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TEAM A SCORES 

Game A Score Opponent Score Difference 

A vs 0 31 26 +5 

A vs E 24 10 +14 

A V!i F 17 19 -2 

Final Total Differential +17 

Average Differential For 3 Games +5% (17;3) 

Figure 1. 

basis for taking these bets, law en­
forcer.Jent officers should familiarize 
themselves with its function . 

tively even amounts of wagering on 
both sides of the contest. If the book­
maker achieves an even balance of 
wagering on a game and he has no 
gamble or risk, his Dr"fit is assured of 
being 10 percent, the "juice" or "vig­
orish" of the losing wagers. In many 

cases, a true handicap line or power 
rating line wiII approach or approxi­
mate the bookmaker's wagering line, 
but not necessarily. 

Power Rating Lines 

There are several nationally 
known power rating "lines" or flys­
terns. In these systems, the starting 
point is a comparison of the points 
scored by and against Team A, which 
is now playing Team B, with the 
points scored by and against Team B. 
This is illustrated in figures 1 and 2, 
which chart the scores of Teams A and 
Band tl.eir previous opponents. 

"There are several na· 
tionally known power rating 
'lines' or systems." 

As illustrated, Team A would have 
won its games by an average 5% 
points, while Team B would have lost 
its games by an average 8 points. 
Therefore, on the average, Team A 
would be considered 1321:1 points bet­
ter than Team B (5% +8). 

The line theoreticall y functions as 
a handicap to balance the relative 
strengths of the opposing teams. It 
consists of points either added to the 
underdog teams' final scores or sub­
tracted from the favorite teams' final 
scores. Then again, theoretically 
having balanced the relative strengths 
of the teams, wagers are accepted by 
bookmakers usually at 11-10 odds. 
Thus, for instance, if a bettor desires 
to bet $500 on the Washington Red­
skins at -6 (meaning Washington 
is favored by 6 points, and 6 points 
are subtracted from Washington's 
final score to determine the result of 
the wager), he would actually risk 
$550 to the bookmaker's $500. 

Figure 2. 

As stated above, the line is only 
theoretically a balancing of the 
strengths of the teams. However, as 
a practical matter, the line is really a 
number of points, either added to the 
underdogs' scores or subtracted from 
the favorites' scores, which the book­
makers feel wiII tend to attract rela-

Game 

B vs G 

B vs H 

B vs I 

2 

TEAM B SCORES 

B Score Opponent Score 

13 33 

14 10 

6 14 

Final Total Differential 

Average Differential For 3 Games 

Difference 

-20 

+4 

-8 

-24 

-8 (24~3) 
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A power system would then further 
refine the point spread by weighing 
additional factors. For instance, 6 
points might be added to B's rating 
for being the home team, 2 points 
added because of the injury to A's 
star wide receiver, 5 points added 
because the opponents of B were 
stronger than A's, but 3 points sub­
tracted because of an internal dispute 
between B's quarterback and center. 
By combining these refinements 
(132/;1-6-2-5+3), the final rat­
ing, Team A favored by 3% points, is 
determined. 

This example greatly oversimpli­
fies these often complex, computer­
ized systems, but it serves to illus­
trate the general theory. Our rating 
could theoretically be used as a wag­
ering line, and depending on the ac­
curacy of the weighing of the various 
factors, such as home-field advan­
tage, weather conditions, in juries, 
etc., would be a true handicap. In 
practice, however, this is never used 
as a line by bookm::kers, although 
they have reason to be interested in 
such ratings. Bookmakers are inter­
ested because they anticipate their bet­
tors will be aware of the ratings and 
may follow them. Furthermore, if the 
bookmaker places reliance on the sys­
tem, he may decide to allow hi,; book 
to become unbalanced on a game sim­
ply because, though he is forced to 
adopt generally the bookmaking line 
(as discussed below) , he may feel the 
betting line is bad and the game wiII 
in fact turn out otherwise. For ex­
ample, if the betting line has Team 
A favored by 12 points, wl:ereas our 
power rating shows A to be only ahout 
4. points better, the bookmaker may 
decide to allow an imbalance of bet­
ting on A or even "lay off"-rebet 
with another bookmaker on B-to 
create an imbalance in his favor. 

