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TABLE GAMES: 
USE ‘EM OR LOSE ‘EM

Jim KilbyBy

When I visit casinos and see so many table games closed, I am
troubled. A closed table game represents missed opportunities. The
casino has committed the floor space to the game, but management
fails to use it. Management often believes a closed game is the key to
success because it represents a cost saving in labor. But in truth, a closed
game represents an attempt to maximize return on payroll, not a
maximization of profit.

Closed games will eventually lead to those games being taken off the
floor because tables and slots are competing for the same floor space
and slots are winning. Slots are winning because table games are not
maximizing profit in their assigned area—especially if they’re closed.
Once games are taken off the floor, the cycle starts anew and payroll is
maximized by closing other games.

In the past, I have railed against managing by line item. Nevertheless, it
warrants yet another explanation.

Conventional casino management philosophy dictates that profit is
maximized when expenses are minimized. Management, therefore,
continually searches for ways to cut expenses. However, this philosophy
fails when the lost revenue is greater than the avoided expenses.

Unfortunately, management often confuses maximizing return on
labor with maximizing profit. In table games, nothing exemplifies this
relationship more than payroll. Payroll is typically the largest line item in
the table game P&L, and at first glance looks like an ideal area to cut.
However, table game payroll generates the revenue. Unless the dealers
and floor supervisors agree to work for less, the only way to reduce
payroll is to increase table occupancy (that is, the average number of
customers on the game).

To increase profits, the number of games open, or “game spread,”
should actually be increased. To prove this argument, game speed and
casino advantage needs to be estimated, and to do so, I have used data
from a Native American casino. A study was conducted on the blackjack
tables at the casino, and the game speed and skill level of the average
player was presented at a gaming conference seminar (side bets are not

included in the data). The study found that the relationship between
game occupancy and dealer rounds per hour is seen in Table 1.

Table 1: Rounds Per Hour with “X” Players Per Table
X Rounds Per Hour
1 player 220
2 players 141
3 players 104
4 players 84
5 players 70
6 players 61

The study also attempted to quantify the skill of the average player, as
seen in Table 2.

Table 2: Player’s Average Disadvantage
Casino Advantage

6-deck 1.47%
2-deck 1.25%

The double deck game will be used in this analysis, as any increase in
casino advantage only exacerbates the problem. Using the data, and
assuming a $25 bet, the win per table at various game occupancies is
seen in Table 3.

Table 3: Win Per Hour Per Table With “X” Occupancy
X Win Per Player
1 $68.75 $68.75
2 $88.13 $44.06
3 $97.50 $32.50
4 $105 $26.25
5 $109.38 $21.88
6 $114.38 $19.06
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As the data shows, a single player at the game will be dealt 220
rounds per hour and will lose at a rate of 1.25 percent of his total wager
for an hourly loss of $68.75, whereas a full table of six players will lose a
total of $114.38 per hour (though each player will lose less individually).

Incremental Expenses
Each additional game open in the same pit will not require an

additional pit manager and will never require an additional shift
manager. Therefore, these two positions are fixed expenses. The
incremental expenses incurred per table are those of the dealer and the
floor supervisor. For example, assume dealers work 1 hour “on,” followed
by a 20-minute break. This equates to 1.33 dealers per game. The
supervisors typically supervise six games and work 2 hours “on,” followed
by a 30-minute break. This equates to 1.25 supervisors per station of six
games or .208 floor supervisors per table. If dealers and floor supervisors
both receive an additional 30 percent taxes and benefits, the hourly cost
to staff each table is as seen in Table 4.

Table 4: Cost to Staff Each Table
Per Table Hourly Benefits Per Table Total
Dealer $8.25 0.30 $14.30
Floor Supervisor $25 0.30 $6.77

Per Hour Total Per Table $21.07

In casinos where cocktails are provided to the players, this cost should
be included in the incremental cost tally as well. But it should be
included only at cost of goods sold—interdepartment billing rates do
not represent actual money into the entire property.

Using these incremental expenses, the profit per hour at occupancies
from one to six players at a single table is as seen in Table 5.

Table 5: Profit Per Hour
X Win Labor Profit/Hour Profit Margin
1 $68.75 $21.07 $47.68 69%
2 $88.13 $21.07 $67.05 76%
3 $97.50 $21.07 $76.43 78%
4 $105 $21.07 $83.93 80%
5 $109.38 $21.07 $88.30 81%
6 $114.38 $21.07 $93.30 82%

Some executives would likely argue that 50 percent occupancy is
desirable. Therefore, a comparison between 50 percent (three players per
table) and 33 percent (2 players per table) is seen in Table 6.

Table 6: 50 Percent vs. 33 Percent Occupancy
With a Supply of 6 Players Win Labor Profit Increase
6 players on 1 game $114.38 $21.07 $93.30 
3 players on each of 2 games $195 $42.14 $152.86 64%
2 players on each of 3 games $264.38 $63.21 $201.16 32%

Interestingly, as the win per table increases, so does the profit margin
percentage per table. But the win per player decreases. This all adds to
the confusion. A high profit margin is thought to be good. However, with
table games, the total profit far outweighs the importance of a high
table game margin.

In this example, the profitability inflection point is a $7.50 average bet.
That is, profit is maximized at a utilization of two players per table (versus
three players per table) whenever the average bet exceeds $7.50. As the
average bet increases, occupancy should be decreased further if profit is

to be maximized. There is substantial opportunity for increasing profit
simply by opening, and keeping open, more games.

Tables 7 and 8 demonstrate how much profit increases at various bet
levels. At any bet above $7.50, casino profit is increased by employing a
33 percent occupancy target versus a 50 percent target.

Table 7: Profitability at Various Bet Levels – 33 Percent Occupancy vs.
50 Percent Occupancy
Average 6 Players 6 Players Increase
Bet 2 Games Open 3 Games Open In Profit

$7.50 $16.36 $16.10 -2%
$10 $36 $43 19%
$15 $75 $95 27%
$25 $153 $201 32%
$50 $348 $466 34%
$75 $543 $730 34%
$100 $738 $994 35%

Table 8: Percent Increase in Pit Profit as Average Bet Increases

Conclusion
Obviously in the real world you will not always have an occupancy of

two players per table. Nevertheless, you will discover that the percentage
of five- and six-player occupancies will decrease, while the one- and two-
player occupancies increase. As you open more games your average
occupancy will decrease and, more importantly, your profit will increase.

Managing by line item, which is trying to maximize return on payroll, is
costing casinos tens of millions of dollars nationwide. Casino profits will
increase substantially if table occupancy targets are optimized, and more
importantly, games will actually be able to somewhat compete with the
slot department.
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