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Casino Gambling Book

SECOND EDITION


Dear Reader:

Casinos are theme parks for adults. Everything about them is designed to transport you far away from everyday life, for a few hours anyway. You can't be a slave to the clock in a casino; there aren't any clocks. You don't have to worry about the weather; there are no windows to show you what nature is up to on the outside. From the moment you arrive to the moment you leave, you are a Very Important Person, and everyone from the doorman to the beverage server to the casino host to the dealer focuses on your comfort and enjoyment.

I am but a casual gambler myself. When I go to the casino, I spend as much time watching the other players and taking in the grand, celebratory atmosphere as I do placing wagers. But I admit to feeling a sort of smug satisfaction at being “in the know” about the various games, and this knowledge adds to my enjoyment when I watch others play.

It is my hope that this book will allow you, too, to savor the feeling of being “in the know” the next time you find yourself on the gaming floor.













To Bear



Someday I'll beat you at poker
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Top Ten Ways to Get the Most Out of Your Gambling Experience



	Know the difference between games of chance and games of skill.

	Understand the house edge on each game you play.

	Study strategies for improving your chances of winning.

	Practice to improve your skills.

	Set a reasonable gambling budget and stick with it.

	Establish goals for your winnings and limits for your losses.

	Avoid sucker bets.

	Don't let alcohol, fatigue, or other factors impair your judgment.

	Know where to get help if you think you have a gambling problem.

	Treat gambling as a recreational pastime and have fun with it.










Foreword

► AS A WRITER, EDITOR, AND PUBLISHER in the gambling field for some thirty-five years, I have often been asked, “What is the secret to winning at gambling?” The answer is really quite simple, and, if you think about it, you will realize it is the same answer to any question regarding succeeding in life: available and usable information. The secret of this little book, which covers so many topics, is that the author presents the right kind of information. Of course, there is another way to profit from gambling not covered here, and that is to go to the biggest casino of all, the New York Stock Exchange, and invest in some of the many public companies that own and operate casinos.

This book provides not only the essential information for winning at those games that can be beaten, but also offers solid advice for those games that cannot be beaten, except by Lady Luck herself. Along with nuggets of valuable information, this book gives essential guidance for developing the proper attitude on handling yourself in the tempting and somewhat terrifying atmosphere of a public gambling establishment.

For those who develop a problem with gambling, there are references in this book to places where you can seek help. If you have difficulties with anyone in a public gaming hall, you will find guidance for lodging a complaint, if that is necessary.

When you have thoroughly digested this primer for beginners, there are reference sources listed for books, periodicals, and even Web sites where you can find much more detail as you find those games that grab your interest the most.

This book covers all of the classic games and gaming activities that you can participate in, in a public facility. A few of the games are relatively new and some are not played in every casino. Some of the new games, and many that are still seeking their public, will not be around in the distant future. Even the venerable slot machines of the past end up in collector's hands, as casinos seek out new and innovative games to attract a wider audience and improve their bottom line. At this moment in time, poker has captured the fancy of the public through the wide reach of television, and learning how to play correctly can result in life-changing winnings, like hitting the lottery or a megabucks slots jackpot.

Few activities in life provide the kinds of thrills that gaming does. Few moments are more exciting than playing a hot craps table, the homestretch run at the track, or the final minutes of a big football or basketball game — when you have some money on the result. Public gaming provides safe environments in a dangerous world, where you can escape the problems of ordinary living. There is only one danger in a casino … losing your money. This book will give you the best start on protecting your money and betting it wisely. Avoid the bets with a large house edge, ration your daily risk amounts, and don't let alcohol or other distractions keep you from playing your best game. If you stay within your own limits for acceptable losses and play the games that give you the best chance of winning, you will always find your gambling experiences fun and sometimes rewarding.

— Stanley Roberts








Introduction
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 ALTHOUGH WIDESPREAD LEGALIZED GAMBLING is a relatively recent phenomenon in the United States, humans have been gambling in one form or another for thousands of years. Ancient Egyptians played games with dice. The Hun Dynasty in China is credited with devising keno and using the proceeds to build the Great Wall. The earliest European explorers observed American Indians playing games of chance or betting on the outcome of games of skill.

But until just a few decades ago, Americans' gambling options. were limited to the bright lights of Las Vegas, horse tracks, or the seamy underground of illegal betting. A handful of states had lotteries, and sometimes you could get hold of an Irish Sweepstakes ticket, but for the most part gambling was the milieu of only two kinds of people: wealthy Vegas high rollers and street hustlers who lured the naive into three-card monte or fixed craps games in dark alleys.

