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Moral Decision Making and the Sports Wagering Industry: 
A Test Case of the Inspirational Paradigm for Jesuit Business Education

Extended Abstract:
This presentation argues that the sports wagering industry offers an emergent and urgent context through which Jesuit business education can enact the aims of An Inspirational Paradigm for Jesuit Business Education (2020). Because sports wagering has grown to hold an extremely salient place in sports culture, media, and digital commerce, it offers an accessible marketplace through which students can engage questions at the heart of Jesuit business education, including moral discernment, human flourishing, and the common good. Drawing on perspectives from marketing, strategy, and business ethics, the presentation shows how this industry can serve as a test case for forming students not only to analyze markets, but also to judge them morally.
The sports betting industry is both global and rapidly expanding. Globally, the legal sports betting market generated roughly $94.3 billion in revenue in 2024 (International Betting Integrity Association, 2024), on total wagers of an estimated $1 trillion. In the United States, growth has accelerated since the 2018 Supreme Court decision that paved the way for states to legalize sports wagering. Americans legally wagered roughly $13 billion on sports in 2019, a figure that rose to $149.9 billion in 2024—a ten-fold increase in just six years. In 2025, Americans bet $166.9 billion on sports (a 13% increase over the prior year), generating nearly $17 billion in revenue for sportsbooks and $3.71 billion in taxes (American Gaming Association, 2026). 
The sports wagering industry invites students to examine how a market can be legal, lucrative, and socially normalized even as it raises profound ethical questions. Sportsbooks profit directly from wagering losses. Professional sports leagues that once opposed gambling now maintain formal partnerships with sportsbook operators, and governments at multiple levels also benefit fiscally through taxation and other revenue streams. Taken together, these relationships have helped normalize an industry in which firms, sports organizations, and public institutions all have reasons to support continued expansion even as the human costs are borne disproportionately by vulnerable people and those around them. Furthermore, research on sports wagering suggests that vulnerability in this context is not confined to traditionally recognized groups. Young men, college students, and athletes, all prominent members of campus communities, may be especially exposed, and harms extend beyond bettors themselves to families, peers, and communities (Derevensky et al., 2019; Hing et al., 2016; Langham et al., 2015; Nyemcsok et al., 2022).
Our presentation will describe how we approach the sports wagering industry in our undergraduate business courses in marketing, strategy, and business ethics. We use Ignatian pedagogical approaches to invite students to grapple with a market shaped by saturation advertising, 24/7 app-based access, algorithmically tuned inducements, league and media partnerships, and the normalization of gambling within everyday sports consumption. In this context, legality and popularity do not resolve the ethical question. Students must instead consider whether a market that creates substantial value for publicly traded firms, leagues, media partners, and governments may simultaneously erode the well-being of vulnerable people. We also want them to contemplate their own responsibilities as future marketers, managers, regulators, investors, and citizens in relation to such systems.
This topic is particularly urgent because many of the people most vulnerable to sports wagering and its associated harms are young adults, including our students. Our aim is therefore not simply to help students criticize a controversial industry. It is to help form them as moral decision makers who can recognize ethical failure even when it is embedded in legal, profitable, and socially accepted systems, and who can discern what responsible action requires. 
The Inspirational Paradigm serves as the foundation for our work in this realm. It calls Jesuit business schools not only to produce knowledge that informs and transforms business practice, but also to renew business curricula grounded in ethics, social responsibility, and current social reality. The document emphasizes that students hunger for a moral compass and need experiences that cultivate an ethical foundation, discernment, and moral courage as they  identify their roled in addressing serious social challenges. It also highlights the Ignatian pedagogical paradigm as a means of this holistic formation and stresses that business education should shape leaders who see service to others as central to their vocation and who recognize that economic activity must serve the common good. 
The broader Jesuit business education literature reinforces this orientation. O’Brien’s (2020) account of an Ignatian ethic of disruption is especially relevant here because it argues that innovation (such as the creation of online sports wagering apps powered by artificial intelligence and analytics) should be judged not by novelty or growth alone, but by whether it avoids unconsidered harms and promotes the common good. Byron (2011) reminds us that Jesuit leadership emphasizes humility, magis, and discernment over technical competence. 
The anticipated contribution of this work is threefold. First, the presentation offers a concrete example of how the Inspirational Paradigm can be operationalized through a contemporary business issue that is highly relevant to students. Second, it models an interdisciplinary approach that brings marketing, strategy, and business ethics into conversation around a single industry. Third, it shows how Jesuit business education can respond to a changing marketplace by preparing students not simply to succeed within existing systems, but to evaluate those systems morally and imagine and implement more just alternatives. In that sense, this project is best understood as a mission-driven pedagogical approach to leadership formation in a disrupted and morally contested business environment.
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