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	Here is something you rarely hear people admit: I am a dreadful gambler. Truly. Even when the odds appear to be in my favour, I still find a way to lose. Bet on red and black shows up. Back the favourite and brace yourself for a shock result. The truth is, though, I am not simply unlucky — this is the reality for almost everyone. There is a very good reason why casinos and bookmakers generate such enormous revenues: the odds are engineered to favour the house. In 2018 alone, Britain's gambling industry extracted £14.5 billion from customers. That figure is comparable to the entire GDP of several small nations, which tells you everything you need to know about whose side the system is on. The house always wins. That familiar old saying holds true — well, mostly. There is, in fact, one method that lets you beat those odds and pull money back from these highly profitable enterprises: matched betting.

	When I first came across matched betting, I was in the middle of researching ideas for a series of articles I was writing for Vice — specifically, I was looking into accessible ways of making money online. As I trawled through various websites and forums, matched betting kept appearing. My initial reaction was deep scepticism. It seemed far too good to be genuine, and I assumed it was just another scam. But the more I dug into it, the more logical it became. Matched betting is a technique that enables people to extract a guaranteed profit from bookmakers by exploiting their 'free bet' promotions. It works through a system of placing multiple bets in a way that minimises exposure and ensures any losses are offset, whatever the outcome happens to be. If that sounds like a lot to take in, do not worry — I felt exactly the same way at first. This chapter will walk you through everything you need to know, and once it clicks into place, it can turn out to be surprisingly profitable.

	Matched betting is not some recent invention. It has existed since the early 2000s, emerging alongside the rapid growth of online bookmakers in the UK. As competition between these operators intensified, free bet promotions became a key tool for standing out in an increasingly crowded market. Britain operates under some of the most permissive gambling regulations anywhere in the world, which explains why there are so many online bookmakers competing for customers. At present, roughly 80 different bookies are active in the UK, with more entering the market regularly. They all offer fundamentally the same service — different branding and website aesthetics aside — so free bet promotions became one of the primary ways to attract new punters. Simply signing up and wagering those free bets could bring in some money, but profit would never be certain since you would still need to predict the correct outcome of a match or event. What someone considerably more clever than me worked out some years ago, however, is that there is a method for turning these free bets into reliable profit — without gambling in any meaningful sense of the word, meaning no real financial risk and a genuine guaranteed return. Since then, matched betting has grown steadily in popularity and reach, appearing in broadsheet newspapers and community forums like Mumsnet alike, celebrated as an accessible and legitimate way of making money.

	So how does the whole thing actually work? The mechanics are straightforward, but you need to get your head around the underlying principles before you begin. The money is made by registering with bookmakers and taking advantage of their free bet promotions. That part you probably already figured out — but as I mentioned, simply placing those free bets and hoping for a favourable result will never guarantee a profit. The solution lies in using something called a betting exchange. Exchanges like Betfair and Smarkets function as marketplaces where bettors transact directly with one another rather than with the bookmaker. Unlike a traditional bookie, an exchange allows you not only to bet on a particular outcome occurring, but also to bet against it happening. This is known as a 'lay' bet, and it is the engine that converts free bets into guaranteed profit. By laying the correct amount against your free bet, you ensure a positive return no matter what the result turns out to be. This back-and-lay approach typically yields around 80 per cent of the free bet's face value as profit when executed correctly. One question that comes up constantly is why bookmakers continue to allow matched betting if it enables punters to make guaranteed returns. I put this to several bookmakers directly, but none were willing to go on record with an answer. One insider I spoke to, however, suggested that matched betting simply does not dent their overall profits significantly enough to be treated as a serious concern — and that, given how essential free bet promotions are for customer acquisition, there is relatively little they could do about it even if they wanted to.

	Let us walk through a practical example. Suppose a bookmaker is offering a £20 free sports bet to new sign-ups — a perfectly standard promotion you will encounter regularly. To guarantee a profit from that offer, you sign up to that bookmaker and also to a betting exchange such as Betfair or Smarkets, using the exchange to 'match' your bets. Typically, you will need to deposit and stake some of your own money at the bookmaker first in order to unlock the free bet, but by laying this initial stake at the exchange you can keep any opening loss to a minimum and lock in a net profit overall.

	Once registered, you need to select a sporting event to bet on. Football was always my preference, though other sports work perfectly well too. When choosing a game, pay close attention to the minimum odds stipulated in the offer's terms and conditions, as these differ between bookmakers. To ensure you are meeting those requirements and to simplify your calculations later on, switch the odds display to 'decimal' format within the bookmaker's settings. If you cannot locate this option, a quick Google search combining the bookmaker's name with 'decimal odds' will usually point you in the right direction. With that done, begin searching for a suitable match. When staking your deposit, you want to find a game where the odds at the bookmaker and at the exchange are as close together as possible, since a smaller gap means less money lost in the process. Tools like OddsMatcher can make this considerably easier. OddsMatcher — available in both paid and free versions — automatically scans bookmakers and exchanges to identify the most favourable odds combinations, saving you the effort of searching manually. Getting this step right matters: you will inevitably take a small loss on your initial deposit, and while the free bet will more than compensate for this, it is still sensible to keep that loss as small as possible. Once you have identified a suitable match, run the figures through an online matched betting calculator — there are plenty of free options available via a quick search — to confirm everything is in order. Set the calculator to 'normal' mode and verify that your initial deposit loss is minimal before placing your bet. After backing a particular outcome with the bookmaker — in football, this means a home win, away win, or draw — you then lay that same result at the exchange. For instance, if you have backed a home win with the bookmaker, you lay the home win at the exchange, which means you are effectively backing either a draw or an away win on that side.

	With your deposit staked, you can now claim your free bet. This is where things get interesting. A £20 free bet will often arrive as four separate £5 free bets, so place each one on the same event independently. For this stage, it is worth targeting odds above 3.0, as higher odds will maximise the proportion of the free bet you retain as profit. Keep in mind that higher odds also mean a greater liability at the exchange — that is, the amount you must hold in your exchange account to cover the lay bet. Use the same matched betting calculator as before, but this time switch it to 'free bet' mode to see what return you will achieve at different odds levels. Software like OddsMatcher can again help you identify the best available odds for maximising how much of the free bet you convert into profit.

	Once your bookmaker bet is placed, lay the result at the exchange as before, and that is essentially it — your profit is secured and you are ready to withdraw. Where the money ends up depends on the match result: if your bookmaker bet wins, collect your winnings there; if
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