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Abstract  

 

In this paper I utilise the approach of Flourishing Ethics, as defined by Bynum (2006) to 

explore the boundaries of cheating.  

Considering the works of prominent figures such as Caillois and Huizinga, I consider whether 

cheating can be considered a valid form of gameplay, as just a meta-form of competition. 

Further, I consider whether the advantage player, he who uses an optimal strategy designed to 

conquer his opponents is in fact a cheat, and whether from the perspective of both analysts 

and designers, it is useful to consider the two together. Finally, I contemplate whether 

cheating has more in common with rule negotiation, and whether it is in fact a valid 

technique that evolves game design and play. 

I continue to consider whether it is useful to distinguish between single and multi player 

games, and whether the situation and composition of the players needs to be considered when 

establishing whether something is cheating, and to this end consider Bynum's flourishing 

ethics as a means to establish whether the act produces a negative outcome. Further, I 

contemplate whether cheating is always negative, and whether handicapping is not, in 

essence, the same. 

Through the use of two case studies, that of Poker and the Football Manager series, I show 

the blurring that occurs between advantage play and cheating, and attempt to establish 

whether it is useful, or even possible, to separate the two.   
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Cheating is, like many terms that form part of the gaming lexicon, often misused. Players will 

use it to represent many situations, including those where they donôt understand why they are 

being beaten by an (apparently) less skilled opponent, have discovered a bug in the game, and 

in many other scenarios ï the popular lexicon often differs from the technical. The question 

then, is how we can define the term. Various authors from Caillois (2001) and Huizinga 

(1955) through to Consalvo (2007) have proffered opinions on this, and I will consider their 

viewpoints, amongst others, in the text to follow. However even when we take their working 

definitions there are boundary cases. One particular boundary, that has found itself in the 

mainstream in recent years, is the difference between cheating and advantage play. Where is 

the line drawn between a player utilising the system to create or extend their advantage over 

an opponent, and ñcheatingò? 

Other questions immediately spring to mind with cheating is whether it is possible to cheat in 

single player games, or requires the presence of another player and whether cheating is 

always negative. This paper intends to draw a broad overview of these subjects, attempting to 

present critique and examples, as well as techniques from other fields such as informational 

ethics, for these that provoke thought for furthering the study of cheating in games.  

Literary Background 

 

In the Introduction to her comprehensive text, ñCheating: Gaining advantage in 

Videogamesò, Consalvo (2007) offers a number of definitions of cheating, both 

contemporary and historic. Amongst these are the words of Bowyer, who offers that cheating 

ñis the advantageous distortion of perceived realityò, stating that ñthe advantage falls to the 

cheater because the cheated person misperceives what is assumed to be he real worldò.  He 

offers the example of the ñshell gameò as played by ancient Egyptians as an example that 

cheating has been around as long as games themselves (1982, 47) 

Consalvo (2007) utilises Huizingaôs (155) controversial definition of the magic circle as 

published in his seminal work ñHomo Ludensò to provide context to his words on cheating, 

which state ñ...As soon as the rules are transgressed the whole play-world collapses (1955, 

11). Huizinga continues to differentiate between those who make obvious their opposition to 

the rules, and those secretly not abiding by the rules (thus, cheating in the classic sense), 

stating ñThe player who trespasses against the rules or ignores them is a ñspoil-sport.ò The 
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spoil-sport is not the same as the false player, the cheat, for the latter pretends to be playing 

the game and, on the face of it, still acknowledges the magic circleò. He continues to offer 

that ñIt is curious to note how much more lenient society is to the cheat than the spoil-sport. 

This is because the spoil-sport shatters the play itself... He robs the play of its illusion. 

(1955,11).  

