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The Free, Online, Concise Guide to No Limit Texas Holdem Poker
Whether you play poker for fun, play for real money or are preparing for a poker tournament fundraiser this guide will tutor you on the basics of poker and beyond.
And it's free.
This book is structured under the assumption that you already know the basics and the rules of the game. If not, you can find them in the Rules and Terms section which is located at the end of the book.
This guide begins with:
Playing styles; their advantages and vulnerabilities, how to play against each style and some recommended starting hands to play, and then
the mathematics of poker including outs, odds, percentages, pot odds, and implied odds. At the end I include
additional suggested readings once you are comfortable with the basic material.
This book evolved from a blog that I started years ago as I learned the basics of poker. About half of the chapters originated as blog posts and then I wrote additional chapters to fill in the rest of the information that is needed for a beginner to become a winning microstakes poker player.
There is an online HTML version of this book available here:
www.anon-poker-blog.com/pokerbook
The online version includes something that is not included in this book; a 40 minute video that I recorded as a demonstration of starting hands to play.
~ ~ ~
Player Styles
There are various ways to describe the styles of poker players. The most common segregation is to split them into extremes such as:
Loose versus Tight: How often does the player see the flop
Passive versus Aggressive: Do they usually call or do they usually raise?
A Loose player plays lots of hands and a Tight player plays very few hands. A Passive player tends to play by checking or by calling bets and an Aggressive player tends to play by betting and raising. Since these two characteristics are not mutually exclusive they can be combined into a matrix, giving you four basic player types:
Loose/Passive: Plays lots of hands, usually by calling or checking
Loose/Aggressive: Plays lots of hands, usually betting or raising
Tight/Passive: Plays few hands, usually by calling or checking
Tight/Aggressive: Plays few hands, usually betting or raising
What does this tell you? Over time every player gets AA and 72 as often as anyone else. This means that if a player is loose and plays often he must be playing more poor quality hands than a player who is picky and is playing very few hands.
A Loose/Aggressive player is betting and raising with poorer quality hands than a player who is tight but also aggressive, so he's either intentionally trying to pressure his opponents into folding, or he overvalues the strength of his hands.
A player who is Loose/Passive likes to play often and calls a lot and hopes that it turns out that he has the best hand, though he's not sure enough to bet for himself. He will also chase a lot, calling in hopes that his flush or his one card straight draw will get there.
A Tight/Passive player is playing quality hands but is afraid that someone may have a better hand. He may just call preflop with a pair of Jacks, then just call bets after the flop hoping that his Jacks turn out to have been the best hand.
You might hear these player types referred to by names: Loose/Aggressive = Maniac, Loose/Passive = Calling Station, Tight/Passive = Rock, or other equivalent names. Don't worry about the names, what's important is how the person plays and what that style means.
By categorizing players by playing style we can draw a guess as to how strong their hand is as well as a guess as to how we expect them to act or react. We then use this information to help determine how to play against each type of player.
Against a Loose/Aggressive player we may decide not to bet with our strong hands and let him do the betting for us, or, because he is betting and raising often we may choose to re-raise his bets hoping that he will realize that his hand is not so strong. We should also tend to call his bets with marginal hands because he will be often bluffing or overvaluing the strength of his hand. Often we'll win, but sometimes we'll lose. A loose/aggressive player experiences wild swings as they win and lose many sizable pots, and take the rest of the table with them.
A Loose/Passive may have any two cards so we should bet our decent strength hands to get money into the pot when we are likely beating their hand. Be concerned if they suddenly become aggressive on the turn or river because this runs against their nature and likely means that they have a very strong hand.
But if a Tight/Passive player is calling he may have a strong hand that he's just afraid to bet. Against this type of player we need to be more judicious about how large and how frequently we bet because he may have us beat and just be afraid to bet it himself. As with the loose/passive we should be careful when the tight/passive player suddenly starts betting.
Note that I haven't made any comments about the Tight/Aggressive playing style yet. This is because Tight/Aggressive is the ideal style for beginners to adopt. Tight/Aggressive means choosing to play only good quality hands and not just hoping to get a miracle flop. Tight/Aggressive also means recognizing that we want to bet and raise with good hands in order to get more money into the pot when we are likely to be winning, and to make it expensive for the passive players to chase their longshot draws. When you play against a Tight/Aggressive opponent you know that they have a good hand and that they will make it expensive for you to see more cards. You will be forced to decide whether your hand is better, or whether the cost that he's going to charge you to see more cards is going to be worth it or not.
~ ~ ~
Playing a Tight/Aggressive poker style
Playing in a Tight/Aggressive style will not come naturally to most beginners. Most beginners don't want to fold 75% to 85% of their hands (depending on the table size) that they should be folding in order to play tight. It's more entertaining to call and see what the flop brings. It's natural to want to play too many hands, and besides, you didn't come to the game wanting to sit out. And beginners hate to fold their A5 and see an Ace come on the flop, or that their 85 hand that they almost decided to play would have flopped 55K and someone with a King wins instead.
It's also difficult to play aggressively. It can seem impolite, or like you are trying to bully the other players. In board games like Scrabble or chess you use what options the board and your opponents give you but you don't challenge someone directly by raising the stakes. In backgammon you can double the stakes, but in backgammon there are no hidden cards and the whole board is directly in front of both you and your opponent.
Poker has a mix of skill and chance, known and unknown, that requires a leap of confidence to be able to raise or bet when there is so much chance involved and so much unknown to you. By betting or raising you increase your risk without ever being certain of your exact chances of winning. That's not easy to do. But if you only play quality hands it makes it easier to decide what to do when the community cards are dealt. This is important for the less experienced player and will help keep you from losing more in difficult-to-play situations. And by playing aggressively with quality hands you make it inappropriate for strange, weak hands to continue to play and perhaps unexpectedly catch on a 22Q flop, or to draw to a runner-runner flush or runner-runner straight for free.
Okay, but what does playing Tight/Aggressive mean at the tables? It means playing only certain hole cards in certain situations, and raising when you do decide to play. It also means betting the flop, turn and river appropriately to put pressure on your opponents to continue and to make sure that they can't draw for cheap. On the next page we will look at the Starting Hands for what and when to play preflop then you should do so. Also, watch the video to see how I might recommend a beginner choose starting hands and how to play them.
Tight/Aggressive is not the only way to play. It's not even the only winning way to play poker. But it is the easiest style for a beginner to target to help them to minimize the difficult decisions and to protect their losses.
~ ~ ~
Preflop Hand Selection
First, seating position and their names. This changes every hand because position is labeled relative to who is the dealer.
The small blind (SB) and big blind (BB) are immediately to the left of the dealer and have to post their blinds before the dealing begins.
The spots immediately after the blinds are called under-the-gun (UTG) and under-the-gun plus one (UTG+1).
Next are the middle position spots, MP1, MP2 and MP3.
These are followed by the late positions, the cutoff (CO, the position immediately to the right of the dealer) and the button (the dealer).
SB, BB, UTG and UTG+1 are considered "early position". UTG and UTG+1 have the disadvantage of having to make the first plays preflop, as well as first after the SB and BB on the flop, turn, and river. This disadvantage means you can only play the best hands from UTG and UTG+1. Moving to middle and then to late positions you can play progressively weaker and weaker starting cards because 1) there are fewer players after you that might have even bigger hands, and 2) you get to bet after the earlier positions so you get to see what they do before you have to decide. SB and BB are special early positions because you already have some money committed to the pot, and we'll consider them separately.
