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Even before the final whistle sounded on the Baltimore Ravens’ 16-3 drubbing of the Oakland Raiders in the A.F.C. championship game the Sunday before last, Robert Walker was hard at work As the sports-book director for the Mirage Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas, Walker was getting ready to post a line for the forthcoming Super Bowl, between the Giants and the Ravens. The line — also known as the point spread — indicates to bettors which team is favored to win, and by how many points. The Vegas line winds up in many newspapers and is appropriated by illegal bookies across the country

Walker is not so much a sports geek as a probability wonk; his job requires him to be as adept as the head of a global derivatives desk at gaming risk. But he does need to know something about football. So he consulted his N.F.L. power ratings and statistical charts, talked over the matchup with a few colleagues, and, as the game ended, settled on a good number, which he posted onscreen in the Mirage’s cavernous sports-book arena. Walker’s line: Ravens, by 2½ points. In other words, if you were to bet on the Ravens they’d have to win by three points or more for you to win your bet. Bet on the Giants, and they don’t even have to win the game — if they lose by two points or less, you still win.

If Vegas were paradise, this is where Walker’s work would end. He’d set the spread, light a cigar, then make a killing as the bets poured in. But the game of bookmaking doesn’t work that way. Yes, the bets will flood in. About seventy million dollars will be wagered legally, in Vegas, on the Super Bowl; nationwide, as much as four billion will be bet illegally. But, even with all that action, a bookie who hopes to make a dependable profit needs to manage his portfolio of bets with a measure of obsessive vigilance that would put many a Wall Street trader to shame.

The key to that profit is massaging the point spread so that bets keep coming in for both teams. The opening line is set by the bookmaker, but it shifts largely in response to what bettors do — much as stock prices rise and fall with investor demand. Not long after the 2½-point line on the Ravens was posted, for instance, the Mirage booked a couple of early three-thousand-dollar bets on Baltimore. That’s not much money but it was enough to convince Walker that the spread should be raised to three. If everyone wanted to bet on Baltimore, chances were the line wasn’t right. So the line moved. As Walker says, “We always get to the right line eventually”.

The right line, in this case, is not necessarily one that successfully predicts the outcome of the game; it’s one that encourages people to wager as much money on one team as on the other. When they do, a bookie will win half the bets he takes and lose the other half. But here’s the trick: the odds on every bet are skewed slightly in the bookie’s favor. So he wins a little bit more on his winning bets than he loses on his losing bets. That slim advantage, which is known as the vigorish, or the vig, is all the bookie has going for him. And it can disappear whenever too much money is riding on only one side of the bet. The way the bookie keeps that from happening is by fiddling with the line. “The line we want is the line that’ll split the public, because that’s when you start earning that vig,” Walker says.

In theory then, the adjustment of the line would be automatic, so that the spread would rise or fall to compensate for any significant imbalance in the amounts wagered on the two sides. The Mirage could do this, if it chose to; its computerized database tracks the bets as they come in. But in practice the process is quirkier. Bookies have to keep other risks in mind. They dread mathematical anomalies that most fans know nothing about. Ever heard of “getting middled”? Your bookie has nightmares about it. Here’s one bad bookie dream: the Ravens are currently favored by three points in the Super Bowl. If the line moves to 3½, many more people will bet on the Giants (since those who wanted to bet on the Ravens would have done so when the line was 2½ or 3). Let’s say the Ravens win by three: in that scenario, those Ravens bettors win or tie, those Giants bettors win, and the bookmakers — caught in the middle — get cleaned out. So, unless something drastic happens, Walker isn’t budging from his 3-point line, even if that means the action isn’t perfectly balanced. “Getting middled is what kills us,” he says. “If I had to go to 3½, it’d be like sticking myself in the eye with a needle.”

This relentless tinkering — and it is relentless, since the Mirage offers a line on every game, in just about every sport, every day of the year — is dizzying. But it all comes down to minimizing risk. Unlike an illegal bookie, Walker can’t lay off risk by moving his customers’ bets to a bigger bookie. If he gets caught with too much action on the wrong side, the Mirage pays. And bettors are savvier than ever, thanks to powerful computers and the explosion in sports news. They know how to exploit a point spread that’s out of whack.

Of course, Walker, too, has access to computers and ESPN, and also to companies that do nothing but set lines. In the perpetual arms race between the bettors and the bookmakers, the bookies are keeping pace. As a result, lines keep getting more accurate, and the betting market keeps getting more efficient. In the N.F.L., for example, favorites cover the spread in half the games, while underdogs cover in the other half. The spread works! Just as on Wall Street, you can’t beat the market in the long run except by chance (or by cheating, of course). The market’s wisdom — the collective intelligence of a nation of gamblers — is nearly perfect. Together, bookies and bettors make up a prediction machine that’s tough to outsmart — which is probably why Robert Walker is taking bets for a living, rather than making them.

The following appeared in the January 29, 2001 issue of The New Yorker:
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