Huizinga (1955) further contends that cheating may be just another form of competition, 

stating ñto our way of thinking, cheating as a means of winning a game robs the action of its 

play-character and spoils it altogether, because for us the essence of play is that the rules be 

kept-that it be fair play.ò (1955, 52), but contends that ñArchaic culture, however, gives the 

lie to our moral judgment in this respect, as does the spirit of popular loreò (1955, 52), 

offering the examples of the hare and the hedgehog (where the hedgehog ï in the role of the 

good-guy ï wins by false means), and numerous examples from classic texts. 

I also find it useful to consider the words of Caillois (2001) in his work ñMan, Play and 

Games, who makes what I consider to be a dangerous move by defining both ñcheats and 

professional playersò as corruptors of games, offering that both are ñnot a perversion of play, 

but a sidetracking derived from one of the four primary impulses governing play. The 

situation is not unique. It occurs whenever the specified instinct does not encounter, in an 

appropriate game, the discipline and refuge that anchor it, or whatever it does not find 

gratification in the game.ò (2001,45) 

He continues to offer that ñThe cheat is still inside the universe of play. If he violates the 

rules of the game, he at least pretends to respect them...[He] Safeguards and proclaims the 

validity of the conventions he violates, because he is dependent upon others obeying the 

rules. If he is caught, he is thrown out. The universe of play remains intact. Neither does the 

professional player change the nature of the game in any way. To be sure, he himself does not 

play, but merely practices a profession.ò (2001,45). Whilst I find the position adopted by 

Caillois in defining professionals as not playing insatiable, the criticism of it is not within the 

scope of this paper. Suffice to say, Caillois considers the cheat firmly grounded within the 

universe of play, and as an actor on it, perhaps even strengthening the rules enforcement. 

Salen and Zimmerman (2004), in their notable contribution to the field ñRules of Playò, 

unsurprisingly offer some thoughts on cheating. They hold that advantage play, or 

ñdegenerate strategiesò as they term them, can have a positive effect in inspiring new 
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counter-strategies, offering the example of the tank rush in ñCommand and Conquerò, where 

players would simply produce tanks and over-run their opponent in the early game. This led 

to counter-strategies being created to defend against this, and Salen and Zimmerman argue 

that ñThe introduction of a degenerate strategy enlarged the overall space of possibility of the 

gameò (2004, 273).  

Salen and Zimmerman (2004) define 5 player types, and whilst analysis of these in detail is 

beyond the scope of this paper, in summary, they conclude that the first 3 (The Standard 

Player, The Dedicated Player and The Unsportsmanlike player) require careful analysis to see 

whether they are subverting the game, or game spirit (in the case of the unsportsmanlike 

player), however the latter two (The Cheat and The Spoil-Sport)ôs transgressions are clear. 

They conclude that the cheater is only one step removed from the dedicated player, is within 

the spirit of the game (as noted by Huizinga and Caillois), and is basically using cheating as 

another form of competition.  

The latter category, the spoil-sport, is more destructive, ñrefusing to acknowledge the game 

altogether. The spoil-sport ... knocks all of the pieces off the Chess board ... reveals the 

hidden information of charades ... answers when it isnôt his turnò (2004, 275) and so on. I 

mention this type of player at this early stage, as frankly they do not warrant further attention 

in the remainder of the paper. This player is not really part of the game universe, they are an 

external actor, like many others that could act upon a game world, and their destruction of the 

game spirit is clear. 

In their 2003 volume, ñAndrew Rollings and Ernest Adams on Game Designò, Rollings and 

Adams consider the difference between ña valid (but undesirable) dominant strategy and 

plain cheatingò from the perspective of game designers. The former is what I will continue to 

refer to as advantage play; that is utilising the rules and capabilities of the game to use a 

strategy that gives you an edge over the majority of players. They utilise the example of God 

Mode, as found within virtually all first-person shooters, stating that ñfrom a game theory 

purist point of view, the obvious dominant strategy is to use God Mode when playing the 

game. Why? Because it guarantees that you will not lose and is consequently the best 

approach to take, regardless of what the opponent is doingò. They continue however to 

conclude that ña dominant strategy ruins gameplay: You are not experiencing the game as the 
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designer intended... Of course, this assumes that people play just to win. However, for most 

people, a major reason for playing is to have fun, not just to winò (2003, 248).  