Frequently, a rather substantial 
variance between the betting line and 
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power ratings occurs when a popular 
team plays a rela.tively unknown 
team, when a team from an area where 
wagering is often huge plays a team 
from an area where little betting oc­
curs, or when a tremendously strong 
team plays a very weak one. These in· 
stances reemphasi2;e the actual use of 
a betting line-to attract betting on 
hoth sides without necessarily weigh. 
ing the true strengths of the teams. If, 
for instance, the power ratings show 
a team is 50 poimts stronger than its 
opponent and H 50 were used as a 
line, it might completely shut ofT the 
betting on the !iavorite. Many bettors 
would feel that the favorite would win 
substantially, hut to give up 50 points 
might be too Clangerous. On the other 
hand, many bettors would bet on any 
team if they r.eceived a 50.point hand­
icap. However, it could be that if the 
bookmaker llsed a line of 40 rather 
than 50, he might now attract favorite­
team betting, as well as underdog 
betting. 

Necessity and Development of 
the National Line 

To a g!reat extent, the line is de­
veloped in Las Vegas, Nev. Not only 
may the line be formulated legally 
there and posted publicly in legal 
bookmaking establishments, hut Las 
Vegas is the recognized hub of wager· 
ing and the clearing house for much 
of the !intelligence information used 
to develop the line. Persons there, who 
are instrumental in line development, 
have vast sources of information 
about the games, as well as knowledge 
of major trends or "moves" in game 
wagering, especially hy the so·called 
"sma!'t" or knowledgeable bettors. 
Each week in Las Vegas, the football 
line is developed, legally printed, and 
published. Thereafter. line informa­
tion is disseminated almost instanta· 
neously, usually via telephone, to var­
ious persons throughout the country. 

3 

Some bookmakers send a trusted asso· 
ciate to stay in Las Vegas and to call· 
out the line regularly. Others merely 
pay a small salary to someone already 
residing in Las Vegas for performing 
this service. Although gambling in 
general is thought to be legal in Ne· 
vada, there is still a goodly amount 
of illegal gambling activity among 
many, including bookmakers. And 
these bookmakers may be inclined to 
disseminate personally, or through 
agents, line information from Ne­
vada. Whichever of the above means 
is used, this line information is then 
relayed nationwide to the local book­
makers or their associates. The book­
makers characteristically share in the 
cost of the line service. 

"Every bookmaker, by 
necessity, has a source for 
the Las Vegas line." 

Every bookmaker, by necessity, 
has a source for the Las Vegas line. 
The line may come directly from Ne· 
vada, from Nevada indirectly through 
one or more other cities, or from other 
local bookmakers who ohtain it from 
sources ultimately obtaining it from 
Las Vegas. This accessibility is nee· 
essary for several reasons: First, as 
indicated above, the Las Vegas gam· 
bling community is considered ex­
tremely knowleo.:;eable in all aspects 
of line dev(;Jopmenl; and second, 
since other bookmakers and bettors 
are also aware of this line, the indi­
vidual must start out using the Las 
Vegas line as his basis lest he hecome 
immediately out of balance, and 
hence, unable to lay ofT. For example, 
if the bookmaker felt the proper line 
on a game should be Team A favored 
by 4. points and used this line for tllk­
ing bets, and if other hookmakers 
used the Las Vegas line of 12 points, 
our bookmaker wou1d find immedi· 
ately that no one wou1d bet with him 
on the underdog getting only 4 points; 
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, whereas everyone would bet with him 
on the favorite giving u? only 4. points 
rather than 12. Thus, he would experi­
ence a tremendous imbalance of bet­
ting on the favorite, which we have 
indicated is not a desirable situation. 
Moreover, he could not layoff with 
other bookmakers, since he mue'. lay 
off with them at their line, which 
would be 12 rather than 4.. And if he 
should layoff with the other book­
makers on the favorite giving up 12 
points when his imbalance is at 4. 
points, and if the final score showed 
Team A winning by more than 4. 
points but less than 12 points, he 
would then lose not only his imbal­
ance of bets on the favorite at 4. points, 
but his layoff bets at 12 Jloints-a 
very dismal situation generally re­
ferred to as being "middled." 

