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DANIEL NEGREANU

Daniel Negreanu 1s one of the best and arguably the most
charismatic player in the world of poker. Best known for his
unorthodox and aggressive style of play, Daniel’s track record
In tournament poker competition is overwhelming. At the age

of 23, he won his first World Series of Poker title, which earned
him the nickname, “Kid Poker.”

In 2004, he appeared at eleven final tables, scored two World
Poker Tour victories, and won his third WSOP bracelet,
earning more than $4 million for his efforts. Daniel capped oft
the year by being named ESPN Player of the Year, Card Player
magazine Player of the Year, and 2004-2005 WP'T' Player of
the Year.

Negreanu exemplifies the confidence of the new generation
of poker players who cut their gaming teeth on the Internet
and video games, and are committed to poker as a sport.
The young superstar appears regularly on the Fox Sports
network, ESPN, and GSN. In addition, Daniel headlines the
video game “Stacked,” and the always popular website www.
fullcontactpoker.com. He 1s also sponsored by PokerStars,
where you will find him playing onhne.

Daniel 15 involved 1n the creation ol a new poker training site
called PokerV'1l.com, which 15 a web-based virtual training
system that simulates one-on-one poker instruction from
Daniel and a team of poker experts. The training curriculum
features Daniel’s in-depth video-based analysis of actual live
hands that were played and a collection of training modules
that reveal the secrets of the online pros.

As Daniel himselt might say, “But wait, tans, that’s not all!”
He writes a nationally syndicated newspaper column, “Playing
Poker with Daniel Negreanu,” and a column for Card Player
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magazine. Doyle Brunson selected him to write the triple draw
chapter for Super System 2, the celebrated sequel to Super System.
Simply put, Daniel’s success in poker is enormous, his talent
unrivaled, and his personality unforgettable.

Negreanu’s topic for this book is small ball, a revolutionary
approach to winning at no-limit hold’em. The centerpicce
of the book, his chapter will help you learn how to steadily
increase your stack in no-limit hold’em tournaments without
taking significant risks, just like some of the pros you see on
TV. Many of the most successful tournament pros use the
strategies Daniel gives you in this section.

“When you watch a player who is using a small-ball strategy,”
the author says, “you will notice that he appears to be n
control of the table, yet at the same time, seems to be playing
with reckless abandon, giving little thought to the strength of
his starting hand. You will soon understand the method to that
madness. .. that this liberal strategy is firmly founded in sound
mathematics and logic.”

The ultimate goal of this chapter is twofold. First, to show
you that the key to success in no-limit hold’em is playing your
opponent’s hand rather than focusing on your own hand. And
second, to teach you how to achieve extraordinary success at
poker by doing exactly that.
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Daniel Negreanu

SMALL BALL PHILOSOPHY

I'm really hoping that this chapter will help you learn how to
steadily increase your stack in no-limit hold’em tournaments
without taking significant risks, just like some of the pros you
see on 'V, This style of poker 1s one that many of the world’s
most successful tournament competitors use, including players
like myself, Phil Ivey, Alan Goering, Erick Lindgren, led
Forrest, Phil Hellmuth, Michael *““T'he Grinder” Mizrachi and

countless others.

After you've read through the small-ball material, you’ll have a
much better understanding as to why this strategy works, how
to play 1t yoursell, and how to delend against other players who
are using a stmilar strategy.

We will start from the very beginning from the struggle [or
the antes all the way to the river where you’ll need to decide

how much to bet or whether to check a marginal hand on the
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last card. Along the way, I'll be providing you with m-depth
examples of how small ball works. When you watch a player
at a table who is using a small-ball strategy, you will notice that
he appears to be in control of the table, yet at the same time,
seems to be playing with reckless abandon, giving little thought
to the strength of his starting hand.

You will soon understand the method to that madness. You
will learn that, in fact, this liberal strategy is firmly founded
in sound mathematics and logic. Ultimately, this chapter will
teach you that the key to success in no-limit hold’em 1s playing
your opponent’s hand rather than focusing on the strength of
your own hand.

BLINDS AND ANTES

When you strip the game of tournament poker down to 1ts
core, it is a battle for the blinds and antes. The size of the
blinds and antes dictates how many hands you should play and
evenn how much you should invest in a hand. Let’s look at an
extreme example:

Let’s say that you are playing in a no-limit tournament that
has no blinds and no antes. In this situation, why would you
ever play a hand unless it was precisely A-A? You could simply
wait for aces and hope that someone else will play with you.
However, if the others have any understanding of poker at all,
they will be doing the exact same thing. 'The only ume there
would ever be a flop is when two players are dealt aces n the
same hand!