So, from early position (UTG and UTG+1) play only: AA / KK / QQ / AK
From middle position play all the early position hands, plus: JJ / TT / AQ / AJ / KQ
From late position, all the early and middle position hands, plus: 99 / 88 / 77 / AT / KJ / QJ
(Note that for simplicity I have not considered whether or not the cards are of the same suit or not. In reality, being suited adds only a small winning percentage to the relative value of the cards, but worse yet is often overvalued by beginners.)
All of these starting hands assume that 1) no one else other than the blinds have put any money into the pot, and 2) you are going to raise with your hand. You should raise to 3 or 4 times the big blind, so if the big blind is 0.10, put in 0.30 or 0.40. By doing so, you 1) make it costly for weak hands after you to play, 2) announce to the table that you have a good hand and a high expectation of winning this hand. This puts the pressure on anyone deciding to play; you have the hand to beat.
Gap Concept
What if someone else ahead of you has already raised? The gap concept says that in order for you to play, you need to have at least as good a hand or better than you would have raised with had you been in the raiser's position. In other words, if a player in MP+1 raises, he should be only raising with early position cards (AA/KK/QQ/AK) or middle position cards (JJ/TT/AQ/AJ/KQ) and in order for you to call you have to have cards that you would play only from that same position. This is because he has announced that he has a good hand, so if you are going to play, you need to be able to compete with this hand. Makes sense, if the opponent raises from MP1, that means he's saying he has AA/KK/QQ/AK/JJ/TT/AQ/AJ/KQ, so if you are in late position, you should not call his raise if you have AT because you're likely to lose. Just imagine that an Ace is the high card on the flop and you are thinking, good, I hit top pair, but your opponent is betting with AK thinking, why does this person not understand he's beat?
Limped pots
In live poker or low limit on-line poker games most of your opponents will play very loose (meaning they play more hands than I've listed) and weak (meaning they almost never raise). This means that often when in middle or late position you'll be faced with 2, 3, 4 or more people already on the pot who haven't raised but instead just called the big blind. This is called limping. When this happens, I recommend that if you have a first position hand (AA/KK/QQ/AK), raise, but instead of raising 3 - 4 times the blind, raise 4 plus one more for each limper. If you have 2 limpers ahead of you, raise 4 + 2 = 6 times the blind. The reason for this is that each limper has increased the size of the pot, so in order for you to create a situation that they are not getting good odds to call, you have to make the bet higher. If you have middle or late position types of hands and there are 2 or more limpers ahead of you, just call. I find that in these situations raising often does not chase all the weak hands from the pot, which is fine if you have one of the top hands, but can be tricky when you have a slightly lesser hand. Just call and see what action takes place on the flop.
Playing from the blinds
I've left this section until now because some concepts from the intervening sections apply to playing from the blinds. From the BB, obviously if no-one raises you can check and see the flop cards for no additional cost. From the SB, if you have 2 or more limpers in before you, then it only costs you 1/2 a big blind more to see the flop, and you could do so with almost any except the worst hands. If you have decent hand, say one that is in the list of hands to play from late position, you can call with one limper. If you have a hand that should be played from early or middle position and there's no or maybe one limper, raise, and hope to take down the hand preflop, but remember the rule for raising when there are limpers; 4 times the big blind plus one for each limper. What if someone raises, and you have a good hand? Remember that the blinds will be first to act on the flop, turn, and river, so all the other players with have an advantage over you. Use the recommended hands for the early position hands and don't call a raise from someone without AA/KK/QQ/AK. In fact, re-raise their bet with these hands, because you have a premium hand plus you will be out of position during subsequent betting. Hopefully they will realize that they are at risk and will fold.
Playing tight
All of this advice is all based on the concept of playing tight, positional poker preflop. This is by far the easiest way for a beginner to start, for the simple reason that you play only good value hands relative to your position. By playing only good value starting hands in good position you keep yourself from getting into too many difficult situations later on.
This might be a good time to watch the video of me playing these starting hands, although in the video I also play some hands according to some concepts that are covered in later sections.
~ ~ ~
Playing the Flop
The options that you have on the flop are similar to preflop:
Bet
Raise
Fold
possibly Call or Check, depending on the action in front of you
But there are a lot of considerations that determine the best of these options:
The number of players seeing the flop
If the pot was raised preflop or not
If it was raised preflop, who made the raise and who called
Your position relative to the other players still in the hand
The texture of the flop
What you guess that your opponents might hold, and how that might connect with the flop
Your cards relative to the flop
Your interpretation of your opponent's playing styles and tendencies
In a tournament setting or if you have varied stack sizes in a cash game, the stack sizes of you and your opponents
Notice where your cards are in this list; not the first, not even in the first half of this list of considerations. If you ever listen to a good player as they discuss how they play or think through a hand, the first four will often not even be mentioned. This is not because they don't consider these items but it is because these things are already known, so the experienced player has taken these elements into consideration as the flop is being dealt. Even so, one or more of these first four considerations will be particularly important and will bear mentioning while evaluating the flop.
1) The more players there are in the pot, the stronger the hand you need to continue. If you had AA preflop, the chances that your AA is still the best hand decreases further and further the more opponents there are that are still playing. Similarly even top pair on the flop is a good hand against one opponent, but against 3 it may be second or even third best.
2) If the pot was raised preflop, any active players likely have stronger starting hands, or at least fewer garbage hands, and you may need a stronger hand to continue, depending upon the flop texture and your opponents' styles.
3) If you raised preflop, then you should be betting the flop 70-80% of the time. You showed strength preflop, and you need to continue to do so, depending on the number of players, the texture of the flop, and your interpretation of your opponents. Betting in this situation is so common that it has a name; Continuation Betting, because you are continuing your representation of a strong hand.
If, however, you have more than one opponent still in the hand, then continuation betting is much less useful. This is because as soon as you have two opponents instead of one, there are automatically twice as many chances that someone now has a good enough hand to continue playing. Unless you have a "made" hand such as an overpair or top pair, or you have a good read on your opponents and you expect them both to fold easily, you should be less inclined to make a continuation bet when you have more than one opponent.
If you called someone else's raise preflop, you will not be expected to bet the flop but you might call or check and then call a bet if you have a good drawing hand or you think that the player who raised may not have a strong hand. You also might raise or check-raise with a good hand or as a semi-bluff.
4) If you are one of the first players to act, you might tend to check and possibly call a bet if you have something like J9 on a flop of J72; top pair without a strong second card. If you are the last to act and no one has bet, you might bet with anything because no one has shown interest. As in 3) you might also check-raise from early position against a player who habitually bets or raise from late position against a player who habitually bets.
5) and 6) work together and in conjunction with the other considerations. If the flop comes J22 and it was raised preflop, then it's unlikely that the flop helped anyone and a bet may take it down uncontested. If on the other hand the flop comes JT8 with two cards of the same suit, then there are all kinds of one pair with straight draws/two pair/pair with flush draw hands that may not fold. This is a difficult/dangerous flop if you raised with AA and have two callers.
7) Finally we come to your cards and the flop. 2 out of every 3 times any two unpaired cards are not going to connect with the flop. Keep that in mind when you raise AK and get flops like 36Q, or 67J. When you continuation bet flops like these you may very well have the best hand even though all you have is Ace high with overcards to the flop. Keep that in mind too when someone else raises preflop and you call with 99 and then they bet the flop. Your 99 may be the best hand.
8) We've already talked about playing opponents who habitually bet, but there are also tight opponents who habitually fold so against them you should bet most hands. There are also opponents who habitually call with low pairs or weak draws, so you should bet if you have a decent hand to make sure that they pay to see additional cards, and not bet with just overcards or pocket pairs lower than the cards in the flop since they won't fold.