When the bookmaker obtains the 
line, he then often adjusts it to suit 
his needs or makes up his line. (See 
fig. 3.) He may well know his usual 
bettors and be ,able to anticipate what 
volu~e on various games he can ex­
pect. If the line he receives is 4, and 
he knows that his bettors are likely 
to bet heavily on the underdog (the 
hometown favorite, perhaps), he 
might decide to use 3 or 3% as his 
line. Then, as wagering progresses 
during the wagering period, such as 
often from Tuesday until Sunday on 
professional football games, he may 
vary his line upwards or downwards 
one-half point at a time to tend to at­
tract betting, or conversely, to dis­
courage betting on the other side, in 
order to balance the hetting. The tra­
ditional thought is that the use of half 
points st('ms from the bookmakers' de­
sires to eliminate "pushes" (or ties) 
when the bet is a draw. Although half 
points do have this effect the real 
purpose is to facilitate varying the 
line by small increments. There is a 
tremendous difference hetween a line 
of 3 and 3% points, but very little 
practical difference between 25 and 
25% points. 
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The bookmaker must know not only 
the Las Vegas opening line, but he 
must get frequent updates in the line. 
A change in the Las Vegas line does 
not mean that Las Vegas has changed 
its collective mind as to the antici­
pated final score (as if the line were 
a true power ratinf i; it means that 
there has been an influx of wise money 
on the game. The bookmaker must be 
wary of the same influx. Also, the Las 
Vegas books may either "scratch" a 
game or "circle" it. To scratch a game 
means to eliminate further betting or 
to take it off the board. To circle it 
means literally to draw a circle around 
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the game on the line sheet, resulting 
in a limitation of wagering on the 
game. Bookmakers may take no bet­
ting on a circled game or may accept 
only a Bmited amount of wagers 
on it, such as a maximum of $100. 
In eithe. case, scratching or circling 
arises because ()£ some unusual factors 
developing after the opening of bet· 
ting. These factors include critical 
injuries, rumors of a fix in the game, 
or extremely unusual patterns of 
wagering. This type of information is 
of vital importance to every book· 
maker because by the time he learns 
of the scratching or circHng, he fre­
quently will have been besieged with 
bets by bettors who have also been 
privy to the information. 

It is worth noting that contrary to 
popular thought, a crucial injury oc· 
curring after the opening of betting 
cannot effectively he handicapped. 
Bookmakers cannot change the line 
enough to reflect the value of the loss 
of a good quarterback, such as pos­
sibly 6 or 7 points, or else the book­
maker would be in the position of 
possibly being "mid dIed," as indi­
cated above. All he can then do is 
stop further betting and hope for the 
best. 

Likewise, other changes in factors, 
such as weather and internal disputes, 
cannot affect the line after its open­
ing. These things only cause the game 
to hI' scratched or circled. The only 
factor affecting the line after opening 
is solely the volume of the wagering. 

The question frequently arises as to 
why a bookmaker cannot use line in­
formation published fairly regularly 
in many newspapers. He cannot for 
two reasons. First, the bookmakers 
only trnst money. If they could go to 
the newspapers and bet on the line 
appearing in it, then they could trust 
it. However, as far as a hookie is 
concerned, a line is only a line if he 
can place bets on it. And second, 
whatever appears in the newspaper is 
not timely enough for the bookmaker; 

i 
) 
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he must be able to learn of the changes 
in the line immediately and not the 
next day, at which time he may have 
already been inundated by smart 
money. 