They offer a further example from the game ñSuper Turbo Street Fighter 2ò, noting that the 

character Akuma is not balanced with other characters, and that anybody utilising this 

character is virtually guaranteed to win, stating ñThe only option to ensure a fair result is to 

ban the use of that character in any serious competitive game.ò They continue to consider 

games where the unbalance is less decisive, saying that in these games ñthe superior character 

isnôt so far out of balance that it ruins the game for other playersò (2003, 249) This seems to 

me to be a questionable assertion; it seems impossible to define the point at which players 

become effected, and will certainly vary by game, but it seems hard to conclude that a 

dominant strategy will not have a significant impact on other players. They dedicate the next 

section of the book to ways to counter this from a designers perspective, but that is not my 

interest here. 

Chris Crawford, the eminent game designer, also writes from that perspective in ñChris 

Crawford on Game Designò, stating ñItôs easy to ruin a good challenge by exploiting 

loopholes in the rules. No matter how carefully you set up the challenge, somebody will think 

of a way to subvert your system. One solution to this problem is to write reams of rules to 

prevent every imaginable form of cheatingò; he however concludes that in social games 

ñplayers rely on simple rules and reject clever tricks that subvert the challenge of the game. 

ñNo fair!ò is a cry that makes up for a lot of complicated rule-mongeringò (2003, 39-40). 

This example indicates another fundamental problem; that it is easy to patch over a situation 

in friendly play, but that provides no solution for competitive play, or even more 

significantly, money play as with games such as poker.  And, of course, even in friendly 

games, the competitive spirit will often lead players to take perceivably illegitimate actions, 

and if the rules are not clearly defined, a dispute is near-inevitable. 

As a final example from the game design sphere, Raph Koster (2005) considers cheating in 

his offering ñA Theory of funò. Koster, from a very different time period and approach, 

essentially offers the same conclusion offered by Huizinga (1955) previously; that is that 

cheating is another form of competition. Koster holds that the human mind naturally wants to 

take shortcuts, that ñOnce a player looks at a game and ascertains the pattern and the ultimate 

goal, theyôll try to find the optimal path to getting thereò, that ñplayers often have little 
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compunction about violating the theoretical ómagic circleôò and, in summary, ñmany players 

are willing to cheatò. (2005, 112) 

He offers that this is a natural impulse, and that it is not negative but ña sign of lateral 

thinkingò. He offers the example of warfare, ñwhere it [cheating] is acknowledged as one of 

the most powerful and brilliant of all military techniquesò, concluding that by cheating, the 

player is ñchoosing a battlefield that is broader in context than the game itself ... From a strict 

evolutionary point of view, cheating is a winning strategy. Duelists who shoot first while 

their opponent is still pacing off are far more likely to reproduceò (2005, 112). 

Koster also has thoughts to offer on the difference between cheating and advantage play. He 

notes ñThey [players and designers] always struggle to define this, but it boils down to 

whether or not the extraneous action is one that resides within the magic circleò (2005, 114)., 

offering that players often thing itôs unfair when a player trying to enforce the rules tells them 

something is not allowed, stating the dominant logic as ñif the game permits it, then itôs 

legalò (2005, 114).. He offers as with other designers that good game design is partially a 

solution to this, but admits that ñweôre fighting a losing battle against a natural human 

tendency: to get better at thingsò (2005, 114)... 

Bynum, in the peer-reviewed journal ñEthics and Information Technologyò published an 

ethical theory he titles ñFlourishing ethicsò. In summary, he divides his approach intwo two 

parts, one offering a human-centric approach and the other which he claims applies to ñevery 

physical entity in the universeò (2006, 157). His basic contention is grounded in Aristotelian 

theory, offering that ñthe purpose of a human life is to flourish as a human being by doing 

excellently what humans are especially equipped to doò (2006, 159). For me, this ultimately 

means that for a human to act ethically, they must be engaged in an activity that acts towards 

the betterment of the self. Bynum goes to great pains to stress that ñhuman beings are 

fundamentally social and they cannot flourish on their ownò (2006, 160).  