Today, legalized gambling is a $54 billion a year industry, employing about 1 million people and pumping hundreds of millions of dollars into the economy through payroll, vendor spending, and taxes. Americans today have more gambling options than our parents ever dreamed of, from instant scratch-off tickets at the corner convenience store to Vegas-style casinos that sprang up seemingly overnight in what used to be cornfields. No longer does the average American have to plan a trip to Las Vegas or Atlantic City to put his or her luck to the test. Gambling in one form or another is legal and available in every state except Hawaii and Utah.

Thirty-nine states and the District of Columbia have lotteries. Some states offer video lottery games in bars and restaurants, and others have added video lottery terminals — sometimes called “virtual slots” — to horse and dog racetracks, creating so-called “racinos.” Several states have riverboat casinos, off-track betting parlors, high-stakes bingo halls, or full-fledged casinos owned by American Indian tribes.

Attitudes toward gambling have undergone a major shift as well. The occasional flutter at the slots, the blackjack table, or the racetrack is no longer widely considered even slightly wicked. Commercial casinos alone drew more than 51 million visitors in 2002, and according to a recent survey commissioned by the American Gaming Association, 85 percent of American adults think gambling is an acceptable activity for themselves and/or others. In fact, four of every five respondents view casino gambling as “a fun night out,” the equivalent of going out to dinner or to the movies.

All the new gambling venues and the cornucopia of games they offer can make gambling in the twenty-first century a bewildering proposition for the novice. But armed with an understanding of how the games work, even the rawest gambler can be confident of enjoying the thrill of playing — and occasionally beating — the odds.
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 What Are the Odds?


Gambling is a numbers game, whether you're playing with dice or cards or spinning a roulette wheel. The savvy player bases his or her wagers on knowledge of the game and an understanding of the odds for that game. Armed with this information, you can make better choices at the gaming table, bump up your win rate, and perhaps even turn an enjoyable pastime into a profitable hobby.


What the Odds Mean

Odds are a mathematical calculation of the likelihood of a given outcome. For example, when you toss a fair coin, there are two possible outcomes: the coin will land either heads up or tails up. The likelihood of it landing heads up is 1 in 2. If you wager that a coin will land heads up, you have a fifty-fifty chance of winning the bet.

Figuring out odds is a relatively simple proposition. All you need to know is the total number of possible outcomes. When you toss one coin, there are two possible outcomes. When you toss two coins, there are four possible outcomes: both will land heads up, both will land tails up, the first coin will land heads up and the second coin will land tails up, or the first coin will land tails up and the second coin will land heads up.

Calculating the Odds

The easiest way to calculate this when more than one item is involved is to figure out the possible outcomes for one item — the coin — and multiply the outcomes for each item. So, in our two-coin example, multiply the possible outcomes of one coin (2) by the total number of outcomes for the second coin (2) to get the total possible number of outcomes (4).

Consider rolling a pair of dice, for instance. Each die has six faces, so there are six possible outcomes when you roll one die. If you roll two dice, the number of possible outcomes grows to thirty-six (6 × 6 = 36). If you roll three dice, you suddenly have 216 possible outcomes (6 × 6 = 36 × 6 = 216).

Outcomes and Probability

Once you figure out the possible outcomes, you can determine the probability of any one outcome or series of outcomes occurring. For example, in craps, you can bet that the dice will come up “any craps,” which is a 2, a 3, or a 12. There is only one way to roll a 2 with a pair of dice, and there is only one way to roll a 12. But there are two ways to roll a 3: the first die comes up 1 and the second die comes up 2, or the first die comes up 2 and the second die comes up 1. Thus, there are four possible ways to roll a craps out of thirty-six possible combinations, and the probability of rolling a craps is expressed as a percentage: 4 (the number of possible craps combinations)/36 (the total possible combinations)= 1/9, or 11 percent.
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In mathematics, probability is often expressed as a value between zero and one — 0.42, for example. But most of us think of probability as a percentage, with an outcome more likely as its probability approaches 100 percent. To convert mathematical probability values to percentages, move the decimal point two places to the right. Thus, 0.42 becomes 42 percent.



You can use this formula to figure out the probability of virtually any outcome in virtually any game, and to figure out changes in probability. In a single-deck blackjack game, for example, the probability of drawing a given card changes according to how many cards have already been dealt and what those cards are. Suppose there are three players, plus the dealer, at the blackjack table. There are fifty-two cards in the deck, including four aces and sixteen cards that have a value of ten — the 10, jack, queen, and king of hearts, diamonds, spades, and clubs. Assuming you're the first player to receive a card, the odds of you getting an ace as your first card are 4 in 52, or about 7.5 percent (4/52 = .076 = 7.6 percent).

