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GUIDE TO SPORTS BETTING


Dear Reader,


For as long as I can remember, sports have been my number one passion in life. But it wasn’t until I moved to Boston after graduating from the University of Vermont in 2009 that I started betting on them. At the beginning, I was a naïve twenty-two-year-old making all the rookie mistakes. I bet on the Red Sox every night and the Patriots every Sunday. I took every favorite, every home team, and I used my winnings to bet on more games. In other words, I parlayed everything. I rarely won, but I instantly fell in love with betting. To me, there is no better feeling than having action on a game and seeing the team you bet on come through for you. The adrenaline rush is unparalleled.


    In 2011, a stroke of luck landed me an entry-level job at Sports Insights, a leading sports betting analytics company on the North Shore of Boston. Over the years, I learned the betting industry inside and out, slowly transitioning from a rookie schmuck into a smart and (somewhat) successful bettor. It took a long time, but eventually a light went on in my head.


    Here’s what I learned: sports betting isn’t easy, and anyone who tells you otherwise is lying. But if you stay contrarian, follow sharp action, and remain disciplined with your bankroll, you can succeed.


Josh Appelbaum
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Introduction



GAMBLING IS AS OLD as civilization. Games of chance, luck, and skill are one of the first forms of entertainment ever recorded. From dice games in ancient Troy and Egypt to the invention of playing cards in China a thousand years ago, gambling is a universal human activity.


We can see that today: sports betting is spreading like wildfire. Many analysts have predicted the American betting industry will rake in $3 to $5 billion by 2023, putting the US on pace to overtake England and China as the gambling capital of the world.


As this betting gold rush heats up, millions and millions of you will be looking to join in on the fun and enter the market, many for the first time. If you’re going to be successful at it, you need to know the basic principles of betting. The language gamblers and oddsmakers use can seem strange (“over,” “moneyline,” “the juice”), but this book will help you understand it. You’ll learn how to take calculated risks and how to rate your success as a bettor. You’ll learn about the range of bets available—you can bet on virtually every aspect of every sport—and you’ll find detailed advice on how to bet on the big sports: baseball, football, and basketball. The goal of this book, in short, is to provide you with all the tips, strategies, and insights you need to get started (and more importantly, not lose all your money). You’ll need that advice, because today we are witnessing a betting renaissance and the dawn of a new gambling golden age.


You can ride the crest of this wave of sports betting. All you need to do is master the skills and information this book will teach you.





CHAPTER 1



The Basics of Betting


No one becomes a sports betting expert overnight. It takes months, if not years, to turn from a rookie bettor into an experienced veteran. The first step is learning how sports betting works and some of the language bettors and oddsmakers use. This means mastering the fundamentals like:


• How are odds created?


• What is a favorite and what is an underdog?


• What is the difference between the spread, the moneyline, and the total?


• What is the juice?


Once you’ve grasped these guiding principles, then you can move on to bankroll management, betting strategies and, eventually, toward placing your first bet.



The Oddsmakers



The most common way of placing a bet is through a sportsbook. These are facilities that accept bets and give out money. A sportsbook can either be a physical place where you go to bet in person or an online account where you place bets from your computer or mobile phone. There are hundreds of different sportsbooks. Many of the biggest and most famous ones are located inside casinos in Las Vegas, such as The Venetian, Caesars Palace, Westgate, or The Mirage. Here, the walls are covered with massive TVs so bettors can watch all the games. Other sportsbooks are smaller and lesser known. They might be independent of casinos and tucked away on the outskirts of town. Online sportsbooks can be accessed anywhere, but there is no physical place to go bet and watch the games. Most online sportsbooks are located outside of the US, in places like Canada, Europe, or countries like Panama or Costa Rica.


A sportsbook requires a vast staff of employees to make the operation run smoothly, especially if they’re located inside a large casino. The staff includes cashiers, ticket writers, surveillance officers, security guards, gaming supervisors, accountants, managers, and technicians, as well as servers, bartenders, cooks, and the entire hospitality staff. But when it comes to sports betting specifically, the most important person at a sportsbook is the head oddsmaker.


Betting Analysts


Every sportsbook has a team of betting analysts, led by a head oddsmaker. This is the person who creates the odds for all the different games, matchups, and events that people can bet on. Creating the odds is popularly referred to as “setting the line.” The head oddsmaker is the smartest person at the sportsbooks. They are math experts with unparalleled betting knowledge and decades of experience in the industry. They know money and betting like the backs of their hands.


It’s important to note that not all sportsbooks have the same exact odds. This is for two main reasons. First, not all sportsbooks are created equally. They all have different types of clientele. Some cater to professional bettors, also known as sharp bettors, while others cater to amateur players who bet for fun, also known as square or recreational bettors. Some sportsbooks allow bettors to bet large amounts on games, while others force bettors to bet lower amounts.
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In the late 1920s, the state of Nevada was in serious decline. Its economy and mining industry were in shambles because of the Great Depression, and many of its citizens were fleeing the state. In an attempt to save their tanking economy, the Nevada State Legislature decided to legalize gambling in 1931. Over the years, Las Vegas became the gambling capital of the world.