Let’s look at the other side of that extreme example. Let’s say
that you are playing in a one table, 10-handed tournament that
starts you off with $2,000 in chips, blinds of $500/%1,000 with
a $1.000 ante. Is there any hand you could justify folding mn
this situation? Of course not! Half of your money goes toward
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the ante, so 1l you [old, you’ll be all in on the very next hand for

the ante alone. Chances are that everyone else will probably

play their hands when you fold. 'That would leave you heads-

up with $1,000 in chips versus the opponent who won the last

pot, who would have $19,000 in chips.

Neither ol those two blind-and-ante structures makes for a

very interesting poker game. In a typical televised tournament,
you start with $10,000 in chips and the blinds start at $25/$50
with no ante. They then escalate as follows depending on the

structure set up by the tournament director:

Blinds Ante
$25/850 None
$50/%$100 None
$100/%$200 None
$100/%200 $25
$150/%$300 $25
$200/%400 $50
$300/%600 $75
$400/%$800 $100
$500/%1,000 $100
$600/$1,200 $200
$800/%$1,600 $200
$1,000/%2,000 $300
$1,200/%$2,400 $400
$1,500/$3,000 $500
$2,000/%4,000 $500
$3,000/%$6,000 $1,000
$4,000/%$8,000 $1,000
$5,000/%10,000 $1,000
$6,000/%$12,000 $2,000
$8,000/%$16,000 $2,000
$10,000/$20,000 $3,000

T'he blinds and antes continue increasing until one player is left

with all of the chips. Fach level lasts anywhere from one hour

to two hours, depending on the buy-in for the tournament.
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Smaller buy-in tournaments ranging from $100 to %300
generally have twenty- and thirty-minute levels, which makes
for a much quicker finish than the big buy-n tournaments.
Some of them last for two to four days, or in the main event
of the World Series of Poker, for nearly two weeks untl a
champion 1s crowned.

To maintain your starting stack, you’ll need to win at least one
set of blinds and antes per round. Since the blinds and antes
continue to increase throughout the tournament, though, that
simply isn’t good enough to survive. Eventually a $10,000 stack
will be in jeopardy, so you'll actually have to do better than
breaking even. You’ll have to fight a little harder to win more
than your fair share of blinds and antes.

Premium hands coming to you when large pots are at stake are
few and far between. Tournaments are won in the trenches by
aggressively going after lots of little pots. The trick, ot course,
is learning how to do that without becoming reckless. Read
through this entire chapter and you’ll be one step closer to
becoming a tournament winner.

STARTING HANDS

One thing you’ll notice right away that separates this book

from some of the others that you may have read, 1s that
we’ll be spending very little time talking about starting hand
requirements. The theory behind small ball dictates that you'll
be focusing more on what your opponent doesn’t have than the
strength of the cards you do have.

Here are some basic starting-hand guidelines that you should
consider before playing a pot.
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BIG PAIRS
A-A, K-K, Q-Q, J-)

Obviously, you’ll be playing these hands in any position. The
A-A and K-K are good enough to play lor all your chips. 'There
may be situations that come up where you could justify folding
K-K, but it’s not a good habit to get into. Having K-K when
another player at the table has A-A 1s a rare occurrence. Liven
if you are unlucky enough to run into that trap, the K-K waill
still win the pot almost 20 percent of the time.

You should never feel ashamed ol going broke with K-K
before the Hlop. Now, folding K-K belore the flop when no
one had the A-A 15 a statustical mghtmare! I've folded K-K
betore the flop exactly one time in my career. 'The situation

was perfect and my opponent just had to have A-A. I threw my
K-K into the muck face up, and my opponent turned up... Q-
Q! Yikes! I'll never do that again. As you'll understand later 1n
the chapter, when you are playing a fast-paced style ot poker,
your opponents will give you more action then they would 1if
you were playing conservatively.

‘The good news 1s that you're more likely to get your A-A and
K-K paid off. The bad news is that it’ll be more dithcult for you
to play hands like Q-() and J-]. Why? Because your opponents
might try to take more shots at you because of your hberal
style; therefore, 1t won't be as easy lor you to fold hands like
()-Q) and J-] when an opponent raises you. Frankly, you really
don’t want to play many big pots with QQ-Q) or J-]J because
more often than not, you are cither way behind or only shightly
ahcad.