The odds of you getting a 10-value card first are 16 in 52, or about 31 percent (16/52 = .307 = 30.7 percent). The odds change after the first round of cards is dealt. We've got three players plus the dealer in our example, so the first round consists of four cards. Let's say those four cards are a 10, a king, an ace, and another king. Now, let's figure the odds for the second round. The deck now consists of forty-eight cards, including three aces and thirteen 10 value cards. The odds of getting an ace as your second card are now 3 in 48, or 6.25 percent (3/48 = .0625 = 6.25 percent). The odds of getting a 10-value card as your second card are 13 in 48, or 27 percent (13/48 = .270 = 27 percent).


Games of Chance

Games of chance are those where the outcome of each event is independent, like the flip of a coin. In casinos, roulette, craps, bingo, keno, and slots are games of chance; the result of a spin of the roulette wheel, a toss of the dice, the drawing of bingo or keno numbers, or one pull of a slot arm is not affected by anything that happened before, nor does it influence anything in the future. The odds of any given outcome in a game of chance are exactly the same every time.

That means, of course, that there's nothing you can do as a player to improve the odds of a specific outcome. In these games, the only way to “bet smart” is to place your bets based on the probability of a given outcome. In craps, for example, you know that the probability of the roller throwing a 2, 3, or 12 is about 11 percent; the probability of the roller tossing a 7, however, is about 17 percent.
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In games of chance, there will inevitably be streaks. Just as you can flip a coin ten times and end up with ten straight heads, you might encounter streaks of the same outcome in craps, roulette, keno, or bingo, where the same numbers seem to come up time after time. Don't be fooled into seeing a pattern in these streaks; they are just as random as the outcomes themselves.



Some casino card games also are games of chance, if they don't allow players to make any decisions that can improve their odds of winning. Casino war is a game of chance — you win or lose solely depending on how the cards turn up. Some experts consider three-card poker a game of skill, but chance plays a bigger role than skill; your odds of winning depend on the draw of the cards, and the only choice you can make is whether to fold or to play your hand against the dealer's hand. There's no skill involved beyond knowing how the hands are ranked in three-card poker.

The games of chance at most casinos are:

Money wheel (Big 6, Wheel of Fortune)

Baccarat

Craps

Roulette

Sic bo

Slots

Keno

Bingo

Casino war

Three-card poker
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Don't be taken in by “sure-fire” systems to win at games of chance. Games of chance are random, independent events, and there is no such thing as a system to beat these games. The people hawking such schemes are making their money from naive gamblers, not from using their own “sure-fire” methods.




Games of Skill

In games of skill, your knowledge of and proficiency at the game can greatly influence your odds of winning. Blackjack and most variations of poker fall into this category, and the better you are at these games, the more likely you are to win in the long run. In blackjack, for example, understanding and following what is known as basic strategy can significantly improve your chances of leaving the table a winner. Likewise, your win rate at the poker table should improve as you gain experience, if you make wise choices when it comes to betting and deciding which hands to play and which to throw away.

Games of skill at the typical casino are:

Blackjack

Caribbean Stud poker

Pai Gow poker

Red Dog or Acey Deucy poker

Let It Ride poker

Video poker

Video blackjack

Horseracing

Sports betting

It should be noted that Caribbean Stud, Pai Gow, Red Dog, and Let It Ride poker involve less skill than the other games listed here. Knowledge of these games, your choices as a player, and the odds accompanying those choices can make you a better player and slightly improve your chances of winning. However, these games have house edges that most experts consider unbeatable over the long haul.

Horseracing and sports betting are games of skill because your level of knowledge and understanding directly influence your choices. The more you know about racing or sports, the more often you will make winning selections. If you rely on hunches and gut feelings, you're more likely to lose when you wager.


Classes of Gaming

In 1988, to clarify the rights of state governments and federally recognized American Indian tribal governments when it comes to gambling activities, Congress passed the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act, or IGRA. Among other things, IGRA divides gambling into three classes of games and sets out regulatory responsibilities for the tribal, state, and federal governments.

Class I Games

Class I games are described in IGRA as social or charitable games, such as bingo nights sponsored by churches or fire departments, where prizes have minimal value, and social, traditional; or ceremonial games conducted by tribes as part of their cultural activities. Many states have laws that limit charitable casino gaming in terms of admission fees, total prize pools, frequency, and other factors. Tribal Class I games are regulated by the tribes themselves; the states have no authority to restrict or regulate Class I tribal gaming.

Class II Games

Class II games are those in which you play against other players instead of against the house. Generally, there are no government-imposed limits on entry fees or prize pools. High-stakes bingo, poker clubs, and card rooms where the operator does not “bank” the games are all Class II operations. Pull-tabs and scratch-off tickets — especially these types of games offered at tribal gaming facilities or retail outlets — also are considered Class II games. At tribal gaming facilities, such as bingo halls and card rooms, the tribal government and the federal government are responsible for regulating and ensuring regulatory compliance of the games.