Second, no two oddsmakers are exactly alike. One might have a different opinion on a particular game than another. By taking the odds from the most popular sportsbooks and finding the middle ground, bettors can get the market average odds, also called the consensus line. But how exactly do oddsmakers set the line?


Setting the Line


In order to determine what the odds on any game should be, the oddsmakers rely heavily on advanced mathematics, scientific formulas, and computer algorithms. This gives them a rough estimate on what the odds should be. Then the oddsmakers use what are called power ratings to refine the odds. A power rating is a statistical representation of how strong every team is compared to each other. It focuses on key statistical categories and considerations like margin of victory and strength of schedule. The strongest and best team is ranked number one.


Oddsmakers also factor in win totals and futures odds into their power ratings. Win totals are how many games the oddsmakers think each team will win during the upcoming regular season. They are historically known to be incredibly accurate. Before every new season, oddsmakers will take each team’s win total from the previous season and then adjust the number based on the Pythagorean differential, also known as the Pythagorean expectation. This converts each team’s point differential into an expected win percentage. Point differential is the number of points a team scored compared to the number of points they allowed to their opponent. It is one of the best ways to rank how good or bad a team is.


By comparing the number of actual wins to the projected Pythagorean record, oddsmakers can see which teams got unlucky the previous season and are bound to bounce back. At the same time, they can also find out which teams got lucky and are bound to regress and get worse.
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In June of 2018, Nevada sportsbooks won $20.1 million on sports, according to the Nevada Gaming Control. This marked the fifty-ninth consecutive month that the books have made a profit. Their last losing month came in July 2013. “They used to lose more often, but the market has grown so large that I don’t think that statewide they’ll ever have a losing month,” said David Purdum, ESPN’s top gambling writer.





Say the Dolphins won ten games last season, but their point differential was heavily in the negative (they gave up more points than they scored). That means the Dolphins exceeded their Pythagorean win total. Their overall record was better than how they actually performed. Thus, the Dolphins would be a good bet to take a step back the following year. On the flip side, maybe the Chiefs went 7–9, but they had a positive point differential. This means they outscored their opponents but got unlucky in the number of games they won. Basically, they performed better than their record dictated. As a result, the Chiefs would be a good candidate to have a bounce-back season.


After they’ve crunched all the numbers, the oddsmakers set a win total for every team. This is the best and easiest way to judge the strength of a team. For example, oddsmakers might project the Patriots to win 12.5 games this year, the highest of any team. The Patriots win total would then be pegged at 12.5. Meanwhile, the Browns win total might be set at 3.


Oddsmakers also set futures odds, which factor into the power ratings. These are the odds that a team will win their division, their conference and, most importantly, the championship. The Patriots might be the Super Bowl favorite at 5/1, which is the same as +500. This means that if you wanted to bet $100 on the Patriots to win the Super Bowl, you would win $500 if they hoist the Vince Lombardi Trophy (plus you’ll get the $100 you risked back). On the flip side, the Browns are a massive long shot, so their Super Bowl futures might be +7500. That means a $100 bet would pay out $7,500 if the Browns could shock the world and win it all.


The Popularity of Win Totals and Futures


The reason why win totals and futures odds are so important to power ratings is that they’re available for bettors to bet on for months in advance of the season starting. They are incredibly popular bets with casual and professional bettors alike, which means the sportsbooks take in tons of bets and dollars on them, also known as taking in “action.” Year in and year out, you’ll see fans bet on their favorite team to exceed their win total or win the Super Bowl, just for the fun of it. Other professional bettors bet based on which teams they think provide the most value. Based on the action that the sportsbooks are taking in, the oddsmakers will adjust the win totals or futures odds, either raising them or dropping them depending on the liability they have on each team. Liability is the amount a sportsbook stands to lose if a particular outcome occurs.


If professional bettors are placing big bets on the Browns over win total and Super Bowl futures, that creates big liability for the sportsbooks and casinos. If the Browns win five or more games, or, god forbid, win the Super Bowl, the sportsbooks and casinos would lose huge amounts of money. As a result, the oddsmakers might adjust the Browns’ win total up from 4.5 to 5 and their futures down from +7500 to +5000 so they can limit their risk. Because so much money is at stake with win totals and futures, the oddsmakers pay extra close attention in order to make sure they get them right. This makes win totals and futures one of the strongest overall betting markets and most representative of how good or bad a team is.


When two teams are set to play each other, the oddsmakers run their math models and compare each team’s power ratings. If the two teams are closely rated the odds will be small, which is also referred to as short odds. If there is a large gap between the two teams, the odds will be much bigger, also known as long odds.