9) In a tournament when your chip stack is very low, or if you decide to try to play cash games with the minimum buy in (called "short stacking"), all of your decisions should be made preflop. Either you raise and are prepared to go all in, or you fold. I didn't cover this in the Starting Hands section, but if you are playing with a chip stack of less than 10 big blinds, you should be pushing all in with any hands that you chose to play.
When to bet
I've already mentioned some of the situations where you might choose to bet at the flop.
You raised preflop and you have one opponent, you should usually continuation bet
No one else has bet and you think that a bet will cause your opponents to fold
You think that your opponents are the type that usually fold when someone bets
You think that you have the best hand and want to get more money in the pot
The other way of looking at betting is to look at it in terms of what you hope to accomplish by betting or raising.
You might cause an opponent with a better hand than you to fold
You might cause an opponent that has a draw that could beat you to fold
You might build the size of the pot when you have a better hand and are likely to win, and in the same vein you bet when you want to give your opponent incorrect odds to try to improve to beat your hand.
There are also more situation-specific objectives for betting, such as betting in hopes that your opponent will raise so that you can push all-in, or betting or raising a bet when you are in position so that you can see the turn and river cards for no additional cost. For example, you are the dealer, the flop comes, one person bets small and you have a flush draw. You raise. If the person folds, you win. If he calls, the person will often check on the turn to wait to see if you bet again. If you didn't fill your flush on the turn you can just check and now you get to see if the river card helps you.
How much to bet?
Okay, you've decided that you should bet, so the question is, how much? Complete answer: it depends.
In tournaments, especially when chip stacks get smaller relative to the blind size a bet of about 1/3 - 2/3 of the pot can be reasonable. Bet less and you give your opponent(s) little reason to fold, bet more and it can look suspicious or weak. In cash games the chip stacks size relative to blind size are usually deeper so 1/2 to full pot is reasonable. See the later section on outs and odds for more mathematics relating to pot to bet size ratios. If you have more than one opponent you should size your bet on the larger side because if one opponent calls then the next opponent has even more incentive to call because the pot is bigger compared to the bet size. The larger bet will help to deter the first opponent from calling and then if he does call your bet the next opponent doesn't get quite as good odds because you made the bet size larger to begin.
When you are playing against beginners you can adjust the size of your bets slightly because they probably won't notice. When you have a hand that you will fold if raised, make the bet on the smaller side. If you have a strong hand and the flop is dangerous, bet larger. If you have a monster and you want callers, bet smaller. Keep in mind that over time adjusting bet sizes in this way will telegraph information if anyone is paying attention, so you may want to mix up your sizing if you are playing the same players over a long period of time.
When to call
So someone before you bets, or you checked and someone after you has bet. When should you call?
Do you likely have the best hand? If you're unsure you may choose to call and see what happens on the turn. If you're pretty sure that you have the best hand you should probably bet or raise rather than call, unless you have a really big hand and then you might choose to slowplay.
If it's unlikely that you have the best hand, what are your chances of improving to be the best hand?
What pot odds are you being given by the bet?
What are your implied odds?
Might you be able to take the pot away on the turn with a bet?
Questions 2. to 4. are covered more completely in the Outs and Odds section. The last is a move called floating. It's normally done by calling a preflop raise, calling the flop bet and then betting the turn, but it's best reserved until you develop a good ability to read players and to read board textures.
~ ~ ~
Playing the Turn and River
Most of the time you will fold your hands before the flop. Then much of the time you or all your opponents will fold on the flop when there is betting action. As a result you won't see the turn or river very often (unless you play a loose style, or the table is shorthanded which means that the relative value of any hand increases). When you actually make it to the turn and river either you
don't have a very strong hand but neither does anyone else so no one has bet or raised, or
you have a decent hand or a good draw.
I'm only going to provide some generalities here as there are substantial mathematical details to be considered and these are covered in the Odds and Outs section.
if no one else is showing interest, a bet may take the pot down. This also may work on the flop if you are in late position
if a scare card such as an Ace or the third card of a flush comes (especially when it comes on the river), a bet may take the pot down. This is more likely to work if you have only one opponent, or you have thinking opponents who realize that it's more difficult to bluff multiple opponents so therefore you must not be bluffing
when you have a big hand, the turn and river are the time to really work on building the pot with raises or check-raises
because we should always be making our bet sizes relative to the size of the pot, the turn and river bets will be large because the pot keeps getting multiplied.
When you have a medium strength hand (see here in the blog for more discussion on hand strength) you need to guess which scenario is most likely. You:
probably have the best hand (bet or call or raise)
probably don't have the best hand but can make your opponent fold (bluff, or semi-bluff the flop or turn with draws)
maybe have the best hand and your opponent probably won't fold (check, call, or possibly make a small blocking bet)
Some things to remember from other sections:
be concerned if a passive player bets or raises
be sometimes willing to call an aggressive player down since they will often have a weak hand that they are overvaluing or they will be bluffing
bet large enough to charge players who have draws if they want to chase
don't chase draws yourself unless your opponent gives you odds to continue, or you believe that they will always give you lots of chips if you do make your draw
~ ~ ~
Count your Outs
For some reason there often seems to be confusion about odds in poker. I think partly this is due to the fact that there are a variety of different aspects to odds as well as different methods of for calculating or viewing them. As a bit of a project I thought that I'd try to organize and summarize the various aspects that I've come across. But before looking at odds, we have to be able to count your chances.
Outs, what are they and how do you count them?
Outs are chances or different possibilities that your hand might improve. You hold
A
8
, the flop comes K
6
5
.
What are your chances of getting a flush? To get a flush you need one more spade. There are 13 spades in a deck, 4 are known (you have two and two are in the flop) so there are 13 - 4 = 9 remaining spades. Each chance is called an "out", so you have 9 outs to make the flush. It doesn't matter whether someone else had or has a spade in their hand. Unless someone tells you that they folded a spade or you're watching televised poker you won't know if another spade has been seen, so for calculating your outs it doesn't matter. (Obviously if you're playing Stud or some other game where you can see other cards that are gone then those cards have to be deducted from your total outs)
What if you suspect your that opponent has paired the king? In that case if an Ace comes you will be beating him with your higher pair. There are 4 Aces in the deck, and you have one so 4 - 1 = 3 aces as outs. If, as you suspect, your opponent has paired the King, then if you get an Ace or if you get a spade, you will be beating him so you can add the outs, 9 spades + 3 Aces = 12 outs.
Let's look at straights. You hold
9
8
and the flop is A
7
6
.
Now if a 10 or 5 of any suit comes, you will have a straight. There are four 10s and four 5s so 4 + 4 = 8 outs to get a straight.
Say you hold
9
8
again but the flop this time is A
6
5
.
Now only a 7 fills your straight (these are called "inside" or "gut shot" straight draws). Four 7s = 4 outs to fill the gut shot straight.
Or, you hold
9
8
the flop is J
7
5
.
Now, a 7 fills your 56789 straight, but a T fills your 789TJ straight. This is the "double gutshot" or "double belly buster" straight draw with four 7s and four Ts to fill a straight so 4 + 4 = 8 outs.
~
Try one more.
This time you have 9
8
and the flop is A
7
6
.
You think you will win if you hit a flush or a straight. To get there, you have nine outs for the flush draw (K
Q
J
T
6
5
4
3
2
). Then any 10 or 5 will give you a straight. However, you have already counted T
and 5
in your flush outs, so now you can only count T
T
T
for three more 10s and 5
5
5
for three more 5s as outs. Nine flush outs plus three other 10s and three other 5s gives you 9 + 3 + 3 = 15 outs in total.
