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Card Counting Basics
Card counting refers to the process of watching the cards 
played in a game of blackjack and making betting and strat-
egy decisions based on those cards. In movies such as Rain 
Man and 21, blackjack card counting is portrayed as a mys-
terious, dangerous skill possessed only by a select few. The 
fact is, card counting is a relatively simple and legal means 
of gaining an advantage over the casino. 

Why Card Counting Works
Most casino games obey the mathematical law of inde-
pendent trials. This law states that the outcome of one roll, 
spin, or hand has no effect on the outcome of subsequent 
rolls, spins, or hands. For example, if the number 19 comes 
up on two consecutive spins of the roulette wheel, this has 
absolutely no bearing on the odds that the roulette ball will 
land on 19 on the next spin. 
 Blackjack is different. In most blackjack games, mul-
tiple rounds are dealt before the cards are shuffled. This 
means that the composition of the remaining deck or decks 
changes with each hand. For example, if an ace is dealt 
the first round, one fewer ace remains for subsequent 
rounds. Card counting works because high cards favor the 
player, while low cards favor the dealer. If an excess of high 
cards remains in the hand, you can increase your bets (as  
explained in How Much to Bet). You can also vary your 
playing strategy as the composition of the undealt cards 
changes (as explained in How to Play Your Hand).

Is Card Counting Difficult?
Card counting does not require great feats of memorization 
or exceptional mathematical abilities. To use the card-
counting system in this guide, you need the ability to keep 
track of a single number and to add to and subtract from 
this number quickly. You must also be able to do simple 
division. Though you don’t have to remember any of the 
specific cards played, you do have to remember strategy 
tables. These tables are less complicated than elementary 
school multiplication tables. Finally, and most importantly, 
you need to practice. Card counting is simple, but it must be 
done perfectly (or nearly so) to be effective. 
 This guide assumes you’ve played blackjack before and 
have a basic understanding of the game. (For a detailed expla-
nation of blackjack basics, see the Quamut guide to Blackjack.) 

Is Card Counting Legal?
Though casinos often frown on card counters, the tech-
nique is perfectly legal and within your rights as a player. On 

the other hand, it’s usually within casinos’ rights to ask you 
to leave if they spot you counting cards, so you should hide 
your card-counting abilities as much as possible. The only 
thing that should distinguish you from other players at the 
blackjack table is the fact that you go home with the casino’s 
money much more often than they do. (You can learn how 
to remain a welcome—yet secretly card-counting—casino 
guest in How to Disguise Your Card-Counting Ability.)

The Running Count
Card counting begins with the running count, which is a 
single number used to keep track of the relative numbers of 
high and low cards played in a blackjack game. The running 
count is the basis for all modern card-counting systems. 
There are various forms of running counts, but all of them 
follow two basic rules:

As high cards are played:•	  The running count 
decreases. 
As low cards are played:•	  The running count 
increases.

If many low cards have been played, the running count will 
tend to be high, indicating that there are relatively more high 
cards remaining. You use the running count to calculate the 
true count, as discussed in the The True Count (Count per 
Deck) section of this guide.

The Hi-Lo System
To keep a running count, you need to use a system. One 
of the most simple and powerful card-counting systems is 
called the Hi-Lo. Created by Harvey Dubner, the Hi-Lo is so 
named because it assigns some cards to a high group, some 
to a middle group, and others to a low group. In the Hi-Lo 
system, the cards are grouped as follows:

High cards are worth -1, middle cards are worth 0, and low 
cards are worth +1. 

Keep a Running Total
The running count starts at 0 whenever the dealer shuffles. 
If you walk up to a blackjack game in progress, you can wait 
until the dealer shuffles to begin with a fresh pack at 0. 
Every time you see a low card, add 1 to your running total. 
Every time you see a high card, subtract 1 from your running 
total. When you see a middle card, do not adjust your run-
ning total. The following table summarizes how you should 
adjust your running count as cards are dealt:

Card Rank Effect on the Running Count

2, 3, 4, 5, 6 +1

7, 8, 9 0

10*, A -1

*10 refers to any 10-value card: 10, J, Q, and K.