Class III Games

Class III games are all games that don't fit the definitions of Class I or Class II games. Typically, Class III games pit the player against the house, or casino operator. Blackjack is a Class III game because your opponent is the dealer, or the house. Poker is not Class III because your opponents are the other players; the dealer is simply an employee who facilitates the game.

Virtually all table games and slot machines in both bricks-and-mortar establishments and online casinos are Class III games and are subject to extensive regulation and oversight by various levels of government. Some electronic bingo games, which look like their slot machine cousins, are designated as Class II games because of the way the game is structured. But in most cases, slot machines — whether they're the traditional one-armed bandits or the new-fangled cashless gaming machines — are considered Class III games.

Tribal casinos are governed by legally binding agreements, called “compacts,” between the state and tribal governments, with approval of the federal government. These compacts spell out everything from background checks and licensing requirements for employees to the way games are run, minimum payouts, and other minute details. As of this writing, there are 178 tribal-state gaming compacts in force in the United States, involving twenty-three states and 160 tribes.


Playing Against the House

Casinos and other gambling establishments are in business to make money. They do this by altering their payouts from true odds to casino odds, guaranteeing them a percentage of every wager. The difference between true odds and casino odds is called “the house edge” or “the house advantage”; it's also known as a “vigorish” or “vig.” The house edge varies from game to game. It can be as low as 1.1 percent or as high as 40 percent, depending on the game and the type of bet.

Casino Odds Versus True Odds

Roulette offers a prime example of the difference between true odds and casino odds. On an American roulette wheel, there are thirty-eight pockets. The odds of any given number coming up on any given spin are 37 to 1. But when you bet on a given number, the casino only pays out 35 to 1 if you win.

Say you bet $1 on each number, for a total wager of $38. For the winning number, you'll be paid $35, plus you'll get your $1 back on that particular number, for a total of $36. So, even when you bet on every available number, you lose $2. That's the house edge: 2/38, or 5.26 percent — the difference between true odds and casino odds.

If this seems too abstract, imagine wagering on the flip of a coin. As discussed already, there are two possible outcomes — heads or tails — in a coin toss, so the probability for either one occurring is 50 percent. Let's say you bet $10 that the coin will land heads up. But instead of receiving even money — $10 in addition to your original $10 wager — you get only $9 for winning. The $1 difference is the house edge, in this case a healthy 10 percent for the house.

The chart on page 9 illustrates some typical house edges on common casino games.

Games of chance usually have the highest house edges. In land-based bingo games, for example, the prizes awarded usually total around 75 percent of the total money taken in; the house keeps the remaining 25 percent to cover expenses and profits. Keno also has a high house edge, typically paying out only 50 percent to 78 percent of what it takes in. In games of chance, you don't have much control over the house edge. The best you can do is try to shave the edge by learning which bets are most advantageous for you and avoiding the “sucker bets” — the wagers with overwhelmingly high house advantages.









	Game
	Type of Bet
	House Edge





	Baccarat
	Banker
	1.17 percent



	Baccarat
	Player
	1.36 percent



	Big 6
	$1
	11.11 percent



	Big 6
	$5 or $20
	22.22 percent



	Blackjack
	Playing basic strategy
	0.6 percent or lower(in a 6-deck game)



	Caribbean Stud
	—
	5.22 percent



	Casino war
	Bet on ties
	18.65 percent



	Casino war
	Surrender on ties
	3.7 percent



	Craps
	Pass/Come
	1.41 percent



	Craps
	Any craps
	11.11 percent



	Craps
	Proposition bets
	11.11 percent to 16.67 percent



	Let It Ride
	—
	3.51 percent



	Pai Gow
	—
	2.5 percent



	Acey Deucy/Red Dog
	—
	2.69 percent



	Roulette
	Double-zero wheel
	5.26 percent



	Sic bo
	—
	2.78 percent to 47.22 percent



	Slots
	Nickels
	15 percent*



	Slots
	Quarters
	10 percent*



	Slots
	$1
	8 percent*



	Slots
	$5
	5 percent*



	Three-card poker
	Pair plus
	2.32 percent



	Three-card poker
	Ante plus play
	1.46 percent





* These are approximations only. Odds for slots may vary greatly according to the individual casino, the type of machine, and payout tables.

— Indicates that house edge is the same for any bet.

Games of skill, like blackjack and many variations of poker, have lower house edges, usually around 5 percent, and savvy gamblers have more opportunities to trim that edge. Players who follow recommended playing strategies and money management techniques can reduce the house edge on these games to less than 1 percent or even turn the odds in their favor. Knowledge, skill, and discipline are every player's best weapons in fighting the house edge, whatever your game of choice may be.
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Payout odds are expressed as either “to” or “for.” When the ratio is 3 to 1, that means you get your original wager back, plus triple that amount in winnings. When the ratio is 3 for 1, it means you get triple the amount you wagered, but you do not get your original wager back. In this case, your actual winnings are only two-thirds what they would be on a 3-to-1 bet.