Adjusting the Line


Oddsmakers will tweak or adjust the line further based on a number of critical factors. These include home-field advantage, weather, injuries, unique schedule spots, and specific head-to-head matchups. If a team is coming off a blowout win or just lost their star player to injury, the oddsmakers will factor that into the odds. If one team has a specific edge over another, like a bad offensive line going against a great defensive line, that will also be taken into account. If a team is playing their second game in two nights, that is factored into the odds as well.
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Oddsmakers lean on a team of consultants to help them set the line. This means getting feedback from their smartest and most trusted experts in the industry. Oddsmakers have go-to consultants for each sport. One might say the line should be 5 points, another says 3 points. Oddsmakers might settle somewhere in between at 4 points.





Once oddsmakers set the line, they release it to the public. The initial line is called the opening line. Bettors can then pick which side they want to bet on. Generally speaking, the goal of the oddsmakers is to release an opening line that will garner 50/50 action on both sides so they can limit their risk and mitigate their liability.


When a line is first released, the limits are low. This means that bettors can only bet up to a certain amount of money on the game. The sportsbooks use this initial period when the line is first released as a “feeling-out” stage to see how the early market reacts. They want to protect themselves from professional players betting big amounts early and taking advantage of an incorrect or off line, otherwise known as a “soft” line. The sportsbooks will allow professional bettors to bet on games at low limits in order to help them shape the line and get it as close to the most accurate number possible.


Once a universal number is established, the market takes over. The oddsmakers will sit back and see how the betting is coming in. They will adjust the line up or down depending on how much money or “action” a team is receiving. When it gets closer to game time, the sportsbooks and casinos will raise the limits to allow bigger bets on the game. This is only after they’ve gotten a chance to read the market and gotten a good grasp on which side is the smart bet and how much they stand to win or lose depending on which team wins, either the favorite or the underdog.



Favorites versus Underdogs



For every game, regardless of the sport, the first thing oddsmakers must decide when they set the line is which team is the favorite and which team is the underdog. Many different factors go into this process. It’s not as simple as the team with the better record being the favorite. Things like home-field advantage, injuries to key players, and even the weather that day can help the oddsmakers decide that one team is more likely to beat the other.


Favorites and underdogs are not determined by the number of bets or the amount of money placed on a team. The underdog could have more bets and more money wagered on them than the favorite. Favorites and underdogs are selected by the oddsmakers based on their computer models and power ratings.


The favorite is considered to be the “better” team. Generally speaking, favorites have superior players, better coaching, a better track record of success, and, most of all, match up better against their opponent. As a result, they are expected to win the game. The underdog is the “worse” team and they’re expected to lose the game. They do not match up well against their opponent. Their players might be less talented, they might have less experience, inferior coaching, and a track record of losing. However, because favorites are the better team and win the majority of games, oddsmakers must make betting fair by providing advantages to betting underdogs and creating risks for betting favorites.
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In 2012, New Jersey Governor Chris Christie signed legislation to allow sports betting within state borders. The major professional leagues sued New Jersey to stop it. The case eventually made its way to the Supreme Court. On May 14, 2018, the Supreme Court ruled that the 1992 Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Action, known as PASPA, was unconstitutional. This allowed states to decide for themselves whether they wanted to legalize sports gambling or not.





The Pros and Cons of Favorites and Underdogs


Favorites either give points to the opponent, meaning they have to win the game by a certain number of additional points, or they come with heavy betting odds. This means bettors have to risk more money and pay a high price in order to bet on them. Conversely, an underdog will get additional points, meaning as long as the team loses by a certain amount or less, the underdog wins the bet. Underdogs will also come with juicy “plus-money” payouts, meaning you can risk a small amount but win a big amount if they pull off the upset. You can quickly identify if a team is a favorite or an underdog by whether they have minus sign (–) or plus sign (+) to the left of their odds. If a team has a minus sign before their odds, that means they’re the favorite. If they have a plus sign before their odds, that means they’re the underdog.


What If the Teams Are Even?


While almost all games have a favorite and an underdog, there are certain situations in which the teams are evenly matched. In other words, the oddsmakers’ computer models and power ratings for each team are roughly equal, which means there is no clear favorite or underdog; the oddsmakers believe both teams have a 50 percent chance of winning the game. Think of this as a coin-flip game. In rare cases like this, the oddsmakers will set the line at a “pick,” also known as a “pick’em.” This means that the odds are zero. Bettors can then bet on which team wins the game “straight up.” Winning straight up means the team just has to win the game by 1 point or more. The margin of victory does not matter. If a team is a pick or pick’em, bettors will see the odds listed as “0” or “PK.” Is there more than one way you can bet on a favorite or an underdog?


The Spread


Once the oddsmakers set the line and distinguish the favorite and the underdog, bettors are given two basic options on how to bet one side or the other. The first is the spread (SPD). This is also referred to as the “point spread.” The spread is a certain number of points taken away from the favorite and given to the underdog in order to level the playing field. Betting the point spread has nothing to do with which team wins the game. The only thing that matters is the margin of victory.