 The following example shows how to keep a running 
count at the blackjack table:

Assume this illustration shows the first round after a shuffle, 
so the running count starts at 0. Player 1 is first dealt an A 
and an 8. The running count is:

-1 (for the A) +0 (for the 8) = -1

high cards

middle cards

low cards

dealer

player 3 player 2 player 1
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Player 2 is then dealt an A, 2, 4, and 3. The running count is now:

-1 (from before) –1 (for the A) +1 (for the 2) +1 (for the 4) +1 (for the 3) = +1

Next, player 3 is dealt a 5, 6, and J. The running count is now:

+1 (from before) +1 (for the 5) +1 (for the 6) –1 (for the J) = +2

Finally, the dealer is dealt a 3, A, Q, A, and 2. The running count is now:

+2 (from before) +1 (for the 3) -1 (for the A) -1 (for the Q) -1 (for the A) +1 (for the 2) = +1

Depending on the casino’s dealing procedures, some cards may be dealt facedown while 
others are dealt faceup. Make sure you count each card once and only once. One way to do 
this is to count each card as soon as it is placed faceup. If all of the player hands are dealt 
faceup, count all of these cards, then remember not to count them again. If subsequent 
cards, such as those for double downs, are placed facedown, count them when they’re 
flipped over. 

Cancel Pairs of High and Low Cards
You’ll often see two cards dealt at a time when playing blackjack. If one of these cards is 
high and the other is low, simply ignore this pair because its total is 0. For example, take 
the following two cards:

If these cards are dealt as a hand to a player, treat them as a total of 0 and don’t change the 
running count. This is faster than mentally adding 1 for the 4 then subtracting 1 for the K.

What the Count Means
When the count is high (+4), it means the remaining unplayed cards are rich in high cards. 
High cards are good for the player for a few reasons:

Good return: •	 You get 1 1/2 times your bet if you get a blackjack. The dealer wins only 
one bet if he or she gets a blackjack.
Standing on a stiff: •	 You are allowed to stand if you have a stiff (a hard hand from 
12 to 16). The dealer is compelled to hit such hands. With a high count, you can 
sometimes stand and let the dealer bust.
Excess of high cards: •	 You usually want high cards to appear when you double down 
or split. The most common double downs—9, 10, and 11—all benefit from an excess of 
high cards.

How to Practice the Running Count
Using the Hi-Lo system is not difficult, but it does require practice and concentration. You 
need to be very fast and never make a mistake. A great way to practice is to deal out a deck 
of cards to yourself, one card at a time. Begin with a running count of 0 and change it accord-
ingly as you deal cards. Because the number of high cards equals the number of low cards 
in a deck, the count should always return to 0 at the end. If your count ends up at a number 
other than 0, then you’ve made a mistake.
 You will often see cards in pairs at the blackjack table, so practice dealing and counting 
two cards at a time. 

The True Count (Count per Deck)
The number you use to make your playing and betting deci-
sions is called the true count or count per deck. The true 
count is the running count divided by the number of decks 
not yet dealt. (To get an even more accurate true count, 
divide using half- or quarter-deck precsion for the number of decks-
left. Try this only after you’ve mastered determining the true 
count using full decks.) For a given running count, the true 
count is higher the fewer decks that remain undealt. This 
makes sense: an excess of high cards is much more signifi-
cant if only a few cards remain than if six full decks remain. 
With many cards left to be dealt, the effect of an excess of 
high or low cards is diluted. 

How to Estimate Remaining Decks
The key to estimating the number of undealt decks is to examine the cards in the discard 
tray. Looking at the cards in the dealing shoe or dealer’s hand doesn’t give a good estimate 
of the number of decks remaining. The cards in the shoe are at an ever-changing angle, and 
cards in the dealer’s hand are obscured. The cards in the discard tray, however, are neatly 
stacked and in plain view. 
 Here’s how to use the cards in the discard tray to estimate the number of remaining 
decks:

Estimate the number of decks in the discard tray:1.  You don’t have to be exact. 
Estimating to the nearest half-deck is sufficient. In the diagram above, about two decks 
are in the discard tray.
Determine the total number of decks at your table:2.  The size of the discard tray 
often gives a clue to the total number of decks. Tall discard trays mean that six or eight 
decks are in use. Short discard trays mean that one or two decks are in use.
Subtract the number of decks in the discard tray from the total number of 3. 
decks: For example, if there are six decks in use and you estimate that there are two 
decks in the discard tray, then the number of undealt decks is 6 – 2 = 4.

