
Why the Mind Matters in Poker 

 

Poker is not a physical game. Even if you’re a player who eats well and 
works out, the reasons you do are less about poker’s physical demands 

and more about the mind in poker. That’s one of the reasons poker is such 
a great game, almost anyone can be a great player. That’s not the case in 

sports like football where the speed, strength and coordination required to 

play at the highest level means that only a tiny fraction of those who play 

the game will ever be great. 

Poker is a mental game, up there with chess and eSports, and for the last 

nine years I’ve helped thousands of poker players improve their mental 
game through my poker mind coach academy. As a mental game coach, 

I’ve worked with over 500 poker players hailing from 45 countries, 
including some of the best players in the game, and I wrote two highly 

acclaimed books, The Mental Game of Poker 1 and 2. I did all of this while 

not being very good at poker. 

This time around, I’m adding a visual aspect to this eBook with a poker 
video added to each chapter to provide readers with an even more in-

depth look at the mental game of poker. 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/TJEkyv3DwP8 

Dealing with Pressure Cooker Situations 

When I got into poker back in 2007, I was lucky enough to meet a former 
professional golfer turned poker player who helped me understand poker 

at a high level. I came from the golf world as an aspiring pro myself, but 



in college I kept choking under the pressure of major national events. I 
still managed to earn All-American honors three times in division three, an 

award given to the best collegiate golfers, but on the biggest stage my 

game would crumble. I’m not one to just try something I didn’t really 
believe I could do, so rather than turn pro I pursued a Master’s degree in 

Counseling Psychology and became licensed as a traditional therapist. I 
wanted to learn the skills to correct the cause of the mental game issues 

that I and other golfers faced, and figured I’d either solve my issues and 
play professional golf or I’d have a career as a poker mind coach. Turns 

out I got both. 

By 2007, I had been coaching golfers on the mental game for a few years 
when I realized that I wasn’t choking anymore. Weeks after I started 

playing some small pro golf tournaments—$300 buy-in events—I met 

Dusty “leatherass” Schmidt through some mutual friends. Dusty had a 
legendary grinding ability but tilt was killing him, and his computer 

equipment. He had zero poker tilt control. A few months after we started 
working together his tilt was mostly gone and that meant he could play a 

lot more poker, and at a higher level. He made a ton of money and that 
got me a spot at Stoxpoker (the training site acquired by Cardrunners), 

and gave me a great opportunity to translate what I did with golfers to 

poker. 

Poker back then reminded me of golf before Tiger Woods forced other 

pros to take their mental game seriously. Poker players assumed that tilt 

and other issues were just part of the game, and didn’t realize they were 
missing out on a big advantage. For the most part that perception has 

changed, and the improvements players have made to their poker mental 
game have made a significant difference in the quality of their game. But 

like the game itself, the mental game is constantly evolving. With this 
eBook, I want to take a step beyond what I’ve done before and help you 

improve your decision making. Success in poker depends on the quality of 
your decisions, and I can help you make better ones and avoid your most 

common errors. 

Poker is Mentally Demanding 



 

 

Poker is a game that relies on the mind, but can you name some of the 

mental processes used in making a decision? Do you know what those 
mental processes rely on to function? Every athlete knows the 

combination of strength, speed, balance, coordination and flexibility that 
are required for them to execute consistently. Executing the right decision 

is your technique as a poker player, comparable with the physical 

technique of an athlete—a swimmer’s stroke, a tennis player’s serve, or a 
basketball player’s jump shot. Just like an athlete needs to train their 

body to make those movements repeatable in competition, you need to 
train your mind to make decisions.  When you make the wrong 

decision, going against the poker tips in your Texas Hold’em game, it 
certainly could be due to a lack of poker knowledge, but it also could 

mean there was a breakdown in your decision making. 

Sharpen Your Senses for Power Poker Play 

Decision making relies on memory, focus, thinking, energy, planning, self-
awareness, perception and emotional control. I’m not going to bore you 

with an academic analysis of these functions. The point I want to make is 
simply that even though the mental game has become a lot more popular, 

many poker players are mentally out of shape. They’re like an athlete who 

hasn’t taken care of their body. As I write this Manchester United 
footballer Wayne Rooney is being criticized for being well below his best. 

He is looking slow, there is a certain sharpness lacking from his game, he 
is not getting to balls, his awareness of his teammates is nonexistent, and 

he looks heavier. 



 

There are many similarities to the athlete whose body is out of shape with 

the poker player whose poker mindset is out of shape. Here are some 

examples of signs that a poker player is out of shape mentally: 

• Sluggish and unmotivated to play or study 

• Unable to think deeply 
• Tend to tilt much sooner at the smallest of triggers 

• Struggle to apply what they have learned in poker lessons 

• Miss normally obvious pieces of information in a hand 
• Distracted easily and often 

• Hard to quit even when they know they should 
• Get lost in a hand wondering how they got there 

• Bad habits they thought were gone have creeped back into their 
game 

Fine-Tuning Your Poker Play 

Even the best athletes would look amateurish if they showed up to 

compete having not exercised for a month. Yet poker players are routinely 
mentally unfit when they turn up to play. Regardless of how much 

knowledge they might have gleaned from the best poker videos about bet 
sizing, range calculations or game theory, winning is a lot harder if the 

mind isn’t in the right shape. The good news for you is that not only is it 

likely that can you dramatically improve the sharpness of your poker 
mind, but since most players still aren’t doing this, it’s a great place to 

create an edge on the field. 