House Edge Versus Hold

The house edge is not the same as the “hold.” The hold is the percentage of money won from players by the casino, and this can vary wildly from day to day, and even from shift to shift. For illustration, suppose the casino sells $10,000 in chips during a twenty-four-hour period. At the end of that period, the casino has $5,000 in chips; the rest of the chips have been cashed in by players. In this case, the casino's hold is 50 percent.

The built-in house advantage on all types of wagers is designed to ensure that the casino always takes in more money than it pays out in winnings. No matter how well you play most games (blackjack and poker are exceptions), if you play long enough, the house edge will catch up with you, and the casino's hold is virtually assured. Fortunately for the casinos, relatively few players either follow recommended strategy or bother to understand the effects of the house edge. As a result, the casinos' real return — the amount players actually lose — can be ten times or more the expected return from the house edge.

Add-on Bets

Lots of popular casino games offer additional bets, ostensibly to add a little extra excitement to the action. In blackjack, the add-on is the insurance bet; in craps, it's the “crapless craps” bet; in American roulette, it's the five-number bet. The house edge for almost all add-on bets is high, sometimes absurdly so. The insurance bet in blackjack carries a house edge of about 6 percent. The tie bet in baccarat has a 14 percent house edge, and the side bet in Caribbean Stud poker has a house edge of more than 25 percent. Though these offerings seem to add some spice, experts recommend ignoring the gimmicks and concentrating on the game. The add-on bets are almost always sucker bets and should be avoided.
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There seems to be a direct correlation between luck and skill, or knowledge, on the gaming floor. According to many experts, a large percentage of gambling losses can be attributed to poor playing decisions, poor execution of strategies, and failure to have a money management plan. The more you know about the games you play, the better prepared you are to “bet smart,” and the more likely you are to go home a winner.




Playing Against Other Players

In games like poker, your money is matched against money from other players instead of against the casino's money. The casino or card room makes its profit by taking a percentage of the pot, called the “rake.” Parimutuel systems, like those used in horse and dog racing, also pool the wagers of all bettors; the track or betting parlor takes a cut from the pooled bets to cover its expenses and profit, and divides the remainder among the winners. Other games in which you compete against other gamblers rather than the house include bingo, keno, and state lotteries.

There is no house edge to consider when your opponents are other players. Instead, your level of skill and experience — as well as some luck — determine your win rate. Because the house takes the rake from the total pot, in which all the players' money is pooled, you can think of it as a service fee for the house. The house is hosting the game, providing space, equipment, and personnel, and you and the other players are paying the house for that service.
[image: illustration]







2




[image: illustration]
 Keno


Some serious gamblers turn up their noses at keno, disdainful of its high house edge, the lack of skill involved, and its relatively slow pace. But for those who are looking for a relaxing game of chance that requires little study, no practice, and a small wager, while offering the potential for a large payout, keno is just the ticket. Like playing the lottery or buying scratch-off tickets, keno can provide a good hour or two of entertainment without breaking your budget.


History of Keno

Keno is one of the oldest documented games of chance in human history. According to ancient writings, the game was invented around 200 B.C. by a Chinese warlord named Cheung Leung. His city had been at war for many years; his army was running out of supplies and armament, and the city treasury was virtually empty. Residents of the city, weary of the long years of violent conflict, refused to contribute any more to the war effort. Desperate to raise money, Cheung Leung created a game of chance wherein people could select characters from the Chinese alphabet and win money if their character was pulled in a random drawing. This new game was so popular that Cheung Leung was able to raise more than enough money to supply his army, and the city was saved from financial and military ruin.
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Cheung Leung's game became known as the “white pigeon game” because carrier pigeons were used to communicate the results of the drawings among far-flung cities and villages. The game gained such widespread popularity that its proceeds paid for the construction of the Great Wall of China.



In the mid 1800s, Chinese immigrants who flocked to the United States to help build railroads in the West brought their age-old game with them, and it became known as “Chinese lottery.” For years, though it was illegal under U.S. antigambling laws, the Chinese-American community kept the game alive. At some point, probably to make the game more enticing to non-Chinese, the field of Chinese characters was replaced with a field of numbers, and people chose which numbers they thought would be pulled in the drawing.

When Nevada legalized gambling in 1931, the law still barred lotteries. But the new gambling halls recognized the potentially huge profitability of Chinese lottery, so to get around the prohibition, they changed the name of the game to “horserace keno.” Under this new name, the numbers ostensibly represented horses, and gamblers bet on which horse would win the “race” — that is, which number or numbers would be pulled. Eventually, when lotteries were legalized, the game's name was shortened to “keno.” But the “horserace” association persists even today. Most casinos refer to individual drawings as “races,” and if you play more than one game with the same numbers, you are said to be playing a “multirace” ticket.