How to Calculate the True Count
Now that you know how to keep a running count and estimate the number of undealt 
decks, calculating the true count is easy: simply divide the running count by the number 
of undealt decks.
 For example, if the running count is +4, and 2 decks haven’t been dealt, the true count is 
+4/2 = +2. If the running count is +4, and 6 decks haven’t been dealt, the true count is +4/6 
= +2/3. 
 The true count will often be less than the running count, since you’ll usually be divid-
ing by a number greater than 1. If less than 1 deck remains, however, the true count will 
be higher than the running count, since dividing by a fraction smaller than 1 increases the  
result. The trick to dividing by fractions is to flip the fraction over and multiply. For example, 
to divide +3 by 1/2, flip 1/2 over to get 2/1, then multiply +3 x 2/1 = +6. Note that most  
casinos shuffle before less than 1 deck remains, so you won’t often have true counts greater 
than the running count.

How to Practice the True Count
To practice estimating the number of decks remaining, buy 21 decks of cards and a discard 
tray big enough to hold at least 6 decks. Separate the decks into piles of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 
6 decks, then secure each with a rubber band. On the bottom of each pile, attach a sticky 
note with the number of decks for that pile. Mix the piles up and randomly place one in the 
discard tray. Guess how many decks are in the pile, then check the bottom to see whether 
you’re correct. You can do a similar exercise with piles of 1/2 deck, 1 1/2 decks, 2 1/2 decks, 
and so on.
 Once you’ve mastered estimating the number of decks remaining, deal hands to yourself 
from a six-deck shoe. Keep track of the running count and number of undealt decks, and 
continually calculate the true count. This gives you practice with the frequent division you’ll 
do at the blackjack table.

discard tray with two decks
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Practicing the True Count on the Computer
One way to practice nearly every aspect of card counting is 
to use a computer program called Casino Vérité, on sale at 
www.qfit.com. This extremely realistic blackjack simulator 
includes drills for running count, true count, deck estima-
tion, and the betting and playing decisions you’ll learn later 
in this guide. It’s much cheaper to make mistakes on a com-
puter than it is to make mistakes in a casino.

How Much to Bet
The most important advantage of card counting comes 
from varying the size of your bet based on the true count. 
In general, the higher the true count, the more you should 
bet. A surprising fact about blackjack is that even the best 
card counters lose more hands than they win. Fortunately, 
however, they tend to have their big bets out when they win 
and minimal bets when they lose. Bet variation is especially 
important in games with multiple decks.

The Importance of Your Bankroll
Your bankroll is the amount of money you’ve set aside for 
playing blackjack. As with other financial ventures, the more 
money you start with in blackjack, the more money you can 
expect to make. In the long-term, you are virtually guaran-
teed to make money if you are good at card counting. In the 
short-term, however, you can lose almost as easily as you 
can win. You need to have a sufficient bankroll to make it to 
the long-term. No precise definition of the long-term exists, 
but 200 hours of playing blackjack is generally enough to 
ensure that you’ll be ahead. Many beginning card counters 
overbet their bankroll and run out of money before they get 
that far. So how do you avoid overbetting? You choose an 
appropriate unit size, discussed in the next section.

Determining Your Unit Size
Your unit size is the smallest bet you expect to make in a 
given blackjack session. The less you bet, the less you can 
expect to win, but the lower your chance of eventually los-
ing all of your bankroll. People vary in their risk tolerances, 
and consequently in the amounts they’re willing to bet, but a 
good general rule is to have a unit size 1/1000–1/500 of your 
blackjack bankroll. For example, if your blackjack bankroll 
is $5,000, a reasonable unit size is $5–10. Another way of 
putting it: your bankroll should be 500–1,000 times your unit 
size. For example, if you want to bet a minimum of $10 per 
hand, your bankroll should be $5,000–10,000.

Bet According to the True Count
The higher the true count, the greater your advantage and 
the more units you should bet. Under most playing condi-
tions, you don’t have a significant advantage until the true 
count is +2 or +3 or higher, so you should make a minimum 1 
unit bet whenever the count is +1, +2, or lower. As the count 
increases, you should bet multiple units.

Your Bet Spread
Your bet spread is the ratio of your lowest bet to your 
highest bet. For example, if your lowest bet is $10 and your 
highest is $80, your bet spread is 1 to 8. Ideally, you’d like to 
employ as large a betting spread as possible so that you’d 
be betting very high when the true count is very favorable. 
As you’ll learn in How to Disguise Your Ability, however, 
casinos use betting patterns as a means of identifying card 
counters. Because casinos scrutinize one- and two-deck 
games more than they do games with many decks, the 
smaller the number of decks, the smaller your bet spread 
should be. In the next sections, you’ll learn how many units 
to bet depending on how many decks are in play.

