
 
 

What this research is about 

Online poker is a billion-dollar industry. Part of the 
reason it is so popular is because people can play 
online poker anywhere and at any time of day. As a 
result, many people play online poker during regular 
sleep hours, such as late at night. In one study, close 
to half of online poker players reported that playing 
poker interfered with their sleeping time. Thus, online 
poker playing could lead to sleep deprivation. 

In poker, people need to make strategic decisions 
based on the cards in their hand. If they are sleep 
deprived, it could impair their decision making or 
emotion regulation, causing them to play poorly. 
Sleep deprivation could also increase their chance of 
experiencing ‘tilt’. Tilt is when a poker player gets 
confused or frustrated and does not play strategically.  
If poker players receive a bad hand or lose a large bet, 
it may put them in a state of tilt.  

This study looked at how sleep quality and online 
poker playing were related. Specifically, the 
researchers compared poker playing sessions where 
players were sleep deprived versus not sleep 
deprived. They also tested if playing poker within two 
hours of bedtime affected sleep quality that night.  

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants from forums, 
websites, and Facebook pages for online poker. To 
participate, people had to play online poker with 
money at least twice per week and consider poker or 
online poker their main gambling activity. They also 
had to play at least once per week while being sleep 
deprived. The researchers considered them as being 
sleep deprived if they had been awake for at least 16 
hours. Twenty-two men and one woman participated. 

Participants were contacted by phone or Skype. The 
participants completed four questionnaires: 
• Gambling Habits Questionnaire: Asked about their 

online poker habits, expenses, gains/losses, etc. 
• Poker Experience Questionnaire: Asked about 

their skill level and experience with poker. 
• Problem Gambling Severity Index: Measured 

problem gambling in general and online poker 
problems specifically. 

• Canadian Problem Gambling Index – Adverse 
Consequences: The researchers modified it to ask 
about the consequences of online poker only. 

Over the next four weeks, participants submitted their 
poker hand histories by e-mail. They also completed 
the following questionnaires each day: 

What you need to know 
Online poker is constantly accessible. As a result, 
many people play online poker late at night. Thus, 
they may play while sleep deprived, which could 
increase their risk of making poor decisions. Playing 
poker late at night could also reduce their sleep 
quality, which could lead to harm in other areas of 
their life. This study looked at the relationship 
between sleep quality and online poker playing. 
Online poker players recorded their sleep quality 
and online poker games for four weeks. Playing 
poker within two hours of bedtime did not reduce 
participants’ sleep quality. However, when 
participants played poker while sleep deprived, 
they played more hands, had greater losses, and 
were more likely to experience emotional and 
behavioural tilt (e.g., get frustrated). Tilt was also 
linked to poorer sleep quality, even if they stopped 
playing several hours before going to bed.  
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• Sleep Diary: Asked the time they went to bed, 
how long until they fell asleep, etc. 

• Online Poker Session Schedules questionnaire: 
Asked the start and end time of each session. 

• Online Poker Tilt Scale (OPTS): Measured 
emotional, behavioural, and cognitive tilt. 

The researchers looked at the effect of sleep 
deprivation on poker playing. They also tested 
whether experiencing tilt or playing poker within two 
hours of going to bed reduced sleep quality. 

What the researchers found 

Over 30% of participants experienced moderate-risk 
or problem gambling from online poker. 

Sleep Deprivation on Poker Playing 
About one-fifth of poker sessions were played while 
participants were sleep deprived. Participants were 
more likely to experience emotional and behavioural 
tilt if they played poker while sleep deprived or while 
drinking alcohol. They also had greater losses when 
playing while sleep deprived. This might be because 
they experienced more tilt, which made them play 
less strategically. Finally, participants also played 
more hands of poker while sleep deprived. 

Poker Playing on Sleep Quality 
Playing online poker within two hours of going to bed 
did not reduce participants’ sleep quality. Specifically, 
it did not cause them to go to bed later, sleep for less 
time, or feel less rested the next day. In fact, playing 
online poker in the evening helped some participants 
fall asleep faster. This might be because they find 
online poker to be an enjoyable activity before bed, or 
because online poker has a role in regulating the 
player’s emotions before bedtime and might result in 
mid- to long-term adverse consequences. 

Tilt was linked to reduced sleep quality. Participants 
who experienced emotional and behavioural tilt went 
to bed later and slept for fewer hours. This was true 
even if they played poker much earlier in the day. 

How you can use this research 

This study shows that sleep deprivation could lead to 
greater losses and higher chances of experiencing tilt 
for online poker players. Online gambling platforms 

could warn users of the increased risks of playing 
while sleep deprived. Therapy for poker players could 
address the negative effects of poor sleep quality. 
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 
Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York 
University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in safer gambling policies, standards, 
and practices. The work we do is intended for 
researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators and 
operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.  
Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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