Clean outs, Tainted outs
Sometimes not all of your outs are always going to win for you if they hit.
Say you have 9
8
and the flop is A
7
6
.
This time, your opponent knocks over his cards in his excitement and you see that he holds two more Aces for a set of Aces. Now the 6
is not an out; do you see why? In fact, if you didn't know your opponent had AA (or 77 for that matter) you would be in big trouble if the 6
hit because your big hand is almost dead to his bigger hand. Your only hope in that event is a straight flush.
More often, something like 9
8
on a A
7
6
flop will come up. Of your eight outs for making a straight, only six are clean outs as the T
and 5
would give someone a flush if they do indeed hold the flush draw. Sometimes these are referred to as "tainted" outs. They can be counted as partial outs, so you could value them as 1/2 outs each. Six clean outs plus two tainted outs for a total of seven outs.
Say instead you hold the 5
4
on the A
7
6
flop. Your opponent has T
9
. Here an 8 or 3 will give you a straight so there are eight possible useful cards. However an 8
gives your opponent a diamond flush. If the one of the other 8s comes, your opponent will hit a T9876 straight which will beat your 87654 straight. Even if you don't know exactly what your opponent holds, the uncertainty of having the winning hand if an 8 comes means that it is dangerous to consider any 8 as a full out. I would ignore the 8
entirely and value the 8
8
or 8
as 1/2 outs. Four 3s as outs, three 8s as 1/2 outs = 4 + 1.5 = 5.5 outs.
As it turns out, your opponent has nine outs with the flush draw, plus the other three 8s for a gut shot straight draw or 9 + 3 = 12 outs. He's also ahead of you at the moment, though neither of you know that at the time. If you did know each other's cards (if one of you is all in and the cards have been turned over) you would see that a 5
, 5
, 4
or 4
will give you a pair which is currently enough to beat his hand. The 5
or 4
gives him the flush so they are not outs for you, but the others give you four more outs. That's unless he gets a T or a 9 to beat your lower pair.
Partial Outs
In the last examples the tainted outs were counted as 1/2 outs because their value may be questionable. There are other situations where you will encounter partial outs.
This will happen often on the flop because you have the turn and river cards yet to come. For example, you have
9
8
and the flop is A
7
2
.
This time if both the turn and river cards are spades you can still hit a runner-runner flush. How often does a runner-runner flush come in? There are ten remaining spades. On the turn there are 52 total cards - 5 known cards = 47 cards remaining. Assuming that you caught a spade on the turn, at the river there are 9 more spades remaining and 52 total - 6 known cards = 46 remaining cards. Therefore, the chances of the turn being a spade are 10 in 47, and if it is, the chance of the river also being a spade is 9 in 46. The math calculation is (10/47)(9/46) = 4.16% or slightly better than a 1 in 25 chance (actually closer to 1 in 24). Not particularly good odds; runner-runner flushes are usually valued as one or perhaps 1.5 outs.
The 7
also gives you three cards to a runner-runner straight draw. The chances to hit the straight are similar to the flush, so you could count the straight draw as another 1 or 1.5 outs. If however the flop has a 6 instead of a 7 such as A
6
2
you have a gap in the straight draw. As we saw with the gutshot draw earlier on the chances of hitting drop. The chances of hitting are so remote I wouldn't even consider the runner-runner gutshot draw as an out unless you get to see the turn for free and the turn card is part of your straight.
~ ~ ~
Pot Odds
Well, we've figured out how to count chances or "outs". Now let's see what to do with that information. "Odds" in poker refers to a lot of different types of aspects. Unfortunately for the beginner, any one of these aspects could be the subject of discussion and could be referred to as just "odds", with the assumption that everyone knows what type of odds is being discussed.
Outs and Odds
Flip a coin. The chances of it coming up heads is 50%, the chances of tails is 50%. These are even odds, or 1 to 1. 50% + 50% = 100%, or all the possible outcomes. Roll a die. It has six sides. On average, every six times you roll the die, five times you will not get the number one, and one time you will get the number one. Roll it 318 times, on average 53 times it comes up with a one, 265 times it doesn't. The chances of rolling a one is 5 against, to 1 for, so 5 to 1 odds. Let's go back the some examples from the "outs" post.
You hold A
8
, the flop comes K
6
5
.
To make the flush on the turn, there are 13 - 4 spades = 9 spades left, or 9 outs. There are 52 total cards less 5 known cards = 47 remaining unseen cards. If you take the unseen 47 cards, you have 9 chances to get a spade and 47 - 9 = 38 times you will not get a spade. Your odds are 38 to 9. Divide 38 by 9 and you get 4.2 to 1 odds of hitting the flush on the turn.
What about trying to just hit an Ace? 47 unseen cards, 3 remaining Aces, 47 less 3 = 44 non-Aces. 44 to 3 odds, or 14.7 to 1.
To hit the flush or an Ace, there are 9 flush outs plus 3 Ace outs for a total of 12 outs, so 47 less 12 = 35 or 35 to 12 odds, or 2.9 to 1 odds.
The next example was an open ended straight draw, where you hold 9
8
and the flop is A
7
6
. This time you're looking for any 10 or 5, so eight cards in total. 47 unseen cards less 8 straight-filling cards = 39. Divide 39 into 8 and you get 4.9 to 1 odds of hitting the straight on the turn.
Obviously, this is easy to calculate in advance for any number of potential outs that you may have.

Okay, now there's two routes to go. Either look at what these odds tell you, or, look at how the odds change for the river and how the turn and river cards together can be evaluated. I think it's less confusing to look at what the odds tell you first.
Pot Odds
Say the blinds are 5/10, you just called with your A
8
, the small blind folds and the big blind checks. There's now $25 in the pot. The flop comes K
6
5
and the big blind bets $10, making the pot $35 total. In order to call, you have to pay $10 to have a chance to win that $35. That's $35 to $10, or 3.5 to 1 odds. (Note that you do not include the $10 to call in the winnings because you could have just kept the $10 by folding each time. You are investing $10 with the hopes of winning the $35 pot available to you.) Because these odds are being calculated relative to the pot, these are called "pot odds".
Say you think that you need the flush to win. If you look at the chart above, when you have 9 flush outs you have 4.2 to 1 odds against making your flush on the turn. You are getting 3.5 to 1 pot odds. To make your call worthwhile in the long run, you need better pot odds than your cards are giving you.
There are a number of ways of proving this, but let's try this method.
In order to get to a common whole number I'm going to use 1,820 repetitions of the same situation. Run this scenario 1,820 times, and at 4.2 to 1 odds the flush hits once every 5.2 times so 350 times. In 1,820 repetitions you paid $10 at total of 1,820 times for a cost of $18,200, and in 350 instances you won the $35 pot. 350 multiplied by $35 = $12,250, plus 350 times your $10 that you get back when you win, so $12,250 + $3,500 = $15,750 total winnings. In other words, after running the scenario 1,820 times, you lose $2,450 or an average loss of $1.35 each time, so fold rather than call.
Now let's assume that your opponent has likely paired the King. In this case any of the three remaining Aces are outs for you as well. You have a total of 12 outs, 12 outs gives you 2.9 odds, the pot odds are 3.5 to 1, pot odds are greater than the odds the cards are giving you, so call as in the long run you will come out ahead.