The Object of Keno

Keno may be the most familiar game in the casino because it so closely resembles the state lotteries that many people play. The object of keno is to choose one or more numbers out of a field of 1 to 80 that match the numbers drawn during a race or a series of races. Payouts are determined by a number of factors, including how many of your numbers match the drawn numbers, how much you wagered, and whether you wagered for the regular rate or a special rate. Keno is strictly a game of chance, which means there is no particular strategy or method of play that will affect the odds of winning.


How to Play Keno

If you've ever played a state lottery, you know how to play keno. In fact, the numbers game known as “lottery” is based on keno, although there are some differences between the modern versions of these two games. In lottery, you choose a fixed set of numbers to play — five numbers plus a bonus number, for example — and that fixed set must be the same as the set of numbers pulled in the drawing. To win the jackpot, you have to match every number in the drawing.

In keno, you can choose how many numbers you want to play in a given game, usually between one and fifteen numbers. Each keno race pulls twenty numbers, and you only have to match fifteen of the twenty numbers drawn to win the jackpot. As with the lottery, the thrill of keno lies in the possibility of winning a huge, life-changing sum of money in exchange for a nominal wager. It's not uncommon for keno jackpots to be in the tens of thousands of dollars.
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The Internal Revenue Service requires casinos to file a W2-G form — the form on which gambling winnings are reported — on all net keno winnings of $1,500 or more. You'll have to provide two forms of identification to the casino, usually a driver's license and social security card. If you don't have identification with you, the casino will probably withhold federal income taxes from your winnings.



You also can win smaller amounts by matching fewer of the numbers drawn. Payout schedules vary from casino to casino, but at some places you can even win your wager back by matching none of the drawn numbers. These are called “special pay rates,” and they may not be available at all keno lounges. Check your casino's keno brochure or ask keno personnel.

The Keno Ticket

The keno ticket is a piece of paper with two blocks of forty numbers each — 1 through 40 on the top half of the ticket, and 41 through 80 on the bottom half. To select your numbers, simply mark them with an “X” on the ticket.

At the top or along the side of the ticket are areas for you to indicate your wager per game, how many games you want to play, and the total wager for the ticket. If you want to play the same numbers for five games and you want to bet $1 per game, for instance, the total wager for the ticket will be $5.

Also at the top or side of the ticket is a box to indicate how many numbers, or “spots,” you want to play. If you play four numbers, it's called a “four-spot ticket”; if you play ten numbers, it's called a “ten-spot ticket.” You also indicate here whether you want to play combinations of numbers (explained in the following section) or special rates, if these are available at your casino.
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 A typical keno ticket. The boxes for listing spots played, number of games, etc., may be on the top of the ticket as shown here or down one side, usually to the right. Some tickets don't label the area but simply provide a blank area for you to note your choices.

Keno Lounges

Keno lounges provide supplies of tickets, black crayons for marking, and brochures explaining rules, payouts and special rates, or betting options. These lounges usually have rows of seats facing the keno counter, with small desktops on the arms with the supplies you'll need and a place to set a drink. A large LED board behind or to the side of the keno counter displays the current game number and lights up the numbers as they are drawn. The last number drawn in a given game will usually flash several times to alert players that the game is over.

Keno Runners

Virtually every casino has keno runners who roam the property to collect tickets and wagers from patrons who are playing other games or sitting in the restaurant or coffee shop. You fill out your ticket the same way you would at the keno lounge. The keno runner takes the ticket and your money to a keno writer to place your bet, then returns to you with a computer-generated ticket that shows which numbers you have selected and which games your numbers are good for. Monitors around the casino — either smaller versions of the board in the keno lounge or television screens — let you track which game is being played and which numbers have been drawn.
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Always check the ticket you receive from the keno operator for the correct wager, game or series of games, and numbers selected. Most casinos have a policy absolving them of responsibility for incorrectly entered tickets, so it's up to you to make sure you're getting what you asked for.



The Catch

Any number you match is called a “catch.” Rules vary on how many catches you need to win any money, and the number of catches is usually tied to how many numbers you select. For example, if you play fifteen numbers, you usually have to catch six to win any money. If you play six numbers, you have to catch three to win your wager back. Sometimes on special games, you can win your money back even if you don't catch any numbers. Check the keno brochure or ask keno personnel for the house's payout rules.

Selecting Your Numbers

Keno, like the lottery, is a game of pure chance. Any given number in any given race has the same chance of being drawn, no matter what happened in the drawing before. The odds of, for example, the number 5 being drawn in this game are 79 to 1, and theoretically those are the odds of the number 5 being drawn in the next game.