Cooperation Among Bookmakers 

A local bookmaker will remain in 
almost constant contact with other 
bookmakers for purposes other than 
obtaining the national line. Move­
ment by area bookmakers of their 
lines often indicates the volume of 
wagering, which the bookie may in 
turn expect himself. Furthermore, if 
a bookie expects to layoff to any other 
bookmaker, he must do so at the 
latter's line. Consequently, there is a 
constant exchange of Ime informa­
tion among bookmakers, even though 
technically they are in competition 
with one another. 

Bookmakers also discuss regularly 
the general volume of betting they are 
experiencing on various games and 
transmit hints or rumors about the 
games, abilities, and financial condi­
tions of certain bettors and the re­
sults of contests. This merger of co­
operative spirit and competitive effort 
is a feature unique to bookmaking 
which, in precise terms, cannot be 
compared to another form of business 
activity. Often comparisons are made 
to insurance companies reinsuring 
their risks or the Federal Reserve Sys­
tem's movement of money about the 
system; but since bookmaking is truly 
unique, these comparisons are inade­
quate. 

Line Changes vs. Layoffs 

The two ways a bookmaker tends 
toward the balance of wagering he de­
sires are either to change his line or 
to layoff. As stated previously, he 
often changes the line before opening 
it, simply in anticipation of the vol­
ume of wagering on one side. There­
after, as the betting progresses, he 

may choose to vary the line by more 
than one-half point at a time. Thus, 
if he is receiving too much wagering 
on Team A at -4, he may then 
change the line to Team A at 4%. This 
will have a tendency to discourage 
wagering on A and encourage wager­
ing on B. Some bookmakers vary the 
line only on their judgment; others 
vary it automatically whenever a 
certain predetermined imbalance oc­
curs on the game, such as a $500 
imbalance. 

However, the bookie can accom­
plish only so much by line changes 
and may still have what he feels is a 
dangerous imbalance. Additionally, if 
he varies his line as much as one-half 
point, he may run the risk of being 
"sided," meaning he may lose one 
side and push or tie the other. If he 
varies the line one point or more, he 
may risk being middled or losing both 
sides, if the final point spread falls 
in the middle of the two lines. If he 
cannot achieve a desirable balance by 
line changes, he can only reach the 
balance by laying off. The facility of 
laying off when necessary is a vital 
feature of bookmaking. Some book­
makers layoff constantly, others only 
occasionally; but all have the means 
of laying off when needed. Further, 
whether a bookmaker lays off or not 
often depends on his educated opinion 
as to who will win the game (consid-
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TEAM A-4 

$500.00 

$300.00 

$1,000.00 

$1,800.00 

ering the point spread, of course). 
The decision may also be affected hy 
his opinion as to the bettors, the re­
spected "smarts," or merely the home­
town grads urging their team along 
with their bets, who are causing the 
imbalance. 

As an example of how a bookie 
might layoff to achieve an even bal­
ance, consider the incoming bets il­
lustrated in figure 4 .. 

It can be seen that the bookmaker's 
imbalance would be $1,200 on Team 
A or $1,800-$600. He would, there­
fore, layoff or bet with another 
bookmaker on Team A at -4 for 
$1,200 and be assured of a $60 profit, 
whichever team won. If Team A won, 
he would pay his winning bettors 
$1,800 and collect $660 from his los­
ing bettors, for a loss of $1,140; but 
he would have won his layoff of 
$1,200, leaving a net profit of $60. 
If Team B won, he would collect 
$1,980 from the Team A bettors, less 
$600 payoff to the Team B bettors for 
n gain of $1,380; but he would have 
lost his layoff of $1,320, lepving again 
a net profit of $60. 