In fact, it’s not a bad 1dea to play these hands a little bit more
carefully preflop. You don’t have to reraise with these hands,
especially against a player who raised from early position. "T'his
will add yet another layer ol deception to your game because
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it will let the rest of the table know that, just because you didn’t
reraise, doesn’t mean you have a weak hand. That will help
you a lot when you start calling raises with hands such as 5-6
sutted.

MIDDLE PAIRS
10-10, 9-9, 8-8, 7-7

loo often I hear people say that middle pairs are the most
difficult hand to play. That’s only true if you overvalue them
and play them as though they are premium hands, which
they're not. They are good hands, but that’s mostly because
ot their implied value rather than their preflop strength. (More
about implied odds later.)

It you are the first one into the pot with any of these hands,
you should make a standard “small-ball raise” (for more on
that, read the “Betting” section). Your goal with one of these
hands 1s to win a big pot by flopping a set. If you play a big pot
with one of these hands and don’t flop a set, chances are you'll
be 1n big trouble.

l'hat doesn’t mean you should just fold if you don’t flop a set,
mind you, but if’ the action gets too hot and heavy, you need to
muck that hand in a hurry.

SMALL PAIRS
6-6, 5-5, 4-4, 3-3, 2-2

Small pairs should be played similarly to the middle pairs.
Once again, your goal 1s to flop a set. What you don’t want
to do with middle and small pairs is reraise your opponents
before the flop.

I've heard several TV commentators make that mistake time
and tme again, saying things like, “I'his is a raise or fold
situation.” In the long run, reraising with middle and small
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pairs will just get you into trouble. When your opponent has a
bigger pair, you’'ll be in a heap of trouble, and even when he
doesn’t, you may find yourself in a coin-flip situation against a
hand like A-K. Sure, you'd be a favorite, but that’s not how we
want to get our chips in tournament poker.

Now, some players will reraise with small pairs before the flop
and they’ll do it successtully because it suits their style. But
that’s not what small-ball players do.

A-K AND A-Q

These hands really aren’t that good at all in deep-stack
tournaments. I'hey might be a sight for sore eyes in a low buy-in,
fast-paced tournament, but in the elite televised tournaments,
these hands are often big trouble.

A-K 1s obviously substantially better than A-Q, but you still
don’t want to get all your money in before the flop with A-K.
More often than not, you'll be on the wrong end of a coin toss;
that 1s, 1f your opponent doesn’t have A-A or K-K, which he
will have often enough for it to be a legitimate concern.

A-K 1s certainly a hand you’d want to raise with before the
flop, but i1t’s the type of hand that doesn’t play very well after
the flop. Suppose the flop comes A-9-6 and you bet your A-K.
Frankly, you don’t even want a caller! Anyone who puts in any
action after that flop could easily have A-9, A-6, 9-9 or 6-6,

which would have you dead on arrival. A-K unsuited is a hand
that will win you small pots, but is generally a dog if there is
any significant action,

A-Q) 15 Just much worse 1 every way. Not only are you certainly
dead 1if you play a big pot before the flop, but there is even
more to worry about after the flop. If you play A-Q and the
Hop comes A-9-6, you’ll have the same worries you'd have with
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A-K—except that with the A-Q), you'll have to worry about
A-K as well!

ACES AND PAINTS
A-), A-10, K-Q, K-J, K-10, Q-J, Q-10, J-10

Now, here 1s something that may surprise you: In deep-stack
tournaments, these hands are significantly better when they are
sutted. So much so, that it often makes the difference between
calling or folding,

A starting hand such as K-10 offsuit, for example, 1s a hand
that will end up making top-pair hands rather than made
hands (straights and flushes). That’s not a good thing in deep-
stack tournaments because it doesn’t go with our game plan.
One-pair hands will rarely win you big pots, but il you play
them wrong, they will often cost you big ones.

T'he other problem with a lot of these bastard stepchild-
type hands 1s that they play second fiddle to all the premium
hands and will do very poorly against them, costing you a lot
of money. One mn particular 1s known as the “rookie” hand
because 1t looks tempting, but it’s often nothing but trouble.
K-J has probably mowed down more hometown heroes than
any other hand.

The flop will come down K-5-4 and the rookie will never lay
it down. Anytime he’s up against a pro who is staying till the
river, he’ll be looking up at either a set, a K-Q), A-K, or A-A.
Having said all that, it’s more than okay to raise with any of
these hands 1f’ you are the first player to enter the pot. In fact,
you should do that and proceed cautiously alterwards, looking
to win a small pot.

However, 1if’ someone raises ahead of you, then folding K-Q),
A-], and the rest of these hands will most likely be the best
play—unless you are suited. The value of your hand rises
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immensely 1f 1t 1s suited. The extra outs that suited cards might
give you will often allow you to win pots in several ways: either
by making the flush, giving you a chance to semi-bluff, or even
flopping a flush draw and catching a pair at the river to win.