Betting Strategy for Four or More Decks
In games with four or more decks, you can use a 1–12 bet 
spread. Here’s how many units to bet for each true count:

True Count Number of 
Units to Bet

Example with 
$10 Units

1 or lower 1 $10

2 2 $20

3 4 $40

4 8 $80

5 or higher 12 $120

Betting Strategy for Two Decks
In games with two decks, you can use a 1–8 bet spread. 
Here’s exactly how many units to bet for each true count:

True Count Number of 
Units to Bet

Example with 
$10 Units

1 or lower 1 $10

2 2 $20

3 4 $40

4 or higher 8 $80

Betting Strategy for One Deck
In games with one deck, you can use a 1–4 bet spread. 
Here’s exactly how many units to bet for each true count:

True Count Number of 
Units to Bet

Example with 
$10 Units

1 or lower 1 $10

2 2 $20

3 or higher 4 $40

Wonging
Wonging is the practice of not playing blackjack whenever 
the count is negative. It was named after Stanford Wong, 
the pseudonym of the first player to popularize this strat-
egy. When the count is negative, you are at a disadvantage 
and should bet as little as possible. Since wonging means 
not playing at all at unfavorable counts, it’s like making a 
bet of $0. If you can get away with it, wonging is a great 
betting strategy.

How and When to Wong
A simple way to wong is to get up and leave the table when 
the true count drops to -1 or lower. You can’t do this too 
often, however, as wonging is a strategy most casinos know 
about. Do it too frequently and you may be barred from 
playing blackjack. 
 If you want to leave the table, do so in a natural manner. 
For example, you can say that you have to use the bathroom 
or make a phone call. Casinos don’t permit cell phone use at 
the blackjack table, so the latter is a great excuse to get up 
and leave. Try to time your return so that you sit down just 
as the dealer shuffles. 

Backcounting
A variation on wonging is called backcounting. With back-
counting, you or an associate counts cards, even though 
you’re not playing yourself. When the count becomes favor-
able—+2 or greater, for example—you jump in with a big 
bet. You don’t need to appear to vary your bets at all with 
this technique. You’re either away from the table and not 
playing, or you’re playing during high counts with a big bet. 
This technique is commonly used by blackjack teams.

How to Play Your Hand
In addition to indicating how much you should bet, card 
counting identifies situations in which you should deviate 
from basic strategy. The fewer the number of decks, the 
greater the importance of strategy deviations.

Effect of the True Count on Playing Strategy
The true count gives an approximate measure of how rich the 
remaining pack is in high cards. With more high cards remain-
ing, you should be more likely to do all of the following:

Take insurance:•	  The higher the count, the more 10s 
remain undealt. If the dealer offers insurance and has a 
10 in the hole, you win your insurance bet.
Stand:•	  With many high cards remaining, the chance 
of busting a stiff hand increases. Let the dealer bust in 
high counts.
Double down and split:•	  When you double down or 
split, you want either a high hand yourself or you want 
the dealer to bust his or her potentially stiff hand. High 
counts increase the chance of both of these outcomes. 

Index Numbers
Index numbers indicate the true count at which you should 
make a strategy deviation. For example, an index number 
of 3 for taking insurance indicates that you should take 
insurance whenever the true count is 3 or greater, but you 
shouldn’t take insurance if the true count is lower than 3. 
Index numbers depend on the rules and number of decks 
being used. Before you sit down at the blackjack table, find 
out the rules being used at that table and memorize the 
appropriate indexes. Flashcards and Casino Vérité are both 
excellent methods for learning indexes.

How to Read the Charts
The meaning of an index number depends on which deci-
sion you’re considering: insurance, hit/stand, double down, 
pair split, or surrender. Depending on which chart or section 
of a chart you’re using, here’s how to interpret the indexes 
and letters:

Insurance:•	  Take insurance if the true count is  
greater than or equal to the index. Do not take 
insurance otherwise.
Hit/Stand:•	  When an index is given, stand if the true 
count is greater than or equal to the index. Otherwise, 
hit. An H means always hit. An S means always stand.
Double down:•	  When an index is given, double down 
if the true count is greater than or equal to the index. 
Otherwise, do not double down. A D means always 
double down. A blank means never double down.
Pair split:•	  When an index is given, split if the true count 
is greater than or equal to the index. Otherwise, do not 
split. A P means always split. A blank means never split.
Surrender:•	  When an index is given, surrender if 
the true count is greater than or equal to the index. 
Otherwise, do not surrender. An R means always 
surrender. A blank means never surrender.