Furthermore, many bookmakers 
feel that if they have a fairly wide as­
sortment of bettors, they will profit 
in the long run without laying off, at 
least on every imbalanced game. This 
is because they are taking bets on a 
theoretically even game, including the 

Figure 4. 

TEAM 8+4 

$100.00 

$500.00 

$600.00 
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1974 COLLEGE FOOTBALL BOWL GAMES 

ACTUAL POINT 
GAME 

ASTRa-BLUEBONNET BOWL 

BffilNG LINE POWER RATING SPREAD 

North Carorma State 
vs. 

Houston 

SUN BOWL 
North Caroina 

VS. 
Mississ~pi State 

PEACH BOWL 
Texas Tech 

lIS. 
Vanderbi~ 

FIESTA BOWL 
Brigham Young 

lIS. 
Oklahoma State 

GATOR BOWL 
Texas U. 

lIS. 
Auburn 

SUGAR BOWL 
F\lllila 

vs. 
Nebraska 

conaN BOWL 
Penn State 

lIS_ 

Baylor 

ROSE BOWL 
Ohio State 

vs. 
Southem eardomia 

ORANGE BOWL 
Alabama 

lIS, 
Notre Dame 

3 
2% 0 

BY1 13 2 

10 0 

10 14 10 

7 3 
24 

12Y1 17 3 

3% 21 
3 

B% 

3 

10% 13 
2 

Figure 5. 

handicap, but one in which the book­
maker gets 11-10 odds. For example, 
if a bookmaker were taking all bets 
on the flip of a coin characterized by 
true even odds, but the bettors risked 
511 for each $10 the bookie put up, 
he would not really care how many 
people bet on heads or how many on 
tails, even though on anyone throw 
he might lose substantially. However, 
in the long run, probabilities tell us 
he would profit almost 5 percent of 
all money wagered on this even­
money proposition at 11-10 odds. 

On the other hand, the bookmaker 
by paying close attention to other 
bookies' lines can often middle the 
other bookmakers and win both sides 
of a game by laying off. 

The laying off to achieve an exactly 
balanced book is fine in theory, but 
frequently impossihle to attain as a 
practical matter. For just about the 
time the bookie lays off and reaches 
the even ratio of bets, he may get a 
bet on the other side of the game 
from a regular customer. A bookie 
will seldom refuse a bet lest he lose 

his good customer, but rather wiII 
just "eat it" or take a gamble, espe­
cially in a favorable situation, giving 
him 11-10 odds. 

How Good Are The Oddsmakers? 

People often scoff at the "odds­
makers" when a game turns out far 
differently than the odds. "What do 
they know about it?" they say. But 
what the public often fails to under­
stand is that the outcome of the .game 
is of small consequence to the line­
makers. Their concern is whether the 
line has stimulated an approximately 
even amou:,t of betting. It is felt that 
the most predictable teams to handi­
cap are the professional footbal! 
teams. Y ct, several statistical studies 
have shown that of the 13 professional 
games each week, seldom is the line 
ever within a point of the final score, 
artd only an average of about 4 of the 
13 games are within even 6 points of 
the line. 

As an example of compHring the 
wagering line, a weIl-known power 
rating, a predicted final spread from 
a news medic: source, and the actual 
final spread, figure 5 indicates what 
occurred in the 1974 college foolball 
bowl games. 

It can be seen that only in the Peach 
Bowl and Fiesta Bowl games did the 
betting line come within two points 
of the final spread. The power rating 
was within two points only in the Rose 
Bowl Game. On the other hand, the 
betting line was off an average of 9.5 
points and the power rating 12.4-
points. 

"The line achieves its 
overall purpose-to attract 
hundreds of millions of dol­
lars of wagers annually." 

Still the bookmakers are not .going 
hungry. The line achieves its overall 
purpose--to attract hundreds of mil­
lions of dollars of wagers annually. 




