
 
 

 

 
 

 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Is the Poker Skills Measure (PSM) a valid, reliable, 
and quick measure of poker skill? 
 
PURPOSE 
Poker is a gambling game that involves skill as well 
as luck. In order to understand how skill impacts 
poker-related decisions and outcomes, researchers 
need to be able to measure poker skill. Previously, 
researchers have measured poker skill by observing 
poker game play, but this approach is very time 
consuming.  Subjective self- or peer-reports of skill 
are quick, but may be biased.  A more useful measure 
of poker skill should be both quick and accurate, 
based on the objective appropriateness of poker-
related decisions. The current study was designed to 
create and validate a brief pencil and paper measure 
of poker skill. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 
None stated.  
 
PARTICIPANTS 
Participants in the pilot study were 18 undergraduate 
students from the University of Lethbridge, Alberta 
(56% male, average age = 23 years). Participants in 
the primary study were 100 undergraduate students 
from the same institution (54% male, average age = 
23 years). 
 
PROCEDURE  
The Poker Skills Measure (PSM) was created based 
on existing poker training programs. All PSM 
questions are poker-based scenarios that require 
participants to pick the most appropriate decision. 
Researchers developed PSM questions in 
collaboration with a professional poker player; two 
other professional poker players checked over the 
PSM question content prior to the validation pilot 
testing. The validation testing procedure was the 
same during pilot and primary testing, except that 
PSM content was finalized after pilot testing. All 
participants were recruited in exchange for course 
credit, and participants with high enough skill scores 
also received a Visa gift card. All participants 

completed the PSM twice, during sessions a week 
apart. During one of these sessions, researchers 
assessed participants’ performance during 30 rounds 
of play on a computerized Texas hold’em poker 
game. Participants also provided demographic 
information and completed a series of self-report 
measures that included self-rated subjective poker 
skill. 
 
MAIN OUTCOME MEASURES 
Demographic information and poker experience were 
assessed using self-report questions. Poker skill was 
assessed as subjective self-report on a 1-100 scale, 
as performance on the computerized poker game 
(hands won and net profits), and as a score on the 
PSM reflecting the total number of correct decisions 
in poker scenarios. 
 
KEY RESULTS 
Item-by-item analysis of pilot study PSM data showed 
that a few questions were not reliable. Selecting 
internally consistent items with a clearly appropriate 
decision led to the final 35-item PSM used in the 
primary study.  In the primary study, higher PSM 
scores were associated with winning more hands on 
the computerized poker game. Higher PSM scores 
were also related to higher self-rated subjective poker 
skill, and to more poker experience. However, PSM 
scores were not related to net profit on the 
computerized poker game. PSM scores were stable 
from first to second measurement, showing good test-
retest reliability. On average, the PSM required about 
22 minutes to complete. 

 
LIMITATIONS 
The PSM is not able to measure bluffing, which is an 
important part of poker skill. Similarly, the PSM is not 
able to measure players’ ability to notice and interpret 
cues from other players, or skill at making quick 
decisions. The current findings are based on a sample 
of undergraduate students and may not apply to 
professional poker players or even to the general 
adult population. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
These findings are initial evidence that the PSM is a 
valid and reliable measure of poker skill. The time 
required to complete the PSM is less than 
observational assessment of poker play, making it a 
relatively easy and quick measure. Although PSM 
scores were not related to net profit, this was 
expected, as the number of hands of computerized 
poker was too low for net profit to be driven by skill. 

More research is needed to validate the PSM with 
non-student samples, particularly professional poker 
players. 
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