He continues by building on the work of Wiener, offering ñA good human life, according to 

Wiener, is one in which the creative and flexible information-processing potential of human 

physiology enables people to reach their full promise in variety and possibility of 

autonomous actionò (2006, 163). He continues to offer a more general theory, however to the 

extent that I am in this paper primarily concerned with the ñplayerò, the human-centred 

approach is sufficient. 
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In ñThe Well-Played gameò, Dekoven (2002) takes a more general approach than those who I 

have considered previously, examining cheating from the perspective of cheating the game, 

alongside negotiation of rules and handicapping, This, to me, seems a useful approach, as it 

shows the similarity between handicapping and cheating which I will examine in some detail 

in a following section. He also offers clear examples of the difficulties of defining cheating, 

for example ñWe didnôt really change a rule, we bent it. We made an exception, and it was 

clear to all of us that it was all right. If making an exception helps us have an exceptional 

game, anything is all right. As the Well-Timed cheat helps restore the game to the players, 

the bent rule helps return the players to the gameò (2002, 51) 

He continues to offer the example of Solitaire, stating ñYou have reached the point of play at 

which, though the game has been going for quite a while, you find you are about to lose. You 

almost won, but not quite. Everyone knows that cheating at solitaire is an example of poor 

character. Even though thereôs no one around to call you on your cheating. Even though the 

only one you could possibly be cheating is yourself. At this point in the game... you decide to 

bend a rule. But... you decide to allow yourself only one small bend in one small 

rule...Youôve admitted to yourself that, even if you win, youôll have won only because you 

cheated. Well, not cheated, exactly, but bent a rule. So in fact what youôve done is to change 

the gameò. (2002, 51-52).  

He continues to offer examples of ñtoo much changeò, but as with most (if not all) authors 

writing on this subject, is unable to define at which point bending becomes cheating, at which 

point you are no longer changing the game to better your experience, but destroying the 

game. This is, of course, the fundamental problem, and is not one that is able to be solved 

within the scope of this paper. What I intend to do, in the text that follows, is outline several 

of the prevailing issues in this field, and offer my own brief thoughts on how they may be 

approached. 

Single Player vs Multi Player 

The first distinction I think that needs considering is between single player and multi player 

play. In multi-player play, cheating seems very obvious to define, at least at the extreme end 

of the spectrum. If I were to join an online multiplayer first person shooter, with an auto-aim 

bot that hits a target figure with 100% accuracy, my dominance would have an immediate 

and extreme impact on the game experience of those other players participating in the game. 
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This is of course a very human-centric approach. In this way, we are defining cheating as 

negatively impacting upon other players. This is fundamentally flawed for a number of 

reasons, but the first is that if you were to replace the 100% accuracy with 65% accuracy, 

which I will suggest is approximately equal to a good tournament player, but far better than 

the novice level I would be playing at if controlling the aiming manually. In this case, the 

other players may not notice anything, apart from I appear to be a good player, but it will still 

be acting upon their experience, and (if on a low-level server), reducing their enjoyment of 

the game experience.  

We can complicate this situation further by imagining the same game with the 100% auto-

aim, but replacing the alternate players with artificial agents. In this case, from the human-

centric approach proposed above, we are not impacting upon any other players, but only 

affecting our own play experience.  

In both types of game, the act of cheating acts upon other players through many methods. 

This can range from the obvious, such as the use of the auto-aim robot discussed previously, 

but can extend to walkthroughs as found for quests in many online virtual worlds or a 

multitude of other techniques, such as database analysis, co-operative play against the spirit 

of the game or a multitude of other techniques.  