If you bet a favorite on the point spread, the favorite needs to win the game by a higher number of points than the spread. In other words, subtract the spread from the total amount of points the favorite scores. If that number is higher than the amount of points scored by the underdog, the favorite has won the spread bet. When a team wins a spread bet, it is popularly referred to as “covering.” However, if the favorite wins by a fewer number of points than the spread, or loses the game straight up, the favorite has failed to cover and you lost your spread bet.
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When tracking how often a team covers or does not cover the spread, bettors use the term “against the spread,” or ATS. It is a team’s wins and losses based on the point spread. This record can be totally separate from a generic win-loss record. For instance, a team might have a win-loss record of 10–6, but they might be 6–10 against the spread. This means that they’ve won ten of their games, but only covered the spread in six of them.





If you bet an underdog on the point spread, the underdog needs to lose the game by less than the amount of points they’re given by the spread. Think of it this way: when the game is over, add the spread to how many points the underdog scored in the game. If that number exceeds the total points scored by the favorite, you’ve won your spread bet and the underdog has covered. If the underdog wins the game straight up, without the benefit of additional points, this is also considered a cover and you’ve won your spread bet. However, if the underdog loses by any number of points that is higher than the point spread, the underdog has failed to cover and you lost your spread bet.


A Real-Life Example


Say the Eagles are playing the Giants. The oddsmakers crunch their numbers and the power ratings show that the Eagles are 7 points better than the Giants. This means that the oddsmakers think the Eagles will beat the Giants by roughly 7 points. The oddsmakers would then set the spread at Eagles –7 (meaning they are a 7-point favorite) and the Giants +7 (meaning they are a 7-point underdog). If you bet on the Eagles, you’re saying that you think the Eagles will win the game by more than 7 points. If the Eagles win by 8 points or more, the Eagles have covered the spread and you win your bet. However, if the Eagles win by 6 points or less, or lose the game, you lose your bet. This means that the Eagles did not cover the spread.


On the flip side, if you wanted to bet the Giants, you are saying that you think the Giants will lose by 6 points or less, or maybe even win the game. If the Giants lose by 1 to 6 points, you cover your bet. If the Giants win the game, you also cover your bet. However, if the Giants lose by 8 points or more, that means they’ve failed to cover the point spread and you lose your bet.


If the Eagles win the game by exactly 7 points, with the Giants losing by exactly 7 points, that means the game lands on the spread. This is called a “push.” It means neither team covered the spread. Anyone who bet Eagles –7 or Giants +7 would have their bets refunded to them by the sportsbook.


Not All Spreads Are Whole Numbers


It’s important to note that not all point spreads are nice, easy round numbers. Depending upon where the computer models and power ratings line up, oddsmakers will also set spreads using half points. For example, maybe the power ratings show the Eagles as a slightly less than 7-point favorite over the Giants. The oddsmakers would set the spread at Eagles –6.5. This might seem confusing, because in a vacuum, the books are saying the Eagles are 6.5 points better than the Giants. However, no game can end with a half-point margin of victory. Still, the rules of spread betting are the same. If you bet on the Eagles –6.5, that just means they need to win by 7 points or more for you to cover. If they win by 6 points, you lose your spread bet. Conversely, if you bet on the Giants +6.5, they could lose the game by 6 points but you would still cover your spread bet. The extra half point is popularly referred to as the “hook.” It is critically important and can be the difference between a win, a loss, and a push.
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There’s no such thing as a guaranteed winner, no matter how high the spread. In 2007, the Patriots faced the Giants in Super Bowl XLII. New England was looking to complete the first-ever 19–0 perfect season in NFL history. They were 14-point favorites on the spread. Not only did they fail to cover, they lost the game 17–14.






Which Sports Use the Spread?



Spreads are available across almost all sports, but they are most commonly used in football and basketball. This is because the number of points scored in a football or basketball game is much higher than other sports, which means far fewer games are decided by exactly 1 point. As a result, it makes more sense to bet on the margin of victory instead of who wins the game. Spread betting is less common in baseball and hockey because the total number of runs or goals scored is much lower. Many games end with one team winning by 1 run or 1 goal. Because the margin of victory is much smaller, baseball and hockey bettors usually bet on which team will win the game, without having to worry about winning by a certain amount.


That being said, spreads do exist in baseball and hockey; they just aren’t as popular to bet on. In baseball, the spread is popularly referred to as the “run-line.” The favorite gives 1.5 runs to the underdog. This means the favorite spread is –1.5. The favorite has to win the game by at least 2 runs in order to cover the spread. If the favorite wins by exactly one run, they lose the bet and do not cover. The underdog is +1.5. They can either win the game or lose by exactly one run and they cover the spread. Because underdogs are getting an extra run and a half with the spread, bettors must pay a much higher price to bet on them. In turn, the price of betting a favorite on the spread is much lower because they have to win by more than one run.