Quick check using repetitions. 1,365 repetitions, you win 350 times. $10 x 1,365 = $13,650 cost. $35 per win times 350 wins = $12,250 plus $10 recovered 350 times, so $12,250 plus $3,500 for a total of $15,750 and net of plus $2,100 or $1.54 average. So, now it pays to call.
These calculations are just proofs. The thing to remember is that if you are getting better pot odds than the odds that the cards are offering to you, call. If not, probably fold, though we will cover some aspects later that may make it worthwhile to continue in the hand.
If someone says "you gave me pot odds to call", this is what they are referring to. If you have the best hand and you bet too small, someone who may be still drawing for their hand has the correct odds to call. That's why minimum betting at the flop or turn is so bad. The only people it scares away are the ones who have absolutely no hand and no draws, and even then it only works if no one is aggressive enough to raise you off the hand with a substantial re-raise.
~
Simple? Ah, but we haven't looked at the river odds, or the turn and the river cards combined yet. :)
~ ~ ~
Odds on the Turn and River
So far we've counted our outs, looked at how to translate outs into odds of hitting those outs, calculated the pot odds that our opponent is giving us, and compared the pot odds to the odds of us hitting one of our outs. All on the flop, looking only at the turn card to come.
River odds
What about the river? There's still another card to come, how does that factor into the odds?
Let's start by using the flush hand that we've looked at before. You're holding A
8
, the flop comes K
6
5
.
You know that there are 9 remaining spades = 9 flush outs. Say the J
comes on the turn, and now we're at the river. Now of the 52 total cards in the deck we know 6 so there are 52 - 6 = 46 remaining unseen cards. 46 unseen cards less the 9 spades = 37 times you will not get a spade. Your odds are 37 to 9. Divide 37 by 9 and you get 4.1 to 1 odds of hitting the flush on the river. Note that this is only marginally lower than on the turn because the situation has only changed by one card.
Because the situation has only changed marginally in terms of known/unknown cards, the odds of hitting one of your outs on the river as opposed to the turn is slightly better on the river than the turn, but not enough that it is going to make a significant difference in your situation.
Considering the Turn and River together
Here we get into an area that is often misunderstood by beginners. We'll go back to our flush draw hand. You've got A
8
, the flop comes K
6
5
.
There are 9 outs to fill the flush. You know 9 outs gives you 4.2 odds of hitting the flush on the turn. If you miss, you will have 4.1 odds of hitting the flush on the river. But on the turn, with both the turn and river cards to come, your odds must be better than 4.2 to get one spade on the turn and/or the river.
Step-by-step, you have 52-5=47 unseen cards on the turn. 9 are spades, so 47-9=38 non-spades. On the river there are 46 cards and 9 spades remaining. 9/46*38 = 7.4 times the non-spade turn will be followed by a spade. Add those 7.4 to the 9 where you hit the spade on the turn, 9 + 7.4 = 16.4 times a spade hits out of 47 times on the turn so 47 - 16.4 = 30.6 to 16.4 or 1.86 to one odds.
So, rounded, the odds are 1.9 to 1 against getting a spade on either the turn or on the river.

1.9 to 1 are pretty good odds, so now you can call that flop bet, right? Not necessarily. Preflop you called the $10 blind, the small blind folded his $5 and the big blind checked his $10. $25 in the pot when the big blind bets $10 into you, giving you $35 to $10 to call pot odds, or 3.5 to 1. If you look at this and see the 3.5 to 1 pot odds as better than your 1.9 to 1 flush draw odds, you're missing the fact that you will likely have to call another bet on the turn if you miss the flush on the turn.
Say you call the $10 turn bet and the turn is the J
. The pot is $45 to start, and the big blind bets $20. Now you have to put in $20 to win $45, or 45 to 20 or 2.5 to 1 odds. There is only the river card to come, and you know that your chance of hitting the flush on the river is 4.1 to 1 so now you fold. In a strict application of pot odds theory and assuming that you need the flush to win, you should have folded on the turn but you were misled by neglecting to consider that you may have to call a turn bet.
From your opponent's perspective, this is why you need to bet the turn as well as the flop, to charge your opponents for making the mistake of trying to draw to beat your hand if, in fact, they are chasing the draw. If on the other hand you happened to have a King with a better kicker than your opponent then your opponent is building the pot for you by trying to make draws pay, but neither of you know that for sure.
~ ~ ~
Using Percentages
Rather than considering odds in terms of 3 to 1, you can look at them in terms of percentages. First, determine your outs as we did previously. 9 outs to a flush on the turn, with 47 cards possible. Simply get the percentage of 9 to 47 which equals 19%. So, you have a 19% chance of hitting the flush on the turn.
Phil Gordon claims to have named the "rule of two and four". This is a method for approximating the percentages of hitting your outs on either the river alone or the turn and river combined. With 9 flush outs, you multiply by two to get the river percentage; 18%. To get the odds for the turn and river combined, you multiply the outs by 4; 36%. This is not exact, but is a pretty fast and fairly close approximation of the likelihood of hitting your outs. This method tends to get more inaccurate the more outs you have. If you want your results to be more accurate, adjust the rule of four by subtracting one percent for each out greater than 8. For 15 outs, 15 times 4 = 60. 15 - 8 = 7, so 60 - 7 = 53%.
Please note that the rule of four applies to both the turn and river combined. And as we saw earlier, this does not take into account the possibility that you will have to call another bet on the turn. Where this does apply is where one of you will be all in. This means that there will be no bet on the turn and no bet on the river. Say you are playing a tournament and you raise your A
8
from late position to 3 big blinds. Other players fold, but the big blind, who only has 7 big blinds left, just calls you. The flop is as before, K
6
5
and the big blind pushes in his last 4 big blinds. Now the pot is your 3 BBs, the small blind's 1/2 BB that he folded, the big blind's 3 BBs to call plus his 4 BBs shove for a total of 10.5 BBs. You have 9 outs = 35% chance of hitting. You are being asked to call 4 BBs into a 10.5 BB pot, so 10.5 + 4 =14.5. Your call of 4 as a percentage of the total future pot of 14.5 = 28%. Your percentage of hitting is better than the percentage that you have to put into the pot, so call.
Comparing Odds with Percentages We've now come to the point of another confusing aspect for beginners. When you use percentages to determine whether or not to call as we just did, you must add your bet to the pot to get the pot percentage. Then, if your percentage is greater than the call bet to total pot percentage, you call. When you use odds, you don't include your bet in the pot size, and you call if your card odds are smaller than the odds the pot to bet ratio is giving you. This is because
percentages are calculated as a wins compared to the total of all wins and loses, whereas odds are ratios comparing wins against losses, and
better winning percentages are bigger numbers, whereas in ratios the wins are always 1, so the smaller the number of loses, the better your ratio is.
So to calculate the flush example above, you have to call 4 BBs, so you're getting 10.5 to 4 odds, or 2.6 to 1 pot odds. You have a 1.9 to 1 chance of hitting your flush on either the turn or the river, and there will be no turn bet to call. Pot odds are better than your card odds, so call.

One last thing to keep in mind that the number of outs can increase on the turn. In particular a runner-runner draw that you valued at 1 out may become a full value group of outs if one of your runners come in on the turn. Say you have two of a flush in your hand, and one appears on the flop. Because you need a two more of your suit which is a longshot, you value it for perhaps only one out. But if one of your suit comes on the turn, now your chances have improved and you can count the full 9 remaining flush outs.