[l you play a K-Q) suited against a raise, you are not going to
be playing the hand based on the merits of flopping top pair.
If you make top pair, that’s fine, but you'll look to play a small
pot. Your real goal 1s to make a straight or a flush, and then
play a big pot.

ACE-RAG SUITED
AY 69, A% 45, A¢ 34, AS T4

T'he only real value in these hands 1s their flush potential and
their potential to make two pair. Flopping a pair of aces is a
good thing, too, but you don’t want to commit yourself to a
hand with one pair and a lousy kicker. If you are the first one
In, this 1s a fine hand to attack the blinds. However, if you get
any resistance (someone reraiscs you before the flop), calling
the reraise with a hand like AY6Y 1s suicide.

Ace-rag suited hands, in particular, are much better oft being
played from late position. That way, you can control the pot
size and possibly earn free cards in the hope that you complete
a flush.

KING-RAG SUITED AND QUEEN-RAG SUITED
K¢ 5¢, Q4 74, K& 34, QY 6V

T'hese aren’t hands that are generally part of the portfolio. In
fact, you shouldn’t be raising with them outside of very special

circumstances. They are hands that you can limp into multiway
pots with, but they aren’t the right kinds of hands to be raising
with.
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These types of hands scream of being second-best in many
ways. You'll often flop top pair with a junk kicker, or worse,
make a flush and lose a huge pot to the nut flush. King-suited
hands are especially difficult to play, because a king-high flush
1s a hand that is extremely dificult to get away from.

The types of hands that do best with the small-ball approach
are those hands that will be easy to get away from and aren’t
going to make a lot of strong, yet second-best hands in large
pots.

SUITED CONNECTORS
54 6%, 64 74, 6¥ 8Y, 48 64, 44 74,54 8¢

T'he small suited connectors are absolutely 1deal for the small-
ball approach. Since the goal with small ball is to make straights
and flushes against top-pair hands, these hands give you straight
potential and flush potential, plus two pair and trips.

Against particularly weak players, you could break them with
0-4 on a 4-4-10 flop it they have an overpair. The key to the
success of small ball, and in particular these types of hands, 1s
that your opponents won’t be able to put you on a hand, and

will often overplay an overpair when they are virtually drawing
dead. Think of it in terms of fishing. You arc putting a little
itty bitty worm on the end ol a pole and looking for a big fish
to bite. All you are risking 1s that worm, but the payofl’ could
be enormous,

T'he other benefit to playing these types of hands 1s that they
are generally easy to get away from. If you don’t hit the flop,
you might decide to take one stab at it, but that’s about it.

Wait, there’s more! Once people start to figure out that you like
to play the little cards, you can use that to your advantage in a
different way.
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Hand in Action

For example, let’s say that I called a tight player’s raise with
the J& 104 and the flop comes 5% 66 79,
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It I have position on this player, I could win the pot in one of

two ways:

1. He has a hand ke A-K and I can steal it on the

Hop.

2. He bets an overpair on the flop and I call him in
the hope that another straight card comes on the
turn. Il a 4 comes on the turn and I bet, it would
be an extremely difficult call for a player with A-A

to make,

especially since he knows that I'm willing

to call raises with a hand such as 6-8.

T'he real homerun, though, comes when you hit a hidden

straight against an opponent who can’t get away from his

hand. Say a hand goes something like this: A tight player raises
in first position with K-K and I call with the 54 74, The flop

comes QQ 14 84,
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The tight player bets and 1 call with my flush draw and inside
straight draw. It the turn card comes a 6, he won’t know what
hit him. I might just get his whole stack. I'd certainly get him to
put all of his chips in if he had QQ-Q), that much 1s for sure.

TRASH HANDS
Q-3, J-2, 9-4, 8-2

Irash hands are hands with no real inherent value, which
should only be played when you are playing the situation rather
than the cards. Examples of trash hands include 10-2, J-3, 7-2,
8-3, Q-2 and 10-6. Hopelully you’ll be playing enough hands
so that you won’t even need to look twice at a trash hand. Since
we aren’t playing our hands—remember we are playing what
our opponents don't have—there are definitely some situations
where playing one of these hands might make some sense.

However, trash hands should only be played in situations where
you are trying to win the pot with a reraise before the flop. Or
when you are up against extremely tight players in the blinds
who'll fold preflop a high percentage of the time or fold on the
flop to a small bet 1if they miss.
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