The spread in hockey is called the “puck-line.” The same logic in baseball spread betting applies to hockey spread betting. The favorite always gives 1.5 goals to the underdog. If the favorite wins the game by 2 goals or more, they cover the –1.5 spread and win the bet. If the underdog (+1.5) wins the game or loses by exactly 1 goal, the underdog covers the spread. Just like baseball, the price of betting the underdog on the spread is much higher because you’re afforded an extra goal and a half. Conversely, the price of the favorite on the spread is much lower because they have to win by more than 1 goal.


What if you don’t want to worry about covering the spread and only want to bet on which team wins the game? Is that a betting option?



The Moneyline



The second-most popular way to bet a favorite or an underdog is on the moneyline (ML). The moneyline is only based on which team will win the game. The margin of victory does not matter. The oddsmakers set prices on every team. The amount of money you must risk is determined by the price of the moneyline. If you win your bet, the price of the moneyline also determines your payout.


All moneyline prices begin at even money, also known as even odds. This is considered to be +100 or –100. It means that regardless of which team you bet on, you will win or lose the same amount of money that you risked on the game. Think of even money like a pick or a pick’em. Both teams are equally matched with no clear favorite or underdog, so the prices are even on both.


A moneyline favorite is given a minus price, which means bettors have to risk that amount in order to bet on them. A moneyline underdog is given a plus price, which means bettors stand to win that additional price if the underdog wins the game.


The Pros and Cons of Favorites and Underdogs


Because favorites win the majority of their games, the oddsmakers force bettors to pay higher prices on favorites and assume more risk. For example, in baseball a common moneyline price for an average favorite is –150. This means you have to risk $150 in order to win $100. If the favorite wins the game, you win $100 plus you get back the $150 you risked. However, if the favorite loses, you lose the entire $150 that you initially risked. So while favorites will win the majority of their games, they also come with big risk. When they win, you only win what you risked. But if they lose, you lose much bigger amounts.


On the flip side, because underdogs win less often, the oddsmakers need to make them more attractive to bettors so they can entice even betting on both sides. To make them more appealing, oddsmakers add a sweetener to underdogs in the form of plus money. This affords bigger payouts on underdogs when they win. Whatever price is listed after the plus sign next to the underdog, a bettor will win that additional amount if they pull off the victory. For example, let’s say the moneyline price on a baseball underdog is +150. This means that if you risk $100 on the underdog, you win $150 if they win the game, plus you get back the $100 that you risked. If they lose the game, you just lose the $100 that you risked. With underdogs, bettors are assuming less risk and getting bigger rewards if they win.
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Since 2005, there have only been three underdogs in the MLB with a moneyline price of +375 or higher. The Nationals +395 against the Twins in 2007, the Braves +425 against the Dodgers in 2016, and the Tigers +383 against the Indians in 2017. The Nationals won as +395 underdogs, while the other two teams lost. To this day, the Nationals hold the record for the biggest upset since 2005.





Which Sports Use the Moneyline?


Moneylines are available across almost all sports, but they are most popularly used when betting baseball, hockey, and soccer. This is because baseball, hockey, and soccer are low-scoring sports and the large majority of games are decided by 1 run or 1 goal. As a result, it makes more sense to just bet on who will win the game, not on their margin of victory. Football and basketball offer moneyline betting, but it’s not nearly as popular as betting on the spread.


With football and basketball, the oddsmakers convert the spread into a moneyline price, which bettors can then pay. For example, if the New England Patriots are 10-point favorites on the spread, that would translate to roughly –700 on the moneyline. If you think the Patriots will win the game, but you aren’t sure if they’ll win by 11 points or more, you could bypass the spread and bet New England –700 on the moneyline. However, because of the high price, this means you would have to risk $700 just to win $100. If the Patriots win, you win your $100 and then get the $700 you risked back. But if they lose, you lose the full $700. This is why point spreads are much more common in football and basketball. They’re much easier to understand and carry far fewer risks. Are spreads and moneylines the only ways to bet on a game? Can you bet on anything besides the favorite or the underdog?



The Total



In addition to designating the favorite and the underdog, oddsmakers will also set a total for every game. The total is the cumulative number of points scored in the game by both teams combined. Oddsmakers will set the total based on the same high-level algorithms they use to set spreads and moneylines. Once the total is set, bettors can wager on whether or not the game will go over or under the total. For this reason, the total is popularly referred to as the “over/under” (O/U).