But a really interesting one is flopping a set, especially if there is three to a flush in the flop. Say you call with 8
8
and the flop comes K
8
2
. If someone has a made flush, you have 1 out to make quad 8s, 3 outs to pair the K and 3 outs to pair the 2 to make a full house so a total of 1+3+3=7. Say the turn misses you with a 6
. Now your outs actually increase. Your 7 outs on the flop are still good but now you have gained 3 more outs if a 6
, 6
, or 6
comes on the river for a total of 10 outs.
I'm finally just about ready to wrap this up. As usual, it was more work than I expected and took more words and more posts than I had anticipated.
~ ~ ~
Bet sizing
We've looked at when to call bets relative to your draws, and I mentioned briefly how terrible small bets are since they give anyone with draws the proper odds to call. We need to look at the other side; how to size your bets so as to give you opponent the incorrect odds to call. Essentially this is just the inverse of pot odds calculations.
You are in the big blind. One limper calls $10, the small blind folds. You check your K
9
and the flop comes K
6
5
. You have top pair with a so-so kicker. Immediately you should see that there is a spade flush draw as well as possible straight draws with the 6
5
. If you bet too small, you will give your opponent the correct odds to call. You know the flush draw is 4.2 to 1 to hit on the turn, and the open ended straight draw is 4.9 to 1. The flush draw has better odds, so if you give the flush draw incorrect odds you will also give him incorrect pot odds in case he has the OESD.
How much do you bet to make it incorrect for your opponent to call if he has a flush draw? The pot is $35. A standard bet here might be 1/2 pot, so bet $20. If you do so, the pot becomes $55 and your opponent has to put in $20 to continue. This means he has 55/20 odds, or 2.75 to 1 odds, not enough for either the flush draw or the straight draw. What if he happens to have the flush draw and one card is the A
? That gives him 12 outs, requiring 2.9 to 1 odds; still not enough. What about the if he's holding the 7
8
? In that event he has 9 flush outs plus three 4s and three Ts for 15 outs and 2.1 to 1 odds to continue. To make it incorrect for him to call, you have to bet the pot, $35, to give him $70 to $35 odds or 2 to 1. In reality it's very unlikely that this or some other straight/flush combination this strong is what he is holding, and if so he's probably not going to fold no matter how much you bet.
Notice that the larger you bet, the larger the pot becomes, but that the ratio of the pot odds does not increase as fast as you increase your bet size is increasing. A 10% pot sized bet gives off 11 to 1 odds, a 50% pot sized bet gives 3 to 1 odds, but a 100% pot sized bet only brings the odds down to 2 to 1.

Other factors
There's more to playing poker than odds. Some to consider include:
stack sizes relative to pot sizes - ie. if on the flop your stack size is not much larger than the pot, just push all in because you won't have enough left to bet at the turn or river anyways
bubbles in tournament settings - the balance between aggression and survival is more important than pot odds
fold equity, semi-bluffing your draws - especially out of position it can be a better option to bet into your opponent rather than waiting to see what odds they will give to chase your draw
opponent reads - if your opponent bets at most flops, you can happily call with your draws (or raise them) even if you're not getting correct pot odds simply because there's a good chance he has nothing
Expressed odds and Implied odds
What we've looked at so far come under the heading of "expressed odds"; numbers based on the bets, card odds and pot sizes. Lets say you have 9
8
and the flop is A
7
6
. The pot is $35, and your opponent in the big blind bets $20 making the pot $55. You are getting 55 to 20 pot odds, or 2.75 to one. Your open ended straight draw has a 4.9 to 1 chance of hitting on the turn. Fold? But say you called and the turn is a Ten. You've made the straight. Now you've got the turn and the river to make more money from your opponent. Or, say the turn is a 5 of some kind. A 5 is a little more obvious since it gives a 567 on the table, so maybe you won't be able to get quite as much money from your opponent. This extra money that you collect when you hit your hand is what is referred to as "implied odds". Implied odds are very imprecise, but very real, odds that you will collect money when you hit your draw. But, they are affected by
the size of your and your opponents' stacks
the "hiddenness" of you hand
your opponents' hand
your opponents' abilities
If either your stack or your opponents' stack is small, then the implied odds are limited since you will not be able to collect very much if you hit your draw. Implied odds are not often a factor in a one table Sit and Go because the starting stack sizes are shallow (not many big blinds). They are definitely a factor in playing full buy-in cash games, and may be a factor in multi table tournaments and deep stack tournaments as well. If your draw is obvious, like a flush draw, your opponent may be hesitant to pay you off if the flush fills. On the other hand if you hold 86 on a T74 flop and a 9 or a 5 hits it's much less obvious that you had two straight draws and you may get a big payoff. If your opponent has a weak hand, he may fold when you bet or raise on the turn or river simply because he doesn't see the point of defending a weak hand even if he's not sure what you have. If your opponent has flopped a set or other big hand, you may be able to get his entire stack if your draw hits. If your opponent is not good or is unable to back down to aggression, you may be able to get his stack regardless of how strong his hand is if you hit your draw. If your opponent is good, he may be able to lay down his top pair or overpair if he suspects that you've hit your draw. I think one of the toughest things about playing low level micro stakes is trying not to give off big implied odds. You make a good sized bet at the flop, at the turn, and the flush fills on the river and your opponent bets into you. Did he make the flush? Does he even understand pot odds? Or is he betting because the flush is a good scare card to bet? Or did he make a second pair with the river card? Or was he slowplaying his set that he made on the flop? Any of these are possibilities.
~
One more related term; reverse implied odds. That applies when a big stack opts to play against another big stack with a hand that is easily dominated. If you can't fold these types of hands you give off reverse implied odds. See this post for an example.
~ ~ ~
No Limit Hold Em Rules
Basic Action:
Here's the basic flow of actions in No Limit Hold Em poker. The following assumes a live game; cards are not "burned" between deals in online poker as the burn cards are designed to make cheating more difficult.
1) Player immediately to the left of the dealer is called the Small Blind and must put in 1/2 of the blind amount. For example, if the blinds are 1/2, the Small Blind must put in 1, or else sit out the hand. Player to the left of the dealer is called the Big Blind and must put the full blind amount into the pot.
2) Dealer deals cards face down to each player. First card goes to the Small Blind, second card to the Big Blind and continuing clockwise, then going around again until each player has two cards. These are called hole cards or pocket cards. Players view their cards.
3) Player immediately to the left of the Big Blind must Call (put in one full blind amount), Fold (no longer playing in this hand) or Raise (betting more than the blind amount. Amount must be at least twice the blind amount). Next player to the left must Call, Fold, or Raise. If the first player raised, this next player must now call at the raised amount, not the original blind size. Decisions continue to pass to the next player to the left until it reaches the player in the Big Blind position. If no player has called or raised, the hand is over and the Big Blind wins the hand. If at least one person has called, the Big Blind has the option to Check (because he has already put a full blind into the pot) or Raise. If any person has raised prior to the Big Blind's turn, the Big Blind must match the bet to Call, or he can Fold, or he can Raise an additional amount. If a player raises and another player raises more yet, when it comes to the original player's turn again he may raise more again. Once all players have the same amount invested in the pot, the betting is concluded for this round, or if one player has raised to a level where no other players wish to call, that player wins the round and there is no further play.
4) One card is burned (removed from play)
5) Three cards are dealt face up in the center of the table. These three cards are called the Flop.
6) The first player that is to
7) One card is burned (removed from play)
8) One card is dealt face up beside the other three cards. This card is called the Turn.
9) A round of betting with the same procedures as after the Flop.
10) One card is burned (removed from play)
11) One card is dealt face up beside the Turn card. This card is called the River.
