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Abstract 

In games of skill, better players ought to be able to maintain their superior performance from 

one time period to the next. In games of pure chance this sustained superior performance would 

simply not be possible as far as there are is a large enough number of competitors. Levitt and 

Miles (2012) used this intuition and tested if top rated poker players indeed performed better 

in the World Series of Poker (WSOP) – a series of poker tournaments that take place over 

summer in Las Vegas. It was found that top rated poker players did indeed achieve better 

returns of investment. Not only did they achieve a statistically significant higher level of returns 

but they also behaved differently from the no-so-skilled players. They played more 

tournaments and appeared to trade-off risks over a tournament duration differently from the 

novices. A number of academic research papers have established that there is significant skill 

in poker (for example, Dedonno and Detterman, 2008 and Croson et al., 2008).  

Over the past decade, Indian players have performed commendably at poker and have a couple 

of WSOP bracelets to boot. In addition, professional Indian poker players have churned out 

impressive performances in events around the world. Online poker in India has grown 

significantly, and over the past couple of years Indian poker operators have offered various 

promotional schemes to players, giving the best amoung them a chance to compete in large 

global events. That said, these positive tidings have not been without their share of bumps on 

the road. High court rulings in the states of Telengana and Gujarat have placed a limit on the 

access to online poker in these jurisdictions. Studies of top Indian poker players point to them 

being farily sophisticated decision makers (Dhayanithy, 2018). Lack of India-specific 

empirical evidence of poker being a game of skill may serve to excarcerbate policy concerns 

in this growing market for poker and poker playing talent.  

To address this gap in the literature, we employ a unique poker player level dataset that has 

been made available by a top Indian online poker operator1. We test the game of skill 

hypothesis employing Levitt and Miles’ (2012) framework – for Indian online poker (cash and 

tournament poker), golf (PGA) and tennis (ATP). Player performance in the base year (2017) 

is used to categorize players as highly skilled players and others. We then test, employing 

Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney (WMW)  test, if median performance of highly skilled players in the 

measurement year (2018) is significantly better than other players or not. We carry out the tests 

with top 5% players from the base year as well as with top 20% players from the base year. We 

1 Through All India Gaming Federation (AIGF) 



find that median performance of the top (5% and 20%) players is indeed statistically better than 

median performance of the other (non top 5% and non top 20%) players – in Indian online 

poker, golf (PGA2) as well as in tennis (ATP3). We get similar results for Indian online cash 

games as well as tournaments. We rely on tests of Medians rather than means because of the 

high skewness and kurtosis of performance – few expert players do well whereas a larger 

number of less skilled players tend to not fare that well. Tables 1a, 1b, 2 and 3 summarize these 

WMW test results. 

Our work extends empirical validation of poker as a game of skill in a couple of important 

directions. First, we carry out the statistical tests employing online cash games and online poker 

tournaments data. This segment of the poker market holds many advantages (to players, 

operators and regulators) to casino poker and is as such, a far larger market as well. Second, 

we employ India specific poker data which adds the crucial developing country, international 

flavour to the hitherto developed country context of this poker literature. Further, to an Indian 

audience, it introduces golf and (and to a lesser extent) tennis as comparative contexts for poker 

– in which ‘game of skill’ work may be further developed.

2 Professional Golf Association 
3 Association of Tennis Professionals 
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