In the NBA, you typically see each team score about 100 points per game. As a result, a common total is in the 190 to 220 range. Let’s say the Warriors are playing the Cavaliers and the oddsmakers set the total at 215. This means bettors have the option of either betting over 215 or under 215. If you bet the over 215, both teams would need to score a combined 216 points or more in order for you to win your bet. It doesn’t matter who wins the game. The margin of victory doesn’t matter either. All that matters is the total number of points by both teams exceeds 215. If the Warriors win 109 to 107, you win your over bet. If the Cavs win 120–96, you win your over bet. However, if the total combined points scored in the game is 214 or less, you lose your total bet. If the game ends with exactly 215 points combined, your over bet would push and you would get your money back from the sportsbook.
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Betting on totals is a different way of betting. Instead of rooting for one team to win and the other team to lose, you are rooting for both teams. If you bet the over, you are rooting for both teams to score a lot of points. If you bet the under, you are rooting for both teams to score a low amount of points.





Not All Totals Are Whole Numbers


Just as spreads can involve half points, so can totals. Instead of setting the Warriors versus Cavs total at 215, maybe the oddsmakers set it at 214.5. This means that if you bet the over, you would need 215 or more total points to be scored in the game. If you bet the under, you would need 214 points or less to be scored in the game. In situations where totals involve half points, there is no way for a total to push. There has to be a clear winner and loser. Half points are also crucial depending on which side you’re betting on. There is nothing worse than losing a total bet by a half point.


All total bets are based on the full game results, not the regulation time results. If a game goes into overtime or extra innings, it can have a massive impact on a total. All points or runs scored in overtime or extra innings count toward the total. If it’s late in the game and a bettor is losing his under bet, he’ll hope for overtime so there will be more scoring and a chance to win his over bet. However, if an under bettor is winning late and it’s a close game, he’ll pray the game ends in regulation time and doesn’t go into overtime, since a longer game will lead to more scoring and could sink his under bet.


Which Sports Use Totals?


Totals can be bet on almost all sports, but they are most popular in basketball and football. This is due to the fact that basketball and football are higher-scoring sports, so betting on the total points scored is more meaningful (an average total in the NFL is about 45). Totals are also available in baseball and hockey, but they aren’t as popular. An average total in baseball is roughly 8.5 runs, while an average total in hockey is typically 5 goals.


Win Totals and Prop Bets


It’s important to note that totals aren’t just set for individual games. Totals extend to season win totals and into the prop bet market as well. A prop bet, also known as a propositional bet, is any kind of bet on a game or player that isn’t tied to the outcome or final score. The most common prop bet for an NFL game is the total amount of passing yards for a quarterback. The oddsmakers might set Aaron Rodgers’s total passing yards in a game at 333.5. If you think Rodgers will throw for 334 yards or more, you can bet the over on the prop bet. If you think he will throw for 333 or fewer yards, you can bet the under. There are also season-long prop bets involving totals. A common one in baseball is the number of home runs a batter will hit in a season. The oddsmakers might set Mike Trout’s home run total at 35.5. Before the season starts, you can bet either over or under 35.5 homers for Trout. Is there any fine print that comes with placing a bet on the spread, moneyline, or total? Are there any additional fees bettors should be aware of?


The Juice


Oddsmakers place a tax on every bet; this is popularly referred to as “the juice” or “the vig.” Vigis short for vigorish, which originates from the Russian word for “winnings.” This is a commission you must pay the sportsbook in order for them to accept your bet. The juice is added to all bet types, including spreads, totals, and moneylines. It will appear as a second number to the right of the spread or total, usually in parentheses. The juice won’t appear in parentheses next to a moneyline price because it’s already built into the line.


Standard juice is considered to be –110. This is also referred to as “ten-cent juice.” This means that for every spread, total, or moneyline bet you make, you must pay a fee of 10 cents to the sportsbook. The oddsmakers constantly adjust the juice based on the action they’re taking in, either raising or dropping the juice depending on which side is getting the most money. The juice is almost always a negative number that bettors have to pay an extra fee for, but on rare occasions the juice might be plus money, which means bettors can win a few extra cents.
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The goal of any oddsmaker is to set a line that brings in equal action on both sides. If the betting is even, this limits their risk and liability, ensuring that regardless of which side wins, they won’t take a major loss. But more importantly, if the action is equal, the books are guaranteed a profit based on the juice that bettors on both sides must pay.





Adjusting the Juice


To put the juice in perspective, say Florida State opens as a 7-point favorite on the spread against Auburn in a college football game. The oddsmakers would likely set the line at Florida State –7 (–110) and Auburn +7 (–110). The –110 number in parentheses is the juice. This means if you wanted to bet Florida State –7 you would need to risk $110 in order to win $100. If you wanted to bet Auburn +7, you would also need to risk $110 in order to win $100. In a way, the juice is kind of like a second moneyline.


If the sportsbook is taking in heavy betting on Florida State –7, they will adjust the juice higher from -110 to -115 or -125. This is how the juice moves when one side is getting the majority of the bets. The books compensate for the lopsided action by forcing bettors to pay a higher fee on the popular side.