In single player play a few additional methods open up, such as cheat codes to provide 

unlimited weapons (which, for example in the case of Grand Theft Auto III  (2002), 

significantly impact upon the narrative, allowing players to advance to later missions more 

easily), unlimited money (for quick construction in games such the Sim City series) or to start 

the game at a certain level (as often found in early arcade-based on platform games), but 

fundamentally the principles are the same, either acting on the game by modifying the 

mechanics, or using external information to speed your advancement. 

How are we to evaluate this difference between single and multi-player games? How is it 

possible to evaluate a single-player game in this context, and the impact on the human actor 

of cheating in a single player game. To what extent does the impact differ depending on the 

mode of cheating? These are complex questions that go beyond a simple evidential analysis 

of games. 
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Ethics of Cheating 

This seems a sensible time to re-introduce the discussion of flourishing ethics proposed by 

Bynum and briefly discussed previously. Whilst it does not provide a conclusive answer to 

whether cheating is unethical or not, it does provide a new and useful framework from which 

to consider the subject. To summarise; flourishing ethics refers to the betterment of the self, 

and by nature of humans being social animals, the benefit of society. 

Multiplayer games can be considered using largely the same methods as discussed 

previously. In a specific play universe, the society in question is the players within that game 

world. To the extent that the act of cheating causes negative impact on other players, it is 

clear this behaviour is unethical. This situation is complicated by the example of a poor 

player utilising a cheat (such as the auto-aim script) in order to bring their play up to the 

standard of everyone else, which might increase the competitiveness and thus enjoyment for 

other players. In this sense, the ethics of cheating can be drawn into question. 

The extreme example here is also troubling, if a player is suffering from Parkinsonôs, 

Arthritis or a similar disease which impacts upon the playersô ability to control a specific 

mechanic within a game, should they be prevented from enjoying the remainder of the game 

experience? It is certainly possible to argue that from a personal perspective they would 

flourish by being exposed to the game experience, and the game community, and that in order 

to do so they are required to cheat. In this sense, and where the player only brings their ability 

into line with the social standard, it certainly seems intuitive that cheating is in fact ethical.  

Were this same player to utilise a cheat which puts them ahead of everyone else, and detracts 

from the play experience of others, we are directed to a case where some quantification of the 

relative positive and negative impacts of the action has to be performed. This is difficult to 

construct a framework for, and is a question for philosophersô as much as game studies. Of 

course all it is probable that we could find an example which would allow any act to be 

explained away, and it is possible to poke holes in almost any theory, but ethics seems a 

sensible way to evaluate most situations. 

Take now as an example, the game World of Warcraft (2004) and a player who utilises a 

walkthrough to minimise the time it takes to get to the end-game. The early levels of this 

game at least are basically equivalent to a single player game, where the ñbetterment of the 
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selfò argument comes into play. Using the flourishing ethics argument, it is quite an easy 

argument to make that the player is in fact harming themselves when utilising such a 

walkthrough. They are depriving themselves of the game experience, and whatever lessons 

they would have learnt through playing the game in the traditional sense. Koster argues in 

ñTheory of Funò, that ñIf the lesson taught by a particular game comes up in the real world, 

the cheat may not work. Cheating may not prepare us correctlyò (2005, 114), and this is of 

course true in this case also, in real-life there is no walkthrough. So, using this definition, I 

think it can be generally accepted that the player is acting unethically, despite the impact only 

being to the player actor. 

Now if we were to imagine the same situation, where the player was in fact a games 

researcher, intending to examine the late-game scenario in World of Warcraft (2004), the 

situation appears a little different. In this case, whilst the same argument could be applied, 

that the player/researcher is depriving themselves of the early-game experience, the end result 

is virtuous, and thus as with the scenario described in the single player game, from an ethical 

perspective some kind of analysis has to be performed comparing the initial unethical 

behaviour with the ethical end-result, and attempting to resolve this quandary is an issue for 

further study, across multiple fields. 

