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Betting on Pressure: The Crisis of Legalized Sports Gambling and Its Impact on Athlete Discourse
Introduction
In recent years, the world of college sports has undergone major shifts—none more disruptive than the rise of legalized sports gambling. With the expansion of betting platforms and the normalization of placing wagers on NCAA games, a new crisis has emerged: college athletes, many of whom are still teenagers, are now directly targeted by bettors when their performance impacts a financial outcome. This is no longer just about wins and losses; it’s about profits and losses.
This paper explores the crisis surrounding legalized sports gambling using Chapter 12 of Communication and Sport by Andrew C. Billings and Michael L. Butterworth (2022), which covers crisis communication in sport. Specifically, the focus is on how this gambling-fueled culture has transformed sport discourse—shifting the way athletes are talked about, criticized, and even harassed. The project links this ongoing issue to course concepts like framing, reputation management, and athlete-fan interaction while suggesting improvements for institutional communication strategies moving forward.
The Gambling Crisis in College Sports
With legalized sports betting growing across the U.S. since 2022, new communication challenges have arisen. According to a January 2025 study by the NCAA, 30% of Division I athletes have received harassment or threats related to betting outcomes (NCAA, 2025). That means thousands of college students, many not even 21 years old, are being subjected to abusive messages and blame for perceived financial losses. This is not a minor issue—it’s a full-blown communication crisis where fans no longer see athletes as students or competitors but as financial risks or investments.
Importantly, the rise of mobile betting apps has made gambling more personal and immediate. Fans can place bets in real time, sometimes during the game itself, which intensifies their emotional reactions. When a player misses a free throw or fumbles in the final seconds, the anger directed toward them can be intense—and public. This pressure creates a hostile environment for athletes, one that follows them off the court and into their DMs, mentions, and public identity.
This crisis is particularly harmful in college sports because of how vulnerable the athletes are. Many do not get paid directly for their performance and yet are still being treated like professional commodities by fans. This kind of harassment happens both publicly and privately, damaging players’ mental health and forcing athletic institutions to respond with carefully crafted messaging strategies. These aren't just isolated incidents—they're systemic issues that reveal how sport discourse has shifted under the influence of gambling culture.
Discourse Shift: From Fan to Gambler
One of the most concerning developments is the change in how fans talk about athletes. As discussed throughout COM 270, sport is not just a physical performance—it’s a form of communication. Language reflects values, and in the context of sports gambling, the language of fans often becomes aggressive, dehumanizing, and financial.
Consider common phrases now seen online after a player makes a mistake:
· “That guy just cost me $200.”
· “He’s garbage—blew the spread.”
· “Benched him and ruined my parlay.”
This language is not just harsh—it reveals a transactional relationship. Athletes are being viewed through the lens of money, not merit. In class, we’ve talked about framing theory, and this is a clear example: athletes are framed not as students or humans, but as responsible for financial loss.
Social media platforms play a big role in accelerating this discourse. One viral post accusing a player of “ruining a bet” can be shared thousands of times in minutes. As a result, an athlete’s public image can be reduced to a single moment. The concept of para-social interaction, which we studied in COM 270, also applies here—fans feel emotionally connected to players but now see them as accountable for personal outcomes. This makes criticism feel more “justified” in the minds of the angry bettor.
Institutional Response: Crisis Communication Strategies
As covered in Chapter 12, sport institutions must adopt clear and consistent crisis communication strategies to maintain trust and protect their athletes. That includes:
· Acknowledging harm
· Providing transparent updates
· Offering emotional and mental health support
· Reframing public narratives
Some universities have begun releasing public statements when athletes are harassed, showing support and promising investigations. The NCAA, in response to growing concern, has started education campaigns aimed at both athletes and the general public. One of their major initiatives focuses on educating student-athletes about gambling risks while also urging fans to respect athletes' mental health.
For example, the University of Dayton publicly condemned harassment directed toward a basketball player after a missed shot in 2024, using social media to show institutional support. This message was retweeted by other schools, setting a positive example of how communication can influence culture.
Still, these strategies are often reactive, not proactive. Chapter 12 emphasizes that effective crisis communication should anticipate harm and offer preemptive messaging to de-escalate tension. Schools should integrate communication campaigns that set the tone before a problem arises—just like PR crisis playbooks in professional organizations.
Athletic departments also need internal protocols to protect athletes, such as digital harassment response teams, monitoring tools for high-risk games, and pre-season media training to prepare athletes for what to expect. These tools are part of what Billings and Butterworth describe as reputation management in the digital era—a skill that is now essential even at the college level.
Key Communication Concepts from COM 270
This crisis intersects directly with several class concepts:
1. Framing in Media and Sport – Media coverage often focuses on “costly mistakes” or “players who blew the game,” reinforcing narratives that make athletes appear responsible for others’ losses.
2. Fan-Athlete Interaction – The immediacy of social media allows direct engagement, which can quickly turn toxic. COM 270 examined how this blurs boundaries and raises ethical concerns about athlete safety and communication.
3. Crisis Response Strategy – Chapter 12 outlines how sport organizations must respond empathetically and consistently during public crises. In this case, stronger crisis protocols can protect athletes' well-being and reputations.
4. Reputation and Identity in Sport – Once an athlete is framed as “the reason someone lost a bet,” that identity can follow them beyond one game. Understanding how to manage and recover from these identity hits is central to modern sport communication.
Conclusion
The rise of legalized sports gambling has introduced a dangerous new layer to athlete discourse, particularly in college sports. No longer are players simply being evaluated for talent or sportsmanship—they are being scrutinized for how their actions affect fans' wallets. This financial lens has led to widespread harassment, threats, and mental strain, making it one of the most urgent communication crises in modern sport.
Through the lens of Chapter 12 and core concepts from COM 270, it’s clear that this isn’t just a betting issue—it’s a discourse issue. How athletes are talked about, and how institutions respond to that talk, will shape the future of sport culture. The challenge now is for schools, the NCAA, and media organizations to shift the narrative, implement stronger communication strategies, and put the humanity of athletes back at the center of sport. Until then, the pressure of betting will continue to weigh heavy—not just on the scoreboard, but on the people playing the game.
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