When to Take Insurance
Whether to take insurance is the single most important 
strategy deviation for a card counter. Though non-card 
counters should never take insurance, taking insurance at 
the right time is extremely valuable for advanced players. 
The greater the true count, the more profitable insurance is 
likely to be. Here are the insurance decision numbers:
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Adjustments If No Double Down After Splits
If you aren’t allowed to double down after splitting a pair, you should be less inclined to split 
pairs. The following table shows when to split 2-2 through 6-6 if you aren’t allowed to double 
down after splitting. The strategies for splitting 7-7 through A-A are the same regardless of 
whether you can double down after splitting, so use the main table for those pairs.

Your Hand Dealer’s Upcard

2 3 4 5 6 7

6-6 P P P P

5-5

4-4

3-3 P P P P

2-2 P P P P

Strategy for Two Decks, Dealer Stands on Soft 17, Double Down 
After Splits
Again, not all blackjack tables offer surrender, but if the table where you’re playing does, 
consider surrender before the other decisions. Then consider splitting pairs, doubling down, 
and hitting or standing.

Your Hand Dealer’s Upcard

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A

Hit/Stand

Soft 18 S S S S S S S H H -1

Hard 16 S S S S S H H 5 0 H

Hard 15 S S S S S H H 8 4 H

Hard 14 S S S S S H H H H H

Hard 13 0 -2 S S S H H H H H

Hard 12 4 2 1 -1 0 H H H H H

Double 
down

11 D D D D D D D D D 0

10 D D D D D D D -1 4 3

9 1 0 D D D 3

8 6 4 3

A-8 3 2 1

A-7 D D D D

A-6 D D D D

A-5 D D D

A-4 D D D

A-3 D D

A-2 D D

Pair split

10-10 7 5 5

9-9 P P P P P P P

8-8 P P P P P P P P P P

7-7 P P P P P P P

6-6 P P P P P P

5-5

4-4 P P

3-3 P P P P P P

2-2 P P P P P P

A-A P P P P P P P P P P

Surrender

10-6, 9-7 5 1 -3 -2

Hard 15 2 0 1

Hard 14 7 3 4

8-8 2

Adjustments If Dealer Hits Soft 17
If the dealer hits soft 17, you need to make adjustments to some of the indexes for the 6 and 
A dealer upcards. The playing strategy changes to make if the dealer hits soft 17 are: 

Hit/Stand
Soft 18 v. A: Hit•	
Hard 16 v. A: 3•	
Hard 15 v. A: 4•	
Hard 12 v. 6: -3•	

Number of 
Decks

Take Insurance If the True Count 
Is Greater Than or Equal To:

1 1

2 2

4 or more 3

Strategy for Four or More Decks, Dealer Stands on Soft 17, Double 
Down After Splits
Not all blackjack tables offer surrender, but if your table does, consider surrender before the 
other decisions. Then consider splitting pairs, doubling down, and hitting or standing. 

Your Hand Dealer’s Upcard

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A

Hit/Stand

Soft 18 S S S S S S S H H 1

Hard 16 S S S S S H H 5 0 H

Hard 15 S S S S S H H 8 4 H

Hard 14 S S S S S H H H H H

Hard 13 -1 -2 S S S H H H H H

Hard 12 4 2 0 -1 -1 H H H H H

Double 
down

11 D D D D D D D D D 1

10 D D D D D D D -2 4 4

9 1 -1 D D D 4

8 6 4 2

A-8 3 1 1

A-7 D D D D

A-6 D D D D

A-5 D D D

A-4 D D D

A-3 D D

A-2 D D

Pair split

10-10 6 5 5

9-9 P P P P P P P

8-8 P P P P P P P P P P

7-7 P P P P P P

6-6 P P P P P

5-5

4-4 P P

3-3 P P P P P P

2-2 P P P P P P

A-A P P P P P P P P P P

Surrender

10-6,9-7 4 0 -3 -2

Hard 15 2 0 2

Hard 14 6 3 5

8-8 5 2

Adjustments If Dealer Hits Soft 17
If the dealer hits soft 17, you need to make adjustments to some of the indexes for the 6 and 
A dealer upcards. The playing strategy changes are: 

Hit/Stand
Soft 18 v. A: Hit•	
Hard 16 v. A: 3•	
Hard 15 v. A: 5•	
Hard 12 v. 6: -3•	

Double Down
11 v. A: -1•	
10 v. A: 3•	
A-8 v. 6: -1•	

Surrender
Hard 17 v. A: Surrender•	
10-6, 9-7 v. A: Surrender•	
Hard 15 v. A: -1•	
Hard 14 v. A: 2•	
8-8 v. A: Surrender•	
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Double Down
8 v. 6: 2 •	
11 v. A: -1•	
A-8 v. 6: 0•	
10 v. A: 2•	

Surrender
Hard 17 v. A: Surrender•	
10-6, 9-7 v. A: Surrender•	
Hard 15 v. A: -1•	
Hard 14 v. A: 2•	

Adjustments If No Double Down After Splits
If you aren’t allowed to double down after splitting a pair, you should be less inclined to split 
pairs. The following table shows when to split 2-2 through 7-7 if you aren’t allowed to double 
down after splitting. The strategies for splitting 8-8 through A-A are the same regardless of 
whether you can double down after splitting, so use the main table for those pairs.