Anytime juice moves toward one team, it simultaneously moves away from the opponent. At the same time that the oddsmakers raise the juice on Florida State from -110 to -115 or -125, they will drop the juice on Auburn from -110 to -105 or -100. Because Auburn is getting so few bets, Auburn bettors are afforded a smaller tax because they are backing the unpopular side.


Heavy Juice Moves the Line


By monitoring the movement of the juice, bettors can see which team is getting the majority of dollars and also predict which number the spread moves to. In the earlier example, if Florida State continues to get all the action, the juice will keep on rising until it hits a limit. Anything –125 or higher is considered heavy juice. The juice might rise further to –130 or –140, but that’s about as far as it goes. If the action coming in on Florida State is overwhelming, raising the juice isn’t enough to deter further Florida State betting or entice new Auburn betting. Instead of reaching –150 or –160 juice territory, the books will instead move the entire point spread a half point. Florida State might reach –7 (–145), but then the next move the oddsmakers make is moving the spread from –7 to –7.5. By moving a half point, the sportsbooks hope to entice action on Auburn at +7.5 so they can limit their liability on Florida State.


In the same scenario, while the juice increases on Florida State, the juice on Auburn (+7) would move from –100 to a plus-money payout of +105, +110, or +115. (This is referred to as a money plus juice.) In this case, the sportsbooks are taking in such heavy betting on Florida State that they’re offering an underdog payout to anyone willing to bet on Auburn. Just as minus juice reaches a limit, so does plus money juice. Typically +115 or +125 is as high as plus money juice will go before the books move the number. So the next move after +7 (+125) would be for Auburn to go to +7.5.



Reading Juice Movement



Deciding when to pay the juice is a tricky game. Just remember: whichever direction the juice is moving toward, that’s the side getting the most money and the side the spread will move to next.


In the example with Florida State and Auburn, if you wanted to bet Florida State and you saw the line move from –7 (–115) to –7 (–125), you would want to bet Florida State immediately because the line will get worse. Even though you are paying a high juice, you can still lock your bet in at Florida State –7. If you wait too long, chances are that based on the juice movement, Florida State will move to –7.5 next. As a result, if you jumped on Florida State before they moved from –7 to –7.5, you just saved yourself a half point and increased your chances of winning. Now, if Florida State wins by seven, you push your bet instead of losing.


On the flip side, if you wanted to bet Auburn and saw the juice on Florida State move up, you would wait it out. If Auburn moves from +7 (+115) to +7 (+125), chances are the next move will be to Auburn +7.5. By reading the juice movement and waiting for the line to move, you just got an extra half point. Now if Auburn loses by seven, you still cover and win your bet because you got +7.5 instead of +7.


Now that we’ve discussed how lines are set, the difference between favorites versus underdogs, the spread, the moneyline, the total, and the juice, it’s time to answer the next pressing question: how much should I bet on a game?





CHAPTER 2



Bankroll Management


Bankroll management is arguably the most important discipline needed to be a profitable long-term bettor. If you bet too much on a game, you can quickly go bankrupt. If you don’t bet enough on a game, you won’t see any profit when you win. You’ll have to learn how to answer these questions:


• How can you distinguish between too much and too little?


• If you like one bet much more than another, should you bet more on that game and less on the other?


• How many games should you bet per day?


• Should you bet to risk or bet to win?


• Should you buy picks from handicappers?


Believe it or not, bankroll management can be just as important as picking winners. The goal is to map out a disciplined, consistent strategy that allows you to maximize your profits and minimize your losses, providing long-term sustainability. Think of it as investing, not betting.



Setting Up Your Bankroll



Before placing a single wager, ask yourself this fundamental question: how much can I afford to lose?


Everyone’s answer is different. For some people, this might be $100. For others it might be $1,000, $10,000, or $100,000. Regardless of your income level, you first have to decide on a number that you’re comfortable risking. Consider it disposable income. If you lost it all, would it drastically change your life? Would it negatively impact you to the point of missing car, rent, or mortgage payments? Would it bankrupt your life savings? Would it force you to default on your loans, cancel a vacation, or cut back on groceries? If the answer to any of those questions is yes, then that number is too high. Only bet what you can afford to lose. You never want to put yourself in a situation where you go broke and have to take out a loan because you’ve dug yourself a massive hole betting on sports.


Whatever number you decide upon, this is called your bankroll. It is the total amount of money that you have set aside for gambling.


Make Sure You Are Properly Funded


One of the most pivotal factors of bankroll management is making sure you’re properly funded at the beginning. The more money you start with, the stronger position you put yourself in when it comes to turning a profit over the long haul. There’s no way around it: when you first get started, you’ll make mistakes. You’ll lose more often than you win. If your starting bankroll is too small, you won’t be able to weather the initial storm and survive the beginner’s learning curve.


