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Poker is such an amazing game. It has so many benefits for keeping our minds sharp and supporting cognitive health as we age, and is just generally such a fun, fun game to play. And the science backs this up. Research into the prevention of dementia suggests that regular intellectual activity — including card games — may support cognitive reserve and help maintain mental sharpness as we age. The risk decrease is proportional to frequency of activity, meaning the more regularly you engage your brain this way, the greater the benefit. As one researcher put it simply: "Use it or lose it" applies to the brain just as much as it does to the body. So every time you sit down at a poker table, you're not just playing a game — you're exercising one of the most important organs you have.

But poker can also be extremely frustrating and, in fact, can be financially devastating. It takes a certain amount of discipline and self-awareness to play the game, play it well, and really enjoy the outcomes instead of dreading what you might have done to yourself. Like any form of gambling, poker requires honest self-awareness — and if you ever feel the game is getting the better of you, please know that help is always available.

But let's focus on the fun of poker. The purpose of this book is to make your poker experience more enjoyable and less stressful, period. The purpose of this book is not to make you an expert gambler. It's not to tell you, "just follow these simple rules and you will always win and be very successful in your local poker game or at the casinos." This book provides a framework, a way of thinking about each and every hand, a way of maximizing the potential for a good return on your betting investment versus a bust-out. It offers a simpler way to analyze the potential of each hand and, importantly, to avoid those hands that have so little potential you're literally making a donation to the winning bettor.

Omaha Hi-Lo is the most exciting, action-packed game within the poker portfolio. Because the player is dealt four cards, rather than only two in Texas Hold'em, there are twice as many decisions to be made for each hand. Players must quickly analyze their holding and determine how they will proceed.

What makes a high potential hand versus one that's likely to bust? Is there a way of thinking about each hand or, in fact, each subhand given that there are actually two hands per pot? What if there were a way to fairly quickly and easily analyze the potential and guide your betting policy?

To understand why that question matters, consider how a poker professional might approach it. While Texas Hold'em has 1,326 possible starting hand combinations, Omaha Hi-Lo has a staggering 270,725 — and while the two games count combinations differently, that contrast alone illustrates just how many more decisions Omaha Hi-Lo demands of its players. In fact, top players actively disagree about what the best hands are, and some who have played for years still struggle to define what a truly good hand looks like. The professionals who do master the game talk about evaluating hands in terms of nut-flush paths, structured connectivity, side-card strength, double-suited builds, volatile postflop trees, and high-equity wraps. I think I'm pretty quick minded, but that's way too much for my poor little brain to absorb within the time of the few seconds that are available to make this decision.

There is a better way. The Straightforward Framework is a simple, repeatable way to evaluate any Omaha Hi-Lo starting hand in seconds. The idea is straightforward: in Omaha Hi-Lo, the hands that win — and especially the hands that go both ways — are built around straight potential. Not pairs. Not flushes. Straights. More specifically, the low straights that do double duty, qualifying for the low frame while also competing for the high. When you look at your four cards through that lens first, everything else snaps into focus. You immediately see which cards are working together, which are dead weight, and whether you're holding a hand worth playing or one worth mucking before you've spent a single chip. No complicated math, no memorizing charts — just a clear filter that separates the hands that have a real chance from the ones that are quietly draining your stack.

That framework is what the players at your table won't have. By the time you finish this book, folding 5-8-9-J is going to feel obvious — and you'll know exactly why.

One more sobering thought before we dive in: studies of long-term poker databases suggest that only around 15% of players are net profitable over their lifetime of play — and that's after accounting for rake and variance. The other 85% are donating to that 15%. The framework in this book won't guarantee you join the winning minority. But it will give you a fighting chance — and more importantly, it will make the game more enjoyable whether you're winning or losing. The ability to lock your hand into the framework within a second gives you time to address the rest of the elements of the hand.

Let's start with how the game actually works.

Footnotes — Chapter 1


[1] "Can Traditional Board Games Prevent or Slow Down Cognitive Impairment? A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis," PubMed, National Library of Medicine, ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37638443, 2023.
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How the Game Works

Omaha Hi-Lo is played with the same basic structure as Texas Hold'em, but with one critical difference: you receive four hole cards instead of two. Like Hold'em, there are five community cards dealt in stages — the flop (three cards), the turn (one card), and the river (one final card). Betting occurs after each stage, starting with the player to the left of the big blind before the flop, and then with the small blind (or the first active player to their left) on subsequent streets.

The crucial rule that separates Omaha from Hold'em is this: you must use exactly two of your four hole cards combined with exactly three of the five community cards to make your final hand. You cannot use one hole card and four community cards, nor can you use all four of your hole cards. This requirement dramatically changes how you evaluate your starting hand and how the game plays out.

The Split Pot

In Omaha Hi-Lo, the pot is divided between two different hands at showdown: the highest hand and the lowest hand. The player with the best high hand wins half the pot, and the player with the best low hand wins the other half. This is fundamentally different from most poker games, where one hand simply wins the entire pot.

The split-pot structure creates a unique dynamic. A hand that only wins one side of the pot — say, the high side — often earns you very little after half the pot goes to the low hand winner. This is why the real money in Omaha Hi-Lo comes from having potential on both sides of the pot simultaneously.

Qualifying Lows

Not every low hand qualifies for the low half of the pot. In Omaha Hi-Lo, a low hand must consist of five cards all ranked 8 or lower to qualify. This is called "eight or better," or "8 or better," and it's the standard qualifying rule.

The best possible low hand is 5-4-3-2-A (called "the wheel"), which is also a strong high hand — a straight. The worst qualifying low hand is 8-7-6-5-4. If no player has a qualifying low hand (meaning no one has five cards ranked 8 or lower), the entire pot goes to the player with the best high hand. This is called the high hand "scooping" the pot.

It's important to note that for low hand purposes, straights and flushes do not count against you. An Ace is always the lowest card for a low hand, never high. This means you can make a low hand with cards that would ordinarily form a straight or flush in the high hand.

Here's a quick example of a hand with no qualifying low:


You're dealt: 9♠ 10♥ J♦ Q♣

The board comes: 2♠ 4♥ 6♦ K♣ A♠


No low hand here — your four hole cards are all above 8. You cannot qualify for the low no matter what hits the board. The entire low half of the pot is gone before the hand even develops.

And here's what a wheel draw looks like in action:


You're dealt: A♠ 2♥ 3♦ 4♣

The board comes: 5♠ 7♥ K♦

You have a powerful draw to the wheel here. Using A♠ and 2♥ from your hand with 3, 4, and 5 from the board would give you A-2-3-4-5 — but remember, the board only shows one of those cards (the 5♠). You need the board to provide three cards that complete your chosen two-card combination. With a 5 already on the board, if two more low cards arrive — say a 3 and a 4 — you can make the wheel using A♠ and 2♥ with 3, 4, 5 from the board. This is exactly the kind of both-frame hand the Straightforward Framework is designed to help you find — one with multiple paths to a powerful low hand.


The Must-Use-Two-Cards Rule

This rule cannot be overstated: you must use exactly two of your four hole cards to construct both your high hand and your low hand. You cannot use one hole card for your high hand and three for your low hand, nor can you use three hole cards for either hand.

This means that if your four hole cards are A-2-K-Q, you might use A-2 to make your low hand (combined with three low community cards), but you must still use exactly two of those same four cards to make your high hand. This constraint is what makes hand selection so critical before the flop. Not all four of your cards will necessarily work together, and that's something you need to see immediately.

Here's how it plays out in practice:


You're dealt: A







Basic Terminology























A Complete Hand: Seeing It All Together
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