The first and most obvious way the mind impacts results can be seen by 
looking at break downs in your decision making. If you make the wrong 

decision, that means something went wrong in your mind. If a golfer 



misses a tee shot to the left, that means something went wrong in their 
golf swing. If you make a bad call with third pair you may not have had 

the right knowledge to fold, but one of the mental processes mentioned 

before may not have worked correctly either. Your lack of focus may have 
caused you not to notice your opponent rarely bluffs. Your lack of 

awareness might have caused you to miss some obvious tells. A broken 
down decision-making system may have caused you to incorrectly 

calculate key information like pot odds or equity. Your memory may not 
have correctly remembered how they played a similar spot an hour 

before. These are all instances where your mind let you down. 

Sharpening Your Mind 

If poker were a battlefield the 

mind would be your weapon. Like a sword, it needs to be sharp and 

strong, and it’s most powerful when in the hands of someone well trained. 
At the end of the day, success in poker comes down to the decisions you 

make. In the past, I’ve focused mainly on helping players develop 

emotional control so they can avoid problems such as tilt, fear, and low 
confidence. These problems weigh heavily on your ability to make the 

right decision, so correcting them was an obvious priority. In this poker 
strategy eBook I’m going to focus much more on decision making and 

simplify the factors that make you play great. 

While there are many components that go into playing great poker, these 
four factors are by far the most important and they work together like 

this: 

  

Energy ? Focus ? Data gathering ? Decision making 



Focus Your Poker Energy 

The key to making great 

decisions is having the right amount of energy. Simply put, if you lack the 

right amount of Energy you cannot play your best. Although, having 
an ideal level of energy doesn’t guarantee that you’ll be on top of your 

game, because that energy needs to be directed in the right way. Focus 

directs your energy to what’s most important and avoids being distracted 
by what’s not. You need good energy to have good focus, otherwise you 

won’t be able to pay attention to the important details of the hand, the 
players and your game. Focus tells your mind which poker tips to gather, 

but your mind needs room to organize and store it. That’s where Data 
gathering comes in, it helps your mind accumulate the pieces of 

information needed in the Decision-making process. There are hundreds of 
micro bits of data to consider in every hand and with an efficient process 

for making decisions you can do that more consistently. But, it requires 

training. 

Over the next 14 poker strategy articles, I’ll expand on these four areas to 
give you new ways to sharpen your mind and improve your decision 

making. The mind is your tool and it needs to be trained just like a golfer 

must train their swing. 

For players already familiar with my work, there are lot of new ideas that 

I’ll be presenting alongside concepts that you’ve already seen. Don’t make 
the mistake of assuming you can skip over the stuff you’ve already seen. 

These ideas are often presented in new ways and that was intended to 
help you learn them even better. Since I’m constantly learning new things 

about my material and the mental game, don’t miss a chance to deepen 

your knowledge. It will pay off. 

http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-game/the-right-energy


 

For players not familiar with my work, I want to make clear that while the 

advice in this poker strategy guide can help players of all levels poker tips 
for beginners and advanced players. That said, improving the mind is not 

a replacement for developing better technical knowledge of poker. The 
mind alone isn’t powerful enough to make you a great player, so be sure 

to spend some time brushing up on the fundamentals of poker 

games strategy as well. 

To get started, I’m going to help you find that ideal level of energy in the 

next chapter. 

 

Ch.1 The Right Energy for Poker 

 

I’ve said the phrase “the right amount of energy” several times already in 

this poker strategy guide, and it’s about time I tell you what that actually 
means. For the answer we can turn to science, since this is a well-

researched concept. The graphic below is called the Yerkes-Dodson Law, 
and it shows the relationship between energy and performance – a concept 

that not all poker coaches consider. Starting from the bottom left where 

your energy level is low, you’ll see that your performance is also low. 
Think about times when you were tired, unmotivated or bored—you 

strayed from your poker strategy and didn't play very well. That’s because 

you were lacking the energy needed to fuel your mind. On the flip side, 

https://www.888poker.com/poker-games/
https://www.888poker.com/poker-games/


the bottom right, your performance is equally poor because your energy 
level is so intense that it causes the mind to malfunction. Like an electrical 

circuit that overheats and shuts down, the mind can’t function properly 

when you’re overexcited, tilted, or fearful. At the top of the curve is 
that ideal balance, call it the Goldilocks of poker energy— not too much 

and not too little. 