12) A round of betting with the same procedures as after the Flop and Turn. These are the basics. There are additional rules that apply with antes, all-ins (causing side pots), straddles, and other particular circumstances.
~ ~ ~
Poker Hands:
In Hold em poker you have two hole cards (also called pocket cards) and there could be a total of five community cards. Your hand strength is determined by combining your two hole cards with the community cards for a total of seven cards, and making the best possible five card poker hand from any five of these seven. Standard poker hand ranking applies to the five cards. Below are the hand rankings, as well as the chance of holding each one of these hands by the time that you know all seven cards. These percentages will apply to Seven Card Stud as well, but not to Draw Poker or other five or nine card poker games.
| Hand | Example | Odds of having this hand once all cards are dealt |
| Straight Flush | | 0.03% |
| Four of a kind | 6-6-6-6, A | 0.17% |
| Full House | 4-4-4, 9-9 | 2.60% |
| Flush | 5 cards, same suit | 3.00% |
| Straight | 4-5-6-7-8 | 4.62% |
| Three of a kind | 5-5-5, A, 3 | 4.83% |
| Two pair | 5-5, 8-8, A | 23.50% |
| One pair | A-A, 8, 5, 3 | 43.80% |
| High card | K, J, 9, 4, 3 | 17.40% |
Note that if the community cards happen to contain a pair, all hands automatically have at least a pair. If one player has a third card of that pair, then that player has at least three of a kind and beats those hands that only have one pair.
If the five community cards happen to be all of the same suit, then all hands have at least a flush. If no hands have another card of that suit, the pot will be split. However, If one or more active hand has a card of the suit and it is higher than the lowest community card, that hand wins over any hands that do not have a card of the suit, and if more than one active hand has a card of the suit that is bigger than the smallest community card, then the hand with the bigger card of the suit wins.
For example, say the community cards are: K
2
J
8
6
Player 1 has KJ
Player 2 has A
5
and Player 3 has A
T
Player 1's best 5 card hand is the community cards; KJ
8
6
2
Player 2 beats Player 1 with K
J
8
6
5
and Player 3 wins with A
K
J
8
6
Similar rulings apply to straights; the higher 5 card straight after considering all 7 cards (5 community cards plus 2 hole cards) wins. When evaluating a full house, the card value where there are three is counted first, so a full house with three Queens and two Tens beats a full house of three Tens and two Aces. When comparing two two pair hands, the highest pair wins. So if
Player 1 holds AA
Player 2 holds 98
and the flop is 982, Player two has two pair and Player 1 has only one pair of Aces. But if the rest of the cards are a 5, then another 2 making the community cards to be 98252, then
Player 1 best five cards are AA229 and beats
Player 2 who has 99885
~ ~ ~
Some poker terminology and abbreviations, particularly as used in my blog posts. General focus is on Hold’Em games. Not everything is covered here, and explanations of how the game is played are only given where necessary to explain the definition of the term.
I’ll keep adding to this as I think of terms that I’ve forgotten. If you think I’ve missed something, or have a question, leave a comment or send an email.
Term, Alternative names, (Abbreviation) – Definition
Before the hand:
Blind - Amount that is required to be paid into the pot before any cards are dealt. Paid by players “in the blinds” or in both the big blind and small blind positions.
Big Blind – the full blind cost
Small Blind - 1/2 the blind cost. This may be a rounded amount. If the big blind is $0.25 the small blind may be either $0.10 or $0.15
Ante - Additional amounts that must be paid by all players before the cards are dealt. Standard requirement for games such as Stud, but also applicable to Hold’Em tournaments in the later stages.
By seating position:
Dealer, or Button - player who, in a home game, deals the cards to each player, starting with the player immediately to the dealer’s left. In a casino or on-line this player doesn’t actually deal the cards, but a circular piece (like a big button) with the letter “D” printed on it will be placed in front of this player to indicate who has the dealer position.
Small blind (SB) – Player who gets the first card from the dealer. Before the cards are dealt, the SB must pay 1/2 the big blind cost into the pot
Big blind (BB) - Player next after the SB. Before the cards are dealt, the BB must pay a full blind cost into the pot
Under the gun (UTG) – Player next after the BB. After the cards are dealt, UTG is the first player who has to decide whether to call, fold, or raise.
Under the gun+1 (UTG+1) – Next player after UTG
Middle position 1 (MP1) – Next player after UTG+1
Middle position 2 (MP2) – Next player after MP1
Middle position 3, or Hijack (MP3) – Next player after MP2
CutOff (CO) – Last person before the dealer
Positions closest to the dealer and the blinds are the most important for consideration, so when the table has fewer players, the position names from the middle are removed first. If the table has only 8 players, there will be no MP3. If only 7, no MP2. If only 6, no UTG+1. If only 5, no MP1.
Other table related:
Late position, early position – Relative positioning term. Late might mean the hijack, cutoff and dealer, early might include UTG positions and the blinds.
OOP - Out of position. Postflop the person who is OOP must act before other players that are still in the hand.
Short table – Fewer than the normal amount of players at the table. Can be used to refer to later in a tournament and some players have been knocked out or a ring game where there are fewer players at the game, either by accident or by design. Short tables mean that there are fewer hands to compete with so weaker hands will win, and generally you should be playing more frequently because the blinds will circulate the table more often.
Orbit - Each full rotation of the dealer spot around the table is one orbit.
Rounds of cards/betting:
Flop, or First street – Group of 3 community cards dealt face up
Turn, or second street – Next community card, dealt face up
River, or third street – Last community card, dealt face up. The term “street” is used more often in other games such as Stud where there are five streets.
Preflop – The betting activity that occurs after the pocket cards have been dealt and before the flop is dealt.
Postflop - Collective term referring to the flop, turn, and river, ie. anything that happens after the flop cards have been dealt out. Strategists sometimes focus separately on preflop and postflop play.
Board - Generic name for whatever community cards have been dealt to that point. ie. “After the turn, the board showed both a flush and a straight draw”
Betting options:
Raise - Increase the amount of money that your opponents must pay in order to continue in the hand
Bet - same as a raise except this term applies only when no previous bet has been made. Once a bet has been made, any subsequent increase during the round is called a raise.
Call - Putting the minimum amount of money into the pot in order to continue to play the hand. Preflop you must call the big blind, or call any raises that have been made before it gets to be your turn.
Check - When you are not required to put any more money into a hand in order to continue, and you choose not to put more money in, then you check. This happens if you are in the BB preflop and there are no raises, or postflop and no one has made a bet yet.
Fold – Decline to call and take no further part in the hand
Re-raise – To raise a previous raise
Min-Raise (MR) – To raise the minimum amount. Applies only to pot limit or no limit games because limit poker allows only one bet size.
3 -bet – To go to a third cost level in one round of betting. Preflop the blind amount is considered a bet. If someone raises the cost and then that amount is subsequently raised again, that re-raise is considered a 3-bet.
4-bet – To make a fourth cost level in one round of betting. Also could be called a re-re-raise or a re-raise of the original raise.
3-bet light, 4-bet light – To make 3-bets or 4-bets with weaker cards than might ordinarily be expected. Done by aggressive players, especially when the table is short, or the opposing players are weak, or where the table is very aggressive. An aggressive table may 3-bet with 87s, so you’re good to 4-bet light with AQ to counter that aggression.
All-in, or shove, or push - To put all one’s remaining chips into the pot.
Limp - To just call the blind preflop
Muck - In a live game, the collection of cards that are out of play. When you fold your hand, you put them into the muck. Also used as a verb; if you lose you don’t have to show your cards and you “muck” them. In online poker the mucked cards at showdown are usually available to see if you check the hand history.
