary Self-Exclusion 

In 2026, Illinois offers a unified "One-Stop" exclusion process. 

• IGB Statewide Self-Exclusion Program (SEP): This legally bans an individual 
from all Illinois casinos and all legal sports betting apps (FanDuel, DraftKings, etc.). 

o How it works: You can now register virtually via a secure video call with an IGB 
administrator. Once on the list, a sportsbook cannot  accept your bet. 



• NVSEP (National Voluntary Self-Exclusion): Specifically, for "Daily Fantasy 
Sports" (DFS) like PrizePicks or Underdog Fantasy, which are often the entry point for 
younger teens. nvsep.org/Illinois 

 

4. Specialized Support Groups 

• Gam-Anon Illinois: Specifically for the parents, spouses, and friends of gamblers. 
You need support just as much as they do. 

o Local Hotline: (708) 802-0105 

• Gamblers Anonymous (GA) Chicago & Suburbs: Peer-led 12-step meetings. In 
2026, there are now specialized "Young Adult" (18–25) Zoom and in-person meetings 
across the state. 

• SMART Recovery: A science-based alternative to the 12-step model that focuses 
on "Cognitive Behavioral" tools to manage urges. 

5. Student-Athlete Resources 

• The NCAA "Don’t Bet Your Future" Module: In response to the 2025 rule changes 
allowing pro-sports betting, the NCAA launched a mandatory e-learning portal for all 
Illinois student-athletes to identify "Integrity Risks" and addiction signs. 

• SAGA (Students Against Gambling Addiction): A peer-to-peer program active on 
campuses like UIUC, Northwestern, and ISU. 
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