It’s important to set a hard number for your starting bankroll. This will allow you to map out your bankroll management strategy much more easily. It also gives you a good benchmark to track your performance and chart your progress. A good minimum starting bankroll is $1,000. If you can start off with $2,000, $5,000, or $10,000, that’s even better. The key is beginning with an even, round number that is large enough to keep you afloat through the rough early days when you’re learning how to bet.


More importantly, you want to make sure that you are approaching sports betting with a clear mind and a level head. If you are worried about losing money and constantly stressed out, you will lose focus and be more prone to mistakes. Your judgment will be clouded and your decision-making won’t be sound.


The Importance of Flat Betting


Once you’ve decided on your starting bankroll, the next step is determining how much to bet on each game.


The most common mistake a new bettor can make is being reckless with her bankroll. This means betting different amounts on different games based on how confident you are in the bet. Typically, if a new bettor loves a game, he will bet a large amount on it. If he likes a game but isn’t as confident, he’ll bet less. In betting circles, if you like a game but aren’t completely sold on it, that is considered a “lean.”


When a new bettor is doing well and riding a hot streak, he feels invincible, so he’ll double down and start to risk more because he’s overconfident. Conversely, if a new bettor is mired in a cold stretch, he’ll start to chase and risk more on each game with the hopes of winning it all back in one fell swoop. All new bettors should resist these urges. This strategy, or lack thereof, is unsustainable, dangerous, and can quickly lead to bankruptcy.


Instead, bettors should adhere to a consistent, disciplined approach. This allows bettors to maximize their winning streaks but also weather the inevitable cold stretches that come with betting. Betting can be very volatile and unpredictable, with massive ups and downs in a short period. This is also referred to as “variance.”


We all want to get rich quick, but that just isn’t realistic. The ultimate goal is to steadily build your bankroll over time, not become a millionaire overnight.


Consistent Unit Size


In order to determine how much to bet on each game, take your starting bankroll amount and divide it into equal units. Once you decide this number, it becomes your unit size. This is the amount you are betting on every game. A good medium is 3 percent per play. To calculate what this means for you, multiply your starting bankroll by .03. If your starting bankroll is $1,000, this means you are betting $30 per game. In other words, your unit size is $30.


Not all bettors are exactly alike. Some are more conservative, while others are bolder and prefer to take more risks. As a result, your unit size can be tweaked slightly based on your comfort level. However, you never want to stray far from the 3 percent medium. If you’d like to be more conservative, consider risking 1 percent or 2 percent per play. If you prefer to be more aggressive, you might settle on 4 percent or 5 percent per play. But no matter what, never exceed 5 percent. Anything beyond that point is dangerous. You assume massive risk and set yourself up for volatile swings in your bankroll. Betting more than 5 percent per game puts you at the mercy of how well (or how poorly) you’re doing at that particular moment. One losing streak could wipe out your entire bankroll and lead to ruin.
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Many professional bettors tend to only bet 1 percent per play. Because they’ve been in the game so long, they know the massive ups and downs that come with betting. As a result, they are more cautious and focus on the long game. Also, professional bettors are typically operating with much larger bankrolls than average bettors. Betting 1 percent might not seem like a lot, but if your bankroll is $100,000, this means every bet is $1,000.





Hope for the Best, but Plan for the Worst


Say your starting bankroll is $1,000 and you decide to bet $200 each on five games. This means your percentage play is 20 percent and your unit size is $200. If you win all five, that would be fantastic, but it just isn’t realistic, especially if you’re a new bettor. Everyone is excited when they first start betting, but you have to be prepared for the worst case scenario. You could very easily lose all five bets, and then you’re bankrupt and have no more money to bet with. Just like that, you’re out of the game before it even started.


If you drop the unit size to 10 percent and you’re betting $100 on each game, you diminish your possible losses but you are still assuming far too much risk. If you lose all five bets (0–5) at $100 per bet, you just cut your bankroll in half, from $1,000 down to $500.


On the flip side, if you bet 5 percent per play, which means every bet is $50, going 0–5 would drop your $1,000 bankroll down to $750. Betting 3 percent per play ($30) would drop your bankroll down to $850. Betting 1 percent per play ($10) would drop your bankroll down to $950. By staying at or below the 5 percent threshold, you limit your losses substantially and keep yourself in the game.


However, what if you have a profitable night and go 3–2 (three wins, two losses) with your bets? The 5-percent-per-play bettor would increase his bankroll from $1,000 to $1,050. The 3-percent-per-play bettor would increase her bankroll from $1,000 to $1,030. The 1-percent-per-play bettor would increase their bankroll from $1,000 to $1,010.
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In 1956, J.L. Kelly Jr. created the Kelly criterion system. This is a famous mathematical formula used to determine how much to bet or invest in order to maximize the amount of profit. This is the opposite of flat betting. Instead of risking the same amount on every bet, you are weighting your bets based on confidence level. This system is used by experts and can be highly profitable, but also highly dangerous because it is very complex and hard to calculate.
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