Of course I chose a walkthrough as a simple example that doesnôt spark further debate. The 

situation would be a lot more complex if you were to replace the walkthrough with power-

levelling and/or gold buying. Utilising the walkthrough, players are at least progressing 

through the game in the designed experience. If they were to use a power-levelling service, 

would the situation be different? It is certainly possible to argue that you are impacting upon 

others, in that your interactions in any groups formed to complete a task during the early-

game process would be performed by the power-levelling service, and thus any in-world 

reputation is not with the person expected. Whether this is significant enough to make the act 

unethical is of course open for debate. 

A somewhat clearer example is if as well as using a walkthrough, you speed your process 

through the game by buying in-game currency from one of the many illegitimate service 

providers on the market (illegitimate purely in the sense that such activity is expressly 

prohibited by the rules of the game, devoid of any moral judgment). In this example, there is 

a multitude of evidence, for example that presented by Castraonova in ñSynthetic Worldsò 
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that suggests gold farming impacts upon the economy, and thus upon other players 

experience of the game - for example, by increasing the price of items needed to progress in 

the game (2005, 186) In this case you are clearly acting upon other agents in a negative 

manner, and the act could, in my opinion, be said to be unethical. 

In purely single player games, the society aspect is less prominent, though still exists in some 

form in game communities. We are however left primarily to consider the argument of 

ñbetterment of the selfò. There are equivalent examples to the above, for example a game like 

ñMass Effectò (2007) where you wished to study the presentation of the different endings in 

isolation, but there are also other examples of cheating where the impact is only upon 

yourself. 

Changing the rules ï Is cheating always negative? 

What I have considered so far is the common perception of cheating, which is that of a 

negative action. However, as DeKoven (2002) notes in ñThe Well-Played Gameò, the act of 

cheating is essentially equivalent to many other forms of changing the rules. Negotiation of 

the rules of course implies that the new rules would be agreed upon by all parties, and 

perhaps this is a key consideration. Whilst all players are aware of a change in rules, all you 

are really doing is changing the structure of the game being played, and the ethical position 

on this is no different than choosing to play another game from the beginning. 

The interesting questions arise when the rules are changed dynamically, during play. Again 

however, in the event that all players agree, there is clearly no problem. What happens 

however when a player unilaterally decides to change the rules, that is they opt to handicap 

themselves. There are two reasons for this, that probably warrant separate study. The first is 

an attempt to reduce the chance of your opponent winning, for example if playing against a 

girlfriend or a younger sibling who is weaker at the game, and the second is an attempt to 

handicap yourself to produce an even game experience; for example by conceding one or two 

early games in a football game, limiting yourself to a certain speed (or gear) in a racing game, 

or deliberately employing a sub-optimal strategy in a strategy game. 

I would contend that these are essentially the same as cheating, i.e. you are manipulating the 

game as experienced by others, but because of the negative connotations attributed to 

cheating, different terminology is used. In this sense you are certainly acting upon others in 
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society, but possibly in a positive sense (it is entirely possible that genuinely positive actions 

can be construed negatively, if the act is seen as condescending for example). This means that 

from an ethical perspective, we now not only need to consider that you are acting upon other 

agents, but the results of your actions. This inevitably adds another layer of complexity to the 

discussion, and makes it difficult to evaluate the ethical merit of the manipulation. 

The other way in which a player can change the rules is by using cheat codes or processes 

embedded in the game, or external tools that act upon the game to change the rules, 

mechanics or data. In single player games I contend that it is not possible to categorise these 

actions as either ethical or unethical, as it would vary significantly on a case-to-case basis, 

and even within a case vary substantially depending on a playerôs intentions. 

Take for example the Sim City series. For some, these games are is about managing resources 

and slowly building up a city over time to meet certain goals, as set by the game. For others, 

the enjoyment comes from using a tool to give yourself a large sum of money, and then 

utilising those funds to construct your ñperfectò city. For some the enjoyment is just in 

designing the city, and others see the design process as a means to an end, with their 

entertainment coming from managing the city once it has been constructed. It is hard in any 

of those cases to argue that the player was not acting ethically.  