Your Hand Dealer’s Upcard

2 3 4 5 6 7

7-7 P P P P P P

6-6 P P P P P

5-5

4-4

3-3 P P P P

2-2 P P P P

Strategy for One Deck, Dealer Hits on Soft 17, No Double Down After Splits
Beatable one-deck blackjack games are becoming a relic of the past. You should never play 
one-deck games in which the payout for blackjacks is 6:5, as such games can’t be beaten. 
 If you’re lucky enough to find a one-deck game with 3:2 payouts on blackjack, the dealer 
will almost certainly hit soft 17, and you won’t be able to double down after splits. Following 
are the indexes for one-deck blackjack with these rules. 

Your Hand Dealer’s Upcard

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A

Hit/Stand

Soft 18 S S S S S S S H H H

Hard 16 S S S S S H H 5 1 2

Hard 15 S S S S S H H 8 4 4

Hard 14 S S S S S H H H H* H

Hard 13 0 -1 S S S H H H H H

Hard 12 5 3 1 0 -2 H H H H H

Double 
down

11 D D D D D D D D D -3

10 D D D D D D D -1 3 2

9 2 0 D D D 4

8 7 4 3

A-8 4 3 1 0

A-7 1 D D D D

A-6 0 D D D D

A-5 D D D

A-4 D D D

A-3 D D D

A-2 D D D

Pair split

10-10 7 5 5

9-9 P P P P P P P

8-8 P P P P P P P P P P

7-7 P P P P P P

6-6 P P P P P

5-5

4-4

3-3 P P P P

2-2 P P P P P

A-A P P P P P P P P P P

Surrender

Hard 17 R

10-6,9-7 8 2 -1 R

Hard 15 3 0 -2

Hard 14* 8 4* 4

8-8 2

*With 1 deck, surrender 7-7 v. 10 if you can, otherwise stand.

How Much You Can Win
A skilled card counter can expect to win approximately 1% of all the money bet. For example, 
if you bet a total of $5,000 over a few hours of play, you can expect to win, on average, $50. 
The exact amount of money you can win at blackjack depends on many factors, including:

Your bankroll:•	  The larger your bankroll, the more you can bet and, consequently, the 
more you can expect to win.
Your ability:•	  You cannot afford to make mistakes while counting cards. Even a few 
mistakes can completely negate your slight advantage. It’s better to use a relatively simple 
system such as the Hi-Lo perfectly than it is to use a more advanced system imperfectly.
Rules:•	  Some rules are good for the player; others are bad (see “Effect of Rules on Your 
Advantage” below). Choosing games with favorable rules can make you more money.
Penetration:•	  Penetration is a measure of how many cards are dealt before the dealer 
reshuffles. The deeper the penetration, the better. (For more on penetration see “Win 
Rate for Common Rules and Penetrations.”)
Dealer speed:•	  When you have an advantage, as you do with card counting, you want 
to play as many rounds of blackjack per hour as possible. Faster dealers deal more 
rounds per hour and therefore increase your win rate.
Number of other players:•	  In addition to slowing the game, other players at the table 
can reduce the number of rounds dealt before a shuffle. This is particularly costly in 
one- and two-deck games.

Effect of Rules on Your Advantage
You should look for games with favorable rules. Below is a summary of how various rules 
affect your advantage at blackjack. Note that these are approximations and should be 
used for comparison purposes only. The true effect on your advantage is complicated and  
depends on your bet spread, penetration, and exactly which combinations of rules are used. 
Each percentage in the table below indicates how the given rule increases or decreases your 
advantage in comparison to a six-deck game, dealer stands on soft 17, double down after 
splits is allowed, no resplitting aces, and no surrender.