 

Admittedly, the graphic isn’t perfect because it implies that having the 
right amount of energy guarantees you’ll be in the zone. I’ve realized 

more recently that is not the case. As I mentioned in the introduction, 
focus, data gathering and your decision-making process also play a 

distinct part in determining your level of performance. 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/dRyCTXnOdPw 

Find Your Ideal Energy 

You’ve been there before. You’re not too excited or aggressive, nor tired 

or disinterested. You’re rested. Recharged and ready to get to the tables 
to play some poker. Poker like this is a lot of fun. The nuances of poker 

pique your interest and the challenge is inspiring. 
 

 

http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-strategy/why-the-mind-matters-in-poker
http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-strategy/why-you-make-bad-decisions/


To find this ideal level of poker 

energy again and again you first need to know what it’s like and the 

factors that produced it. How else can you know what you’re aiming to 

repeat? So think about it for yourself. What is your energy like when at 
your absolute best? Are you relaxed, calm, intense, hyper, or somewhere 

in between? Clients sometimes say they “just feel ready,” like they are 
energized and ready to go. Now think about the factors that give you this 

great energy, like sleep, diet, exercise, motivation, recent volume, 
average buy-in, preparation, and emotional state. How did you sleep the 

night before, or recently? Did what you ate that day, or the night before 
make a difference? Did you exercise before you played, and does it matter 

how long and what type of exercise? Did you go over any poker tips for 
Texas Hold’em – if that’s your game of choice, or any poker tips for 

beginners and advanced play? Does it matter what stakes you play or the 

difficulty of the lineup? How do your emotions impacted your energy? 

Remember, just because your energy is ideal doesn’t mean you’re playing 
your best. You could be easily distracted and watching a movie alongside 

your tables. You might have just watched some poker training videos and 
you’re trying to apply new concepts that you don’t know well enough yet. 

Ideal energy is different from ideal play, so when you’re looking for 
examples and descriptions of your best don’t discount times when your 

energy was great but your play wasn’t. 

http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-strategy/building-mental-endurance
http://www.888poker.com/magazine/strategy/advanced


 

To consistently get to your peak energy level, I suggest creating a 
document where you keep notes about these factors and look for trends 

over time. This is no different than poker coaching or studying your poker 
game and looking for spots where you’re making money or losing it. As 

you gain more data about your ideal energy and the factors that produce 
it, you can build a strategy or routine to make it happen more and more. 

It’s not that complex but many players lack the discipline to follow 
through, and that’s a big reason why you should. Lastly, many of my 

clients are able to reach their peak level of energy more often after they 

correct the reasons their energy level gets too high or too low. 

Reduce Your Energy 

If your energy level has become too intense for you to play well, you’re 
now sliding down the right side of that curve headed for a total brain 

malfunction. The odds are good that some emotion, for example, 
excitement, fear, anger, inspiration, or overconfidence, has caused you to 

go over the edge. 

Understanding how to dial back the intensity is a skill and was the main 
subject of my first poker training book. Here are some cliff notes on how 

to build emotional control: 

 

http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-strategy/building-mental-endurance


Emotionally Charged Play 

 

1. Understand what causes your emotions to become too intense. 

Is it anger from bad beats, fear from an intimidating opponent, or 

overconfidence from a winning streak? If you’re going to gain control of 

your emotions, you first need to understand what’s driving them. 

2. Before you play next, come up with a correction to the emotional 

reaction that you can say to yourself while you’re playing. 

Very often the things we say to ourselves only make the emotion worse. 

For example, if you get frustrated when you make a mistake, instead of 
saying, “What an idiot!?! How could I have been so stupid,” try saying, “I 

don’t make mistakes like in those crazy poker videos unless something is 
off – am I tilted, tired, distracted? That’s the real mistake I need to fix.” 

Or if you get anxious playing against a strong player, instead of saying 

“He can read my soul. I have no chance,” try saying, “This is going to be 
tough, but if I play my best I’ll learn something and get some practice 

playing against players like this. You never know, he could underestimate 
me and I can find some spots to outplay him.” The best corrections are 

https://www.888poker.com/poker-games/ring-games/


ones that get at the root of the emotion and are in your own words. If 
you’re having trouble coming up with a correction, in an upcoming chapter 

“An Important Update to The Mental Game of Poker” I describe a step-by-

step poker tilt control process that can help you come up with one. 

3. While you’re playing, spot the signs that your emotions are increasing 

and repeat that correction in your mind. 

You may need to do it several times to decrease the emotion. You may 
also need to keep repeating it to yourself through the session or 

tournament. Once emotions have overwhelmed your mind, it’s often 
easier for them to keep coming back like a fly that won’t leave you alone. 

Keep fighting, this is how you maintain control, have better poker energy 

to play and become mentally tough. 

4. Consider taking a short break to cool off. 

Not an ideal solution since it means you’ll miss hands, but in the short-
term, while you become mentally tougher, it may be necessary to avoid a 

big blow-up. In fact, you should view this part of your poker strategy. 

Boost Your Poker