If, however, the player was playing the same game in an Internet Cafe that had a high scores 

board (based on population or a similar metric), and used the same cheat, unknown to the 

other players, to aid construction of his city, in that case I would argue that the player was 

acting unethically. 

A similar example can be found in Grand Theft Auto II I (2002). In this game it was possible 

to enact an ñunlimited weaponsò cheat, which gave you access to the full range of weapons 

with unlimited ammo. Using this cheat, the game essentially became a sandbox game, with 

the player able to unleash rocket blasters at will against passers-by, vehicles or buildings.  

If the playersô intention was to create that sandbox experience then it would be hard to argue 

the player was acting unethically. If the intention was to progress through the narrative to see 

how the story evolved, without wishing to take the time to negotiate the missions, it would be 

possible to argue either way, depending on the extent to which you feel the player has been 

deprived of the experience of the narrative. If the same player then was to boast to all his 
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friends that he completed the game before them, it would be my contention that the player 

was acting unethically. 

Cheating vs Advantage Play 

 

As was mentioned briefly previously, it is often hard to distinguish between cheating, in the 

classical sense presented above, and what I term advantage play, or the use of an optimal 

strategy to enhance your likelihood of success. Koster (2005) and Huizinga (1955) both argue 

that cheating is part of the competitive spirit, which is that attempting to find the shortest path 

is natural, and beneficial to humans, even if it subverts the intention of the designer.  

Utilising the flourishing philosophy discussed so far, for single player games this seems 

without problem; players are able to utilise their abilities to find the quickest way of 

succeeding at the game, and by doing so they flourish. Even here though, you have to 

consider the negative of being deprived of the game experience vs. the positive of gaining the 

ability to find the quickest way through the game. 

For multi-player games, the situation becomes more difficult. I have discussed previously the 

example of World of Warcraft (2004), where following an optimal strategy (as provided by a 

walkthrough ï no player would happen upon the optimal strategy in their first ï or in reality 

n
th 0 

experience. However the difference gets even murkier when real money is involved. In 

these games, it is generally accepted that players will do whatever they can to gain an 

advantage within the rules. In such a game, rules refers strictly to the written rules (at least to 

the extent to which the players are unknown to each other), and can generally not be 

negotiated during gameplay.  

Case Study: Poker 

 

The online poker industry has grown significantly since the days of free poker on Internet 

Relay Chat in the early 1990ôs. In January 1998 the first online poker room was launched, 

and real money hand dealt, and it grew significantly year-on-year until around 2007, when 

the United States first started taking legal action against operators and money providers in an 

attempt to restrict the industry, a topic still in hot contention at the national and international 

governmental level as of the time of the writing of this paper. 
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For our purposes however, I wish to offer several different strands that could be considered 

cheating, as an illustration at how difficult it is to define cheating in such a space. The 

standard player at an online poker venue would see an interface similar to the one below, 

basically showing just their hand, the options available to them, and at hand conclusion, the 

hands of any player going to the showdown, or who opts to show their cards whilst 

discarding them. 

 

Figure 1. Party Poker Interface, 2008 

On top of this interface, there are various different tools that players can use to take a load off 

of their shoulders, whether their intention is to improve their experience (in a free game), or 

improve their profitability. These can range from a manual calculator (Fig 2.), an automatic 

calculator (Fig 3.), a player tracker (Fig 4.), combined calculator / player tracker (Fig 5.) up 

to a bot that plays for you (Fig 6.) 
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Figure 2. Manual Calculator. Turning River, 2008  Figure 3. Automatic Calculator. Calculatem, 2008 

 

      

Figure 4. Player Database. Poker Tracker, 2008   Figure 5. Calc/Tracker. Poker Odds Calculator, 2008 

 

Figure 6. Poker Bot. Coding The Wheel, 2008  


