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1 Introduction

Ever wondered if there is a way to make a (practically) risk-free profit from sports betting? Sounds too good
to be true, right? Well, say hello to sports arbitrage (often nicknamed “arbing”). This clever strategy
exploits the differences in odds offered by multiple bookmakers on the same sporting event. With just a
little math and some careful bet sizing, bettors can guarantee a small profit no matter who wins.

In this post, we will:

e Explain different odds formats (decimal and American).
e Show how to recognize arbitrage opportunities using implied probabilities.
e Illustrate how to calculate the stakes needed to ensure a profit regardless of the outcome.

We will keep things fun and a little bit technical. Let’s dive right in!

2 Sports Arbitrage

Sports arbitrage is a strategy where bettors exploit differences in odds offered by different bookmakers to
guarantee a profit, regardless of the event outcome. By carefully placing bets on all possible outcomes of a
sporting event with different bookmakers, you can “lock in” a profit due to discrepancies in odds.

2.1 Decimal Odds in Sports Betting

Decimal odds are one of the most popular ways to represent betting odds, commonly used in Europe, Canada,
and Australia. They provide a direct way to calculate potential payouts.

2.1.1 TUnderstanding Decimal Odds

Decimal odds represent the total payout for every unit bet, including the original stake:
Total Payout = Stake x Decimal Odds.

The profit is then:
Profit = Total Payout — Stake.

Example If the odds for a team to win are 2.5, and you place a $10 bet:
e Total Payout: 10 x 2.5 = 25
e Profit: 25 - 10 =15

This means a $10 bet would return $25 in total, with $15 as profit.
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Implied Probability Odds are often interpreted by their implied probability, i.e., how likely the bookmaker
believes an outcome is. For decimal odds x, the implied probability is:

1
p=_
T

For instance, if the odds are 2.5, the implied probability is 1/2.5 = 0.4 or 40%.

You might wonder why the implied probability is simply 1/2z. Suppose a bookmaker wanted to set “fair”
odds (in practice, they do not!). If you bet $1 on an event that wins with probability p, your net profit is
(xz — 1) dollars when you win (since your total payout is z, but you must subtract your $1 stake), and you
lose your $1 stake when the event does not occur (probability 1 — p). For the expected gain to be zero (fair
game), we require

p-(x—=1) + (1-p)-(=1) = 0.

Solving for p shows that
1

p=-.
x

Of course, real bookmakers don’t keep it fair and generally ensure that the sum of all implied probabilities
across outcomes exceeds 1, thereby building in a guaranteed margin for themselves!

Advantages of Decimal Odds
e Clarity: They directly show total return for each unit bet.
e Universal Format: Easy to compare different bets and bookmakers.

e Quick Conversion: Straightforward to calculate payouts and implied probabilities.

2.2 American Odds in Sports Betting

American odds, commonly used in the United States, can be positive (e.g., +200) or negative (e.g., -150).
They are centered around a $100 reference wager.

2.2.1 Positive American Odds

If the odds are positive (+200), it represents the profit you would make on a $100 wager.
e Odds: +200
e Profit for a $100 bet: $200
e Total payout: $300

General formula:

Total Payout = Stake x (1 + O;é?) .

For +150 and a $50 bet:

150
Total P t = 1+ —) =125.
otal Payout = 50 x < =+ 100) 5

2.2.2 Negative American Odds

If the odds are negative (—150), it represents how much you need to wager to win $100.
e Odds: -150
e Wager to win $100: $150

e Total payout: $250



General formula:

1
Total Payout = Stake x (1 + O<(i)35|) .

For -200 and a $50 bet:
100
Total P t =50 1+— ) =75.
otal Payou X ( + 200)

2.2.3 Implied Probability with American Odds

e For positive odds (+a«):

100
Implied Probability = .
mplied Probability = ———
e For negative odds (—f):
Implied Probability = 3 —1—5100'

Example

e For odds of +200:

100
Implied Probability = ——— = 0. . .
mplied Probability = - 100 0.3333 (33.33%)
e For odds of -150: 150
Implied Probability = ——— = 0.6 (60%).
mplied Probability = T=7-— (60%)

Advantages of American Odds
e Widely Used in the U.S.: A standard for most U.S. sportsbooks.

e Easy for Typical Wager Sizes: Quickly see how much you stand to win or must wager relative to
$100.

e Clear Connection to Stake vs. Profit: Ideal for those comfortable with U.S. betting norms.

2.3 Making Some Risk-Free Money
2.3.1 A Simple (Unrealistic) Example

Let’s look at a scenario that is unlikely in real life (because it would bankrupt a bookmaker!). Suppose a
bookmaker offers:

e Team A to win: +150

e Team B to win: —140
Consider betting:

e $100 on Team A

e 3140 on Team B
Total wagered: $240. Then:

1. If Team A wins, total return:

150
100 x (1 + 100) = $250 = Profit = $10.