However, mathematical purists will note that computer programs to generate random numbers — which is how most keno games are operated — sometimes have flaws that skew the actual results. But the average bettor should assume each number is indeed randomly drawn. Operate from this assumption, and you can view keno as an entertaining way to pass the time without succumbing to wild (and baseless) theories of probability.




[image: illustration]



Some keno experts advise you to play fewer numbers because the likelihood of catching two numbers out of twenty is better than that of catching four numbers out of twenty. While this is true, keep in mind that payouts are proportionally smaller the fewer numbers you play.



When you play keno, you should play whatever numbers you like, based on whatever rationale you like. For example, you might want to play the birthdays of everyone in your family, or the number of pets you have, or the number of letters in your first and last names.

Some people like to play the numbers that came up in the last game, because sometimes it seems as though one or two numbers keep turning up in consecutive games. Others like to play back-to-back numbers, such as 4 and 5 or 42 and 43, because it seems that consecutive pairs are drawn fairly regularly. Choose whatever pattern appeals to you, but remember that the probability of any given number being drawn in any given game is exactly the same each and every time.


Single Games and Multirace Games

At most casinos, you must claim your winnings on an individual game before the next game begins. Usually you have about five minutes between the end of one game and the beginning of the next. If you don't turn your winning ticket in on time, you forfeit any winnings you might have had.

Because many casino patrons don't want to spend their time standing in line for individual keno race tickets, most casinos offer multirace tickets. You have to play the same numbers for a series of consecutive games, usually between two and twenty races, and usually you can't claim any winnings until the last race in your series is finished. You also pay at least the minimum for each race. On a $1 game, you'll pay $20 for a twenty-race ticket; on a $5 game, you'll pay $100 for a twenty-race ticket. As with the individual games, you may have to claim your winnings immediately after the last race in your series ends. Check with keno personnel to find out what the casino's policy is.
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If you don't want to sit in the keno lounge to keep track of the game and claim your winnings immediately, play a multirace ticket instead. This gives you time to explore other areas of the casino before returning to the keno lounge to see whether you've won.



Most casinos also offer something called “walk away keno,” “play and stray keno,” or “keno to go.” With this option, you play the same numbers on twenty-one games or more — up to as many as 999 games — and you usually have up to a year to claim any winnings. So, for example, you could go to the casino in March, buy a ticket for fifty keno races, go home, return to the casino at Thanksgiving, then turn in your ticket at the keno counter and collect any winnings you might have earned from the March races. Check with keno personnel for your casino's rules on this option.


How to Bet Keno

Casinos have developed different ways to place wagers on keno to add variety and interest to the game. These variations have virtually no effect on your odds of winning any given race, but they do give you more bang for your buck, because there are several ways to win at least some money. Also, many of the variations allow you to bet less than the straight minimum, so they can be a good way to stretch your gambling dollar.

Straight Bets

A straight keno ticket is just like a lottery ticket. You pick the individual numbers you want to play and wait to see whether you catch any in the drawing. You can play as many numbers as you like, up to the casino's maximum, usually fifteen. You might be able to play more numbers at some casinos or on special games, but no matter what the player's limit is, only twenty numbers are drawn in a keno race.

On straight tickets, you must place at least the minimum wager for each race. The minimum bet can range from seventy cents to $2, depending on the casino. The keno brochure will tell you what the minimum and maximum wagers are.
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 This is a one-way, six-spot ticket, written 1/6.

Way Bets

Way tickets group the numbers you've selected into sets, which gives you more ways to win — hence the name. If you select six numbers, you can separate those six numbers into three groups of two numbers each. This gives you four different ways to win: a straight bet, plus the three groups. It's the equivalent of playing four separate tickets.

For example, say you decide to play 7, 15, 27, 39, 56, and 68. If you only catch two numbers, you probably won't win anything, since most casinos require a catch of three on a six-spot ticket. But if you pair these numbers — 7 and 15; 27 and 39; and 56 and 68 — and one of these pairs is a catch, you will win something.

To mark your ticket for way bets, circle the numbers you want to pair. Note that the numbers don't have to be consecutive in order for you to group them together; all you have to do is draw a circle that includes the numbers you have marked with an X, and the keno writer will ignore any numbers that aren't marked. At the top or side of the ticket, indicate the “ways” you want to bet. For our example, we have a one-way, six-spot bet, written 1/6, and three two-spot bets, written 3/2. You must mark both of these on your ticket in order to get paid. Always check your ticket carefully to make sure keno personnel have recorded the bet you intended to make.
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 By grouping the six numbers into three sets, you create a one-way, six-spot ticket (written 1/6), and a three-way, two-spot ticket (written 3/2).