Rule Effect on Your Advantage

1 deck +.58%

2 decks +.22%

4 decks +.06%

Resplit aces +.07%

Late surrender +.07%

No double after splits -.14%

No resplits -.03%

No double on soft hands -.09%

Double on 10 and 11 only -.17%

Dealer hits soft 17 -.22%

Conditions to Avoid at All Costs
Some playing conditions make it almost impossible to win at blackjack. Never play at tables 
that have either of the following:

Blackjacks pay 6:5 or even money:•	  The normal payout for blackjacks is 3:2. Changing 
this payout to 6:5 or even money makes the game virtually unbeatable. Blackjack tables 
with substandard payouts usually post this fact on the table felt or on a small sign. 
“Super Fun 21” is a common blackjack variation with substandard payouts.
Continuous shuffle machines:•	  Also called CSMs, these machines shuffle the cards 
after every round, negating the advantages of card counting.

Effect of Penetration on Your Advantage
Penetration is the percentage of cards dealt before the dealer shuffles. For a card counter, 
good penetration is even more important than favorable rules. For six- and eight-deck 
games, look for those with 75% penetration or greater. For one- and two-deck games, 
look for those with 50% penetration or greater. The next section shows how your win rate 
changes depending on penetration.



Blackjack Card Counting   www.quamut.com

Win Rates for Common Rules and Penetrations
Your win rate is how much money you can expect to make per hour of playing blackjack. 
The table below assumes you use the betting amounts and playing strategies described 
elsewhere in this guide and that the dealer deals 100 rounds per hour. (Note that the unit 
size is a constant $10 for this table, as it is in the tables in How Much to Bet.) Changing your 
unit size affects your win rate proportionately. For example, doubling your unit size to $20 
will double your expected win rate.

Decks Penetration Dealer on 
Soft 17

Double After 
Splits?

Surrender? Approximate 
Win Rate

6 75% Stand Yes Yes $22/hr

6 75% Stand Yes No $18/hr

6 75% Hit Yes Yes $18/hr

6 75% Hit Yes No $14/hr

6 83% Stand Yes Yes $31/hr

6 83% Stand Yes No $25/hr

6 83% Hit Yes Yes $27/hr

6 83% Hit Yes No $21/hr

2 50% Stand Yes No $20/hr

2 50% Hit Yes No $17/hr

2 60% Stand Yes No $28/hr

2 60% Hit Yes No $24/hr

1 50% Hit No No $14/hr

1 60% Hit No No $22/hr

How to Disguise Your Card-Counting Ability
Mastering the technical aspects of the Hi-Lo system is only one part of successful card 
counting. If you simply bet and play in strict accordance with the Hi-Lo system, you will not 
be on a path to riches, but likely, you will be on a path to the casino’s exit door. Disguising 
your card-counting ability is crucial. Acting like an unskilled player, despite your true profi-
ciency, is called using cover or camouflage.

Why You Need to Disguise Your Ability
Though card counting is perfectly legal, it’s also perfectly legal for a casino to eject you 
from its premises for virtually any reason. (In Atlantic City, you will not be ejected for card 
counting, but the dealer will be ordered to shuffle the cards more often to take away your 
advantage.) Casinos are aware that card counting is a successful strategy, and they will 
not knowingly deal to a player with demonstrated proficiency. To remain a welcome casino 
guest, you cannot appear to be a skilled card counter. The need to disguise your abilities 
is greater the higher your bets. A player betting red chips ($5 each) will need only minimal 
cover. A player betting green ($25 each) or black ($100 each) chips will need more cover. A 
player betting purple ($500 each) or yellow ($1,000 each) chips will need extensive cover.

How Casino Surveillance Works
Casino surveillance is the method by which casinos monitor your play and other actions in a 
casino. From the moment you walk in the door to the moment you leave, assume that every-
thing you do is observed. The only places of refuge are the restrooms and individual rooms in 
the hotel. Understanding how casino surveillance works can help you keep a low profile.

The Floor
In blackjack, the floor consists of personnel on the casino floor near the blackjack tables. 
This includes blackjack dealers, floor managers, pit bosses, and perhaps the casino man-
ager. If you’re betting big, or if you’re a consistent winner, the floor will likely take an interest 
in you. Your play may be scrutinized, and if it’s determined that you’re a skilled card counter, 
you will be asked to leave. Remain in the floor’s good graces by tipping occasionally and  
being friendly. In addition to playing and betting cover, simple friendliness can go a long way 
toward convincing the floor that you’re not a card counter.

