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ASA calls 
PokerStars’ 
bluff
Was the UK advertising 
regulator right to ban 
PokerStars’ TV ad for 
portraying “reckless” 
gambling or can the 
operator count itself a little 
unlucky?

\ 
Words by Julian Rogers 

poker player’, banned by the regulator. 
In early April the ASA announced that 
it deemed the ad, which featured four 
friends playing a poker home game and 
had been on the air since October, to 
depict socially irresponsible and reckless 
gambling behaviour. 

For those who missed the creative, the 
nub of the message was centred around 
the protagonist sliding his entire stack 
of chips into the pot after a voice inside 
his head reminded him of the times he 
had bluffed himself. The voiceover said: 
“Here you are, the moment when bluffing 
is the only way to win. You’re freaking out 
kiddo, it’s only natural. But think about 
all those times you bluffed yourself. 

“Think about the pull-up bar waiting 
for you to get back in shape, the desk you 
were putting up next Saturday for the last 
two years, and that book you’re definitely 
going to read. Go on, ‘bluffmeister’. Use 
that talent because if you can bluff your-
self, you can bluff anyone. Pokerstars, 
you’re already a great poker player.” 

However, the ASA received a single 
complaint which challenged whether 
the ad exploited inexperienced poker 
players by suggesting that they could 
easily excel at the game and make large 
winnings. More importantly, however, 
the regulator itself then challenged 
whether the ad portrayed gambling in 
the context of recklessness. As a result, 
the complaint was upheld, and the ASA 
also deemed the ad to show gambling 
in a reckless manner that could lead to 
financial harm. It was also decided that 
viewers would interpret it to mean they 
could make big all-in bluffs based solely 
on their experience of bluffing in real life 
without any experience of playing poker. 

An “absurd” decision 
But was the ASA a touch heavy-handed 
in this instance? Online gaming and 
communications consultant Michael 
Josem took to Twitter following the 
ruling to brand the decision “absurd”. 
“Humans have a natural right to freedom 
of speech,” he tells EGR Marketing. “The 
ASA’s efforts to curtail that right in this 
case are representative of a creepy and 
creeping intrusion on this freedom of 
speech.” He adds: “Co-regulation in this 
area is legitimate when it protects vul-
nerable children or to stop meaningful 

A dvertising tycoon David Ogilvy 
once said that 99% of advertising 
doesn’t sell much of anything. 

While that may be true to a certain 
extent, advertising is just as important in 
2018 as it’s ever been for online gambling 
brands trying to achieve cut-through in 
heavily saturated markets like the UK.  
Yet it seems every couple of months 
another operator lands in hot water with 
the Advertising Standards Authority 
(ASA), with the likes of Paddy Power, 
Coral and William Hill all having their  
TV ads pulled by the advertising watch-
dog in the past nine months. 

And the latest firm to find itself in the 
ASA’s crosshairs was The Stars Group, 
which had its PokerStars TV ad cam-
paign, created by Paris-based agency 
Romance, themed ‘You’re already a great 
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