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•  Transition from recreational playing 

•  ‘Professionalism’ is not defined by financial success  

•  ‘Professional’ and ‘winning professional’ players 

 

“It [playing online poker]  is like any other job with the only difference that you only 

receive a salary when you play lots of games and if you play them well...” (Katariina, 

39 years old from Estonia) 

Professional online poker players? 

                                                                                                                     

Sources: http://www.pokerprofessor.com/strategy/multi-tabling-online-poker and http://cafrino.com/news/  
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à What does it mean to be a professional player? At what point does someone believe 

that they are a professional gambler? What does it depend on?  

à What are the key criteria professional players use to differentiate themselves from an 

amateur player?  

 

 

 

 

Research question 

How do professional poker players who work in online environments but 
who are, nevertheless, working in isolation form their ‘occupational’ 
identities? 
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“My personal opinion is that a professional must think differently from a recreational player. 

He or she must have a fixed work plan, reporting system, must invest time in professional 

development because knowledge about poker is easily outdated. He or she also must 

perceive it as work…” (Katariina, 39 years old from Estonia) 

 

 

“I see the same set of people over and over and it's fun. They turn into kind of like my life 

friends too, because, yeah, you share kind of the same profession, the same destiny, the 

same pains, and yeah, they turn into your friends.” (Max, 29 years old from Switzerland)  

 

 

 

 

Is there such a thing as a poker players’ professional identity? 
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32 in-depth interviews 
with online poker players  
(a mix of recreational, part and full 
time professional players)  
 
interview time: 43 hours interview 

          time 
 
recruitment:  snowball method 
 
country of residence (no of 
respondents):  

     Romania (16) 
     Estonia (8)  
     Bulgaria (3) 
     Croatia (1) 
     UK (1)  
     Ireland (1) 
     Mexico (1)  
     Norway (1) 

 
gender:        29 male and 3 female  
age range:  22- 42 years old 
 
 

Methodology 
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•  How is their professional identity formed? 

•  Individual identity 

•  Collective identity 

•  External and internal validation of the identity 

•  Conclusion 

Outline of the presentation 
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How is their professional identity formed?  

                                                                                                                     

I   Individual identity (subjective side) 
 

II   Collective  identity (objective side) 

 
-  Having the ‘right’ set of skills 
-  Effort put into training  
-  Labouring practices (‘tricks of the 

trade’, structured working days, time 
management…) 

-  Mutual support and coaching 
-  Using a similar language 
-  Cult of celebrity players 
-  Not playing against each other: 

competition and solidarity 
-  Socialising with other members  
-  Construction of group boundaries: 

‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ 
-  Communities of practice 

III   Validation 

Internal reinforcement of the identity (by ‘insiders’) 
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Individual identity: having the ‘right’ set of skills 

knowledge of game 
rules and strategies, 
numerical 
competence, 
analytical thinking  

risk management 
through emotional 
self-control, 
composure, self-
awareness  

drive, determination, 
physical and mental 
acuity, speed 
 

self-reliance 
ability to work 
independently, 
discipline, stamina  

knowledge of game 
rules and strategies  

emotional discipline motivation, passion, 
dedication,  
determination, will  

self-reliance, ability to 
work independently 
 

analytic intelligence, 
logical, rational thinking; 
analytical skills  

mental composure, 
calm, and control 

focus, attentiveness, 
attention to detail, 
concentration  

discipline, stamina, 
perseverance, 
endurance, patience 

knowledge of 
mathematics, statistics 
and probabilities; 
numerical competence  

acceptance of loss and 
uncertainty, accepting 
the ups and downs of 
the game  

ability to click and think 
fast, ability to multitask  

ability to assess and take 
risks 

acceptance, 
management and 
mitigation of risk  

good physical condition, 
not tired, drunk, under 
the influence of drugs  

confidence, ability to 
suppress the ego, ability 
to analyse oneself  

ability to read and 
outsmart the opponent, 
ability to empathise and 
socialise with other players, 
intuition  
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An ideal professional has: 

•  Self-motivation, self-reliance, discipline, patience, stamina… 

•  Emotional self-control, composure, self-awareness, detachment…  

 

 

“A person who needs to be prodded cannot play poker. [...]. You need to understand 

that you are managing your work time yourself [...] It is important that a player is able to 

work independently and is able to sit at a computer [for long hours]. It's not the case 

that you just finish your working day and clock off - you need to work in a very focused 

manner.” (Katariina, 39 years old from Estonia) 

Example: the importance of self-control for being a professional player 
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•  Formed for the purpose of knowledge exchange, mutual support and coaching, 

social activities 

•  They come in different sizes 

•  Online and/ or face to face 

•  Local, national or global groups 

•  Players can be part of multiple communities 

•  They help form the sense of 'togetherness'  

Collective identity: communities of practice 
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•  Collective action against a tax law in France 

•  ‘Unfair’ tax law 

•  Members of the community emigrated abroad 

•  Preparing for a lawsuit 

Collective identity: example of a collective action 
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Construction of group boundaries: insiders and outsiders  

•  Insiders: people who are involved in poker 

•  Outsiders: the wider society 

 

à  Professional playing is recognised by insiders but rarely by outsiders 

à Poker communities play an important role in constructing and reinforcing 

players’ professional identity 

Reinforcement of the identity 
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•  Construction of the occupational identity is a complex process  

     Involving both internal individual processes and external collective processes 

•  It does fit most criteria of professional identity  

•  It lacks public recognition 

à  Playing online poker professionally is not a profession in terms of public 

recognition but it is according to other criteria 

•  Not a sustainable career option either 

•  Precarious: no income security 

•  ‘Hard work’: mentally and physically exhausting 

•  Negative influence on work-life balance 

à  Is it similar to other types of virtual work that lack public recognition and are 

precarious and insecure? Reflection of a bigger trend?  

Conclusion 
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THANK YOU! 
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