The Eye in the Sky
The eye in the sky consists of the hundreds or thousands of cameras in a casino and the 
surveillance personnel who use them to watch your actions. You will never see these per-
sonnel, but rest assured that they will see you. Simply because you don’t see any managers 
or pit bosses watching you play blackjack, don’t assume that you can act with impunity. If 
you’re suspected of being a card counter, casinos will often tell the floor to leave you alone 
to get you to let your guard down. While you’re betting and playing without cover, the eye 
in the sky may be watching your play intently. Out of nowhere, you’ll be tapped, or asked to 
leave, even though it seemed as if you were playing without being watched. Don’t ever let 
your guard down in a casino.

How to Dress and Act
How you dress and act in a casino has a significant impact on the impression you give casino  
surveillance. The stereotypical card counter appears concentrated, nervous, quiet, and 
dressed in clothes that hide his or her identity. Casinos are aware of all these patterns. To 
maintain playing longevity, you must act as unlike a stereotypical card counter as possible. 
Try to mimic the behaviors of a typical gambler, which include the following:

Act relaxed:•	  The best way to act like you’re having a great time is to actually have a 
great time. Remember: you’re not only enjoying the excitement of playing blackjack but 
also making money. It shouldn’t be too hard to have fun at the blackjack tables.
Make conversation:•	  Talking to the dealer and fellow players while counting cards 
takes practice. But such efforts will be amply rewarded with increased playing longevity.
Don’t appear to watch the cards too closely:•	  Look away from the table as often as 
possible. You need to be able to determine the count with only a quick glance at the 
cards and discard tray.
Don’t wear hats or sunglasses indoors:•	  Even if you’re not trying to hide your 
identity, such attire is stereotypical of card counters.
Dress like a tourist betting at your level:•	  The higher your bets, the better you 
should dress. Remember, however, that most tourists don’t wear a suit to gamble. Visit 
the table a day or two beforehand and observe the dress of other players betting at 
your level and emulate them.
Keep your playing sessions short:•	  Try not to play for more than 45 minutes in 
any single session. This is essential. Long playing sessions give surveillance time to 
decide that you may be a threat, monitor you, and possibly conclude that their initial 
suspicions were correct.

Betting Camouflage
Betting camouflage is betting in a way that differs from what is mathematically optimal. 
Because observing a player’s bet variation is the primary method casinos use to identify 
card counters, players at all betting levels need to employ at least some betting camouflage. 
Here are the most important methods of betting camouflage:

Avoid increasing your bet after a loss:•	  Increasing your bet after losing a hand is very 
unlike a typical gambler. Even if the count dictates a higher bet, wait until you’ve won a 
hand to raise your bet.
Avoid decreasing your bet after a win:•	  Gamblers often attempt to capitalize on 
winning streaks and rarely decrease their bets after winning. Even if the count dictates 
a lower bet, wait until you’ve lost a hand to decrease your bet.
Avoid dramatic bet variations from one hand to the next:•	  A good general rule is 
never bet more than double or less than half of the amount of your previous bet.
Avoid decreasing your bet after a shuffle:•	  If you have a big bet on the last hand 
before a shuffle, it looks particularly bad to bet small on the first hand of the next shoe. 
Either leave the table if you ended a shoe with a big bet, or keep your big bet out for 
the first hand of the next shoe.

Playing Camouflage
Playing camouflage is making playing decisions in a way that differs from what the strategy 
tables recommend. Because many casino employees do not know the difference between 
a good play and a bad play, playing camouflage is not nearly as important as betting  
camouflage. Except at the highest betting levels, you won’t need to employ much playing 
camouflage. Remember that every mistake costs you money, so you need to be very selec-
tive about the playing mistakes you make. Here are the most important and least costly 
cover plays to make at each betting level:

Red Chips to a Few Green Chips
Don’t split 10s:•	  The old casino adage says only idiots and card counters split 10s. Your 
other play will keep you out of the former group, so be safe and avoid splitting 10s.

Many Green Chips to a Few Black Chips
All of the above plus this additional guideline:

Always insure blackjacks:•	  If you get a blackjack and the dealer has an ace up, take 
insurance, no matter what the count. Not making this play is atypical of most gamblers.

Many Black Chips to Purple or Yellow Chips
All of the above plus these additional guidelines:

Always stand on 16 against 10:•	  This play will be correct at higher counts anyway and 
offers significant cover at a relatively low cost.
Always double down with 10 and 11:•	  Again, these plays will be correct at higher 
counts and offer significant cover at a relatively low cost.
Always stand on soft 18 against 9, 10, and ace:•	  Though rarely correct, these plays 
don’t come up very often and aren’t particularly costly. Informed casino personnel know 
that you’re supposed to hit these hands, so standing on them makes you look unskilled.