Other elements:
Ring game, cash game – A poker game that is open for people to sit down and play whenever there is a vacant seat. Usually defined either by the blind costs; ie. $1/$2, or sometimes by 100 BBs which is often the maximum buy-in ie. $200.
Tournament - a game where there is a set amount that you pay to play. All players are given the same amount of starting chips, and when you have no more chips you are eliminated. The player at the end who has all the chips is the winner.
Rebuy tournament – A tournament where for a certain period of time you can rebuy chips. Often these play very loose and wild during the rebuy period as players take chances to try to build a big stack
Satellite tournament (Satty)- A tournament where the prize(s) is a seat in another bigger tournament.
Sit and Go (SnG) – a tournament with a fixed number of players that starts whenever the full complement of players are signed up to play.
Bubble - the point in a tournament when the next player to be eliminated is the last one who will not get money.
ITM - In The Money. After the bubble is burst, all remaining players will receive some money.
Stack - the amount of chips that each player has
Big stack, small or short stack – a player with a larger than average amount, a player with less than the average amount. Similar to Deep Stack/Shallow Stack. Deep Stack usually refers to ring games, specifically where all the players in a hand have at least 100 BBs, but some tournaments are called Deep Stack because the starting chips are more, relative to the starting blinds.
Buy-in – The amount of money that is exchanged for chips in order to play. At a ring game there will often be a minimum and a maximum buy-in. At a tournament there will be a fixed amount to buy-in in order to play.
Rebuy - to buy more chips to play with. In a ring game this happens whenever a player wants to have some more chips to play with up to the table maximum. This is not allowed in tournaments unless it is a special rebuy tournament.
M - a term in tournaments used to refer to a stack size in comparison to the pot size before any betting starts. If the blinds are 200/100 and 6 players are on the table and each have to ante 25, the pot is 200 + 100 + 25*6 = 450. Therefore a player with 4,500 chips has an M of 10 (4,500 / 450). What M tells you is how many orbits you can go before being blinded out. The smaller the M value, the more desperate to pick up some chips.
ICM - Independent Chip Model, a theory for determining the correct play in a tournament, especially a Sit and Go. Part of the theory includes the thought that the value of chips above the average are worth less than the chips below the average because the low stack needs to hang on to those chips to survive whereas a player with more chips can afford to lose some in an attempt to get further ahead.
Multitabler – Online players who play more than one table at the same time.
Rake, juice – percentage of the pot that the poker site or casino takes. If the hand is ended preflop usually the site takes no rake. Often the calculation of bonus points or of deposit bonus earned is based on the rake. Juice refers to rake on tournaments or sit and goes where there is no rake on a hand by hand basis, but there is an extra cost to buying in that the site takes, ie. in a $5 + .50 tournament $5 from each player goes towards the prize pool and 0.50 goes to the site or casino. In a fundraiser often the rake is 50% where half the buyin goes to the charity. Rake percentages otherwise tend to be higher percentages at lower stakes and lower percentages at higher stakes because in real dollars compared to system usage the higher stakes players are contributing a larger amount. This is important at sites like Full Tilt where the lowest cash table buyin currently has a very high rake making it more difficult to be a winning player because the site is taking more each hand. (edit Feb ’08: Full Tilt has recently added lower stakes tables and lowered their rake structure a bit)
Playing styles:
Tight - Plays few hands preflop
Loose - Plays many hands preflop
Aggressive - Bets or raises often rather than calling
Passive - Calls often rather than betting or raising
Weak - Folds to bets or raises often
Maniac - Raises/bets often no matter how strong his hand is
TAG - Tight-Aggressive player. Plays only his best hands preflop and then is aggressive with them. Best style for beginners as it helps to keep them out of difficult situations while getting value for the good hands.
LAG - Loose-Aggressive player. Plays many hand preflop and is aggressive with them. Makes it difficult for his opponents to determine when he really has a premium hand. Wins many small pots with his aggression and also wins big with his premium hands because his opponent’s may believe he is bluffing.
Calling station – Rarely folds.
Nit - Plays only the most premium hands. Often very aggressive with them. Often multitabling. When they raise call them with pocket pairs or suited connectors as they’re likely only playing big pairs or AK, maybe AQ. May be able to push them off dangerous boards.
Fish - General derogatory name for a bad player or easy prey, sometimes refers more to a calling station type player than any other style
Shark – General reference to a good player, or at least better than the other players at the table; a “shark amongst fish”
Donkey - General derogatory name for a bad player
Donk - Comes from donkey, but refers to the move of betting into the preflop raiser from out of position. For example, you raise from late position, the big blind calls and on the flop the big blind bets first, either indicating that he has a hand or is betting that you missed the flop.
Brick – a card that isn’t likely to affect the strength of anyone’s hand, ie. Flop is A
Q
4
and the turn is a 8
. The 8 doesn’t help a flush or straight draw and only helps an unlikely card combination like A8 or Q8.
PokerTracker/HEM abbreviations:
VP$IP – Voluntarily Put $ In Pot. Percentage of times that the player put money into the pot voluntarily preflop. Does not include the BB if just checked, but does include completing from the SB. A tight player has a low VP$IP, a loose player has a high VP$IP.
PFR - Preflop Raise. Percentage of times that the player raises preflop when he plays.
BB/100 – Big Bets (not big blinds) won per 100 hands, this is the standard win rate value that is used for comparisons. Big bets comes from Limit Holdem and is equal to 2 big blinds, so the other version is bb/100 which means big blinds per 100 hands. Make sure you’re comparing apples to apples as BB/100 is half bb/100. BB/100 is still the standard measurement even though most people nowadays play No Limit.
Other:
OESD – Open ended straight draw. If you have 98 and the flop is T72, a J or 6 will give you a straight, so the draw is open at both ends.
Inside straight draw, Gut shot draw – Straight draw with one card missing in between the cards. If you have 98 and the flop is T62, only a 7 will fill your straight.
Double gut shot draw, Belly buster draw – A situation where there are two different value cards that can come and give you two different straights. If you hold 78 and the flop is 46T, then a 5 will give you a 4,5,6,7,8 straight but a 9 will give you a 6,7,8,9,T straight.
Wraparound straight draw – in Omaha where you have 4 hole cards you can have more than one possibility to complete a straight. If you hold 9876 and the flop is T72, a J, 9, 8, or a 6 will give you a straight.
Boat – Full house
Connectors - Two cards in sequence such as 87. Can be suited (of the same suit) or offsuit. Gapped connectors have a gap in between the cards such as 86 or 85.
T9s, T9o – the “s” indicates the two cards are of the same suit, the “o” indicates they are not of the same suit or offsuit.
Ax - a hand with an Ace and another inconsequential card. Some players can’t fold these no matter how weak the other card is.
Bad beat, suck out – a hand where you were significantly ahead but lost
Rivered - a verb describing a hand where the river card changed the outcome of the hand. Could also be a suck out or bad beat.
On-line shorthand:
gl – good luck
gg – good game; in a tournament when someone is eliminated
nh - nice hand
n1 - nice one
ul - unlucky
wtf - what the fu**
~ ~ ~
About the author:
I’ve been playing poker since 2006, writing about poker under the name of PokerAnon since 2007, and winning at poker pretty much from the point that I began playing. I maintain a primary blog at:
and a more temporally oriented blog at:
You can find the online HTML version of this book at:
www.anon-poker-blog.com/pokerbook
or follow me on Twitter:
http://twitter.com/pokeranon