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ABSTRACT

Thisstudyexaminesvirtualreality(VR)pokerandhowtheplatformaffectspokerplayers’experience.
Playersusea self-customizedavatarandother featuresofacomputerplatform thatdiffers from
in-personpoker.Datawerecollectedthroughobservationsfromin-gamepokerVRrecordingsand
interviewswithfiveprofessionalpokerplayers.Findingsareanalysedtheoreticallythroughproteus
effects,socialpresence,ecologicalpsychology,magiccircle,andliminality.Thisdemonstratesthe
interactivecuesthatpokerplayersusewhenimmersedinvirtualrealityandembodiedinadigital
avatar.Thegoalsfromthisresearcharetolearnabouttheinfluenceavatarshaveonpokerplayers:
ifplayerscanstillmaintaintheirpokerskillsandreaddifferentcuesignsfromotherplayerswhile
embodiedinanavatarandimmersedinVR.Thispaperalsoexploresthepromiseofpokerinvirtual
realityanditsenvironment,examplesofexistingapplications,adiscussionoftheresearchtodate,
andalsoprovidesavisionforthefuture.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Pokerisagameofdeceptioninwhichplayersattempttoconvinceotherplayersthattheyhavebetter
cardsthantheiropponents.Inotherwords,playersareconstantlyonthelookoutfortheiropponent’s
behaviors,suchasthewaytheystacktheirchips,thecardstheyplay,ortheanticipationofafold,
facialexpressionsorreactionsfromhavinggoodorbadhandcards,thetypeofclothingplayerswear,
bodylanguage,andrepeatedbehaviorpatternsthatuserscanuseasacuetotakeamoreadvantageous
stance.Opposingplayersadoptvariousstrategiestomasktheiremotions,suchascoveringtheireyes
withsunglassesorlisteningtomusicduringthegamesoastoavoidanyconversation,withtheaim
ofnotshowingsignsthatopponentscanuseagainstthem.

InPokerVirtualReality(VR)game,however,thecuesandbehaviorsaredifferent:playersare
representedbyanavatar(virtualself)thatshowsjustthreebodyparts:torso,headandhands.The
virtualself,accordingtoAgger(2008),isan“individuallinkedtotheworldandtoothersbyelectronic
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meanssuchastheInternet,television,andmobilephones”(p.1).Playersarealsoabletointeractwith
theircards,chipsandamongotherin-gamefeaturesviaphysicalhandcontrollers.

ThepurposeofthisstudyistoexplorepokerplayersperceptionsthroughthelenseofaVirtual
headset,whileembodiedinself-customizedavatar.Theresearchersexaminethespecificsofvirtual
realitypokerandwhyavatars(e.g.,Agger2008;Ingen2008,Golder&Donath2004;McNeill2007;
Wittmeyer2015)aresoimportantinthisdomain.Thereisagapintheliteratureondigitalpoker
gaming,andtheresearchersdemonstratewhyresearchingthisemergingtopicinpokeriscrucial.
Itisalsotheirambitiontocontributetothegrowthofthislesser-knownvirtualrealitygame.The
paper’sanalysisisbasedondatafromadigitalrecordingofpokerplayerswhileplayingaVRgame,
andtheirreflectivecommentsafterthegame,asexpressedininterviews.

CoNCePTUAL FRAMewoRK

Technologicaldevelopmentsinthe21st-centuryhavechangedsocietyinmanyways,e.g.,theway
wecommunicateviamobilephones,playgamesandeveninteractwitheachotheronadailybasis.
Allfacetsofourlivesmovequicker,andsocietyasawholehasbecomemoreentangledinthedigital
network,becomingmore“digitalized.”VirtualReality(VR)isafurthertechnologicaldevelopment,
aspeoplebecomemoreaccustomedtotheever-evolvingdigitalenvironment.Forinstance,Ruddle,
PayneandJones(1999)conductedastudyinwhichparticipantsnavigatedfourtimesinonelarge
virtualbuildingusingtheheadmounteddisplay(HMD)andthesecondbuildingusingthedesktop.
PlayerswhousedHMDweremoreaccurateandfastertogetattheirfinaldestinationthanthosewho
usedadesktopenvironment.VRtrainingsimulationshaveproventobemoreefficientinavarietyof
ways,andtheygiveallpartiesinvolvedalotoffreedom.Also,accordingtoMcNeill’s(2007)tests,
usersexperiencethesamesubconsciousgesturemovementsinVirtualEnvironments(VE)asthey
wouldintheofflineworldduringvirtualengagement/communication.

Imaginethefollowing:forabirthdaypartyafatherdresseshisdaughterasaPrincesswielding
afairymagicwand,andthesonisdressedasSuperman.Whilethefatherwatchesthesonrunning
aroundwithhis arms stretched straight simulating flight, thedaughterplayswithher friends as
Princessesfromafairyland.Whiletheresearchisnotaboutchildrenwhodressinafantasyworld,
thesevisualizationspointtotheimportanceofself-individualadaptability,orasYeeandBailenson
(2007)refertoit,Proteuseffects,onbehavior.Thisleadsustoconsiderwhatarethepossiblebehaviors
ofanavatarinapokerplayeronaVRsocialsetting.Pokerisasocialgameinwhichplayerssitaround
atablewithotherplayersandcompeteagainsteachotherinagameofcards.Playersemployavariety
ofstrategiesinattempttoearnmoneyfromthepool.Deceptionandbluffingaretwosuchstrategies.

Socialpresenceisthesenseof“beingwithothers,”inwhichoneperceivesthepresenceofanother
person(Biocca&Harms,2002).Whilepeoplephysicallysitnexttooneotherwhenplayingpoker
face-to-face,whathappenswhenaplayersitsnexttoanotherplayerwhileplayingpokerinVR?Is
he/sheawareofthepresenceoftheothervirtualplayerswhoarerepresentedbytheavatar?Inshort,
theanswerisyes,andtheresearcherswillfurtherexplorethisideainsectiontitledSocialPresence.

Inface-to-facePokergames,playersareconstantlyawareoftheiropponents,andcertainbehaviors
suchasshowingsignsofnervousness,beingpleasedwithagoodhand,orhavingabadday,oreven
playingthegameinaparticularstyle,allthesecanbecuesthatPokerplayersusetotheiradvantage.
Onthispoint,theresearchersdrawonGibson’s(1986)ecologicalpsychologyhypothesis.Itinvestigates
humanawarenessandactivitiesinaspecificcontext,suchasthecaseofpokertable.

Ingamesanddigitalmedia,theMagicCircle,accordingtoLinseretal.(2008),isaregionin
whichtheregularlawsandrealitiesoftheactualworldaresuspendedandreplacedbytheimagined
realityofagamingenvironment.However,astheresearchersexplain,thishasnotalwaysbeenthe
case,sincepokerplayersbringtheirownabilitiesandexperienceintothevirtualgamingarena,which
isaliminalzone,ortransitorystagethatplayersgothroughwhentheyare“outofthisworld.”The
playersthatwereinterviewedforthisprojectdemonstratedastrongsenseofpresenceandwerefully
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