2. If Team B wins, total return:
140 + 100 = $240 = No loss.

You either profit $10 or break even. But can we do better and lock in a guaranteed profit in both cases?



Guaranteeing Profit Yes! We do this by distributing the stakes so that your payout is the same whether
Team A wins or Team B wins. Suppose:

e Stake on Team A: x dollars

e Stake on Team B: y = 240 — z dollars

1
Payout if Team A wins = 2.5z, Payout if Team B wins = 1.714y (1.714 =~ 1+ %)

Set the payouts equal:
2.5x = 1.714(240 — x).

Solving yields = ~ 97.6, and y =~ 142.4. Plugging back in, each scenario returns about $244, guaranteeing a
$4 profit:
$244 — $240 = $4.

This is the essence of arbing: you're exploiting a mismatch in the odds.

2.3.2 A More Realistic Example

Now, suppose two different bookmakers post these odds:

Outcome Bookmaker 1 (Am. Odds) | Bookmaker 2 (Am. Odds)
Team A Wins +150 +130
Team B Wins -160 -140

Table 1: Example of Arbitrage Opportunity with Two Bookmakers

This scenario is basically the same as our unrealistic example: one can bet on Team A with Bookmaker
1 and on Team B with Bookmaker 2, then carefully size each bet to guarantee profit or at least break even.
In reality, arbing usually arises when one bookmaker’s odds are slightly better on Team A while a different
bookmaker’s odds are slightly better on Team B (often because they each have different internal models and
liabilities).

2.3.3 Implied Probability Setup
We can also check for arbitrage by looking at implied probabilities:
Bookmaker 1: p1, ps Bookmaker 2: q1, g2,

where p; is the implied probability for Team A, py for Team B (at Bookmaker 1), etc. In general, a single
bookmaker’s implied probabilities must sum to at least 1:

p1+p2>1 and q +q > 1

If p1 +p2 < 1, you can place bets in the exact ratio that forces a guaranteed profit. This scenario is rare for
a single bookmaker, but if different bookmakers have slightly inconsistent odds, you can sometimes find a
combination p; + g2 < 1 (or ps + ¢1 < 1), which again creates an arbitrage opportunity.

Why Does This Happen? Bookmakers are not coordinating their odds with each other; each updates
odds based on their own bettors’ activity, risk exposure, or even local biases (e.g., a local team is heavily
bet upon). Occasionally, a mismatch arises big enough that a clever bettor can exploit it.



3 Practical Thoughts

Is Arbing a Get-Rich-Quick Scheme? While arbitrage betting can theoretically generate consistent
profits, there are some real-world catches:

e Bookmakers track “sharp” bettors and may limit or ban accounts that only place arbitrage-style wagers.
e You may need a bankroll spread out across multiple sites.

e Odds move quickly, so you must be fast (or use special software) to lock in an arb before it disappears.

Legal & Ethical Considerations Always ensure you are legally allowed to place bets in your jurisdiction.
This often means verifying your location and age with sportsbooks. Also, some see arbing as “exploiting a
loophole,” though it’s simply using math to your advantage. Still, be aware of each bookmaker’s terms and
conditions.

4 Where to Place Your Bets (and Bonuses)

Below are a few well-known sportsbooks. Some may provide a sign-up bonus to new bettors, but these
bonuses come with specific terms (e.g. minimum odds, wagering requirements, time limits). Always double-
check their current offers:

DraftKings (offers a sign-up bonus for new users; see website for details).

FanDuel (often has promotional boosts and signup offers; check their terms).
e BetMGM (frequently provides sign-up bonuses or risk-free bets; T&Cs apply).

Bet365 (known for in-play betting; often features a welcome bonus).

e Caesars Sportsbook (may offer a bonus bet token or deposit match).

Keep in mind that the availability of each site—and their respective promotions—varies by country or
state.

5 Conclusion

Sports arbitrage is a perfect illustration of how you can leverage math (and a tiny bit of hustle) to lock in
profit across multiple outcomes. By analyzing discrepancies in decimal or American odds, converting them
to implied probabilities, and distributing your stakes precisely, you can theoretically guarantee a return.

However, always remember the practical challenges: changing odds, bookmaker restrictions, and the real-
world complexities of placing bets simultaneously on multiple platforms. Still, for those who enjoy a dash of
probability and a bit of strategic thinking, “arbing” is a fascinating corner of the sports betting world—and
might just earn you a few risk-free dollars.

Happy arbing, and as always, stay mathy!