The advantage of way betting is that, at most casinos, you can play way tickets for half or less of the regular minimum bet. So, if the minimum is $1 on a straight ticket, a five-way ticket will cost only $2.50 instead of $5. Alternatively, some casinos will let you pay the straight minimum on a way ticket, effectively reducing the cost of betting on each way. If you pay $1 on a five-way ticket, you are wagering only twenty cents on each way.
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Most casinos require that way bets be divided into equal sets of numbers. If you want to play fifteen numbers, you could divide your numbers into three groups of five, five groups of three, or seven groups of two; you can have one leftover number, but you can't have six groups of two and one group of three.
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 Out of the three groups of two spots, we can create three groups of four spots: 12-13-36-37, 12-13-63-64, and 36-37-63-64. Now we have a one-way six-spot, three-way two-spot, and three-way four-spot ticket, written 1/6, 3/2, 3/4.

Combination Way Bets

Combination way bets give you even more ways to win on the same ticket, by combining the ways you already selected. It may sound complicated, but it's really just another method of grouping your numbers.

In our previous example, you chose six numbers to play, and then separated those numbers into three groups of two. In a combination way bet, you link those three groups together. Let's call the original pair group A, group B, and group C. You're going to combine those couples into three sets of four numbers each: A and B, A and C, B and C. Now we have a three-way, four-spot ticket, written 3/4, to add to our one-way, six-spot wager, and our three-way, two-spot wager. And there are now seven possible ways to win on this ticket.
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 This is a 190-way 8-spot ticket. Each group of four numbers works with every other set, and you use all eighty numbers.

Casino rules on way tickets and combination way tickets vary, but many places let you play up to a 190-way, eight-spot ticket. On this ticket, you divide all eighty numbers into groups of four, either vertically or in two-by-two squares, and each group of numbers can be combined with any other group of numbers to produce a winning ticket. You'll get a steep per-way discount on this type of bet; if you were required to pay $1 per way on this ticket, one race would cost you $190, and most keno players wouldn't pay that much for a single race. So the casino will charge perhaps ten cents per way on a 190-way ticket, making the single-race cost a much more affordable $19.


Variations and Special Games

Most keno operators offer a menu of special options, again to infuse the basic game with more variety and interest. Some of the more common options include betting catch-alls, top/bottom or left/right, or edges. Most of these options have special payout rates, and they may have different minimum bets.

A catch-all ticket allows you to select a small set of numbers, say three to six numbers, and offers bigger-than-normal payouts if you catch all the numbers you selected. For example, on a $3 bet, a six-spot catchall might pay you as much as $16,000. Such a huge payoff on such a small investment naturally appeals to the gambler, but remember that the house edge on keno — and especially on high-payout options — is incredibly high, so your odds of actually winning are quite slim.

As always, you have to mark your ticket, usually with “CA,” if you want this betting option. Catch-all bets usually cannot be made on the same ticket as a way or combination bet.

Most casinos allow you to play top/bottom or left/right tickets. In these options, the ticket is divided into two groups of forty numbers each; you bet whether most of the numbers drawn will fall on the top or bottom, or on the left or right. Generally, you have to catch thirteen of the twenty drawn numbers on the half you selected to win.

Some casinos also allow you to place an “edges” bet. This is when you mark all thirty-two numbers along the top, bottom, and side edges. House rules determine how many you need to catch on this ticket to win. Ask keno personnel or look for it in the casino's keno brochure.
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Some casinos offer a variation called “stud keno.” This is a progressive jackpot game, where the top prize keeps growing until someone wins it. The jackpot contribution may be a percentage of total wagers on each individual game, a flat amount per hour or day, or any of a number of methods decided by the house. Keno personnel can tell you whether they offer this game and any special rules, such as minimum bets, attached to it.




General Odds

Keno has the highest house edge — and therefore the worst odds for the gambler — of virtually any game at the casino. At a minimum, the house will keep 22 percent of every keno dollar wagered. Sometimes the house edge is as much as 50 percent, making it a very poor wager for the player.

Various mathematicians have calculated the odds of matching the numbers you play against the numbers drawn in a given keno race, and the odds grow exponentially with the amount of numbers you select. For example, if you play one number, the odds of that number being among the twenty drawn are about 3 to 1. If you play two numbers, the odds of matching one number are a little more than 1.5 to 1, but the odds of matching both numbers are nearly 16 to 1. Play five numbers, and the odds of matching all five leap to 1,550 to 1; play ten numbers, and the odds of matching all ten explode to 8.9 million to 1. Your odds of matching 15 numbers — the amount required at most casinos to win really big money — are less than 400 million to 1.

These almost insurmountable odds are why experts advise keno players to look on the game as nothing more than amusement, a low-cost way to see some action or a restful break from the blackjack, craps, or poker tables. That way, if you aren't lucky enough to hit it big, at least you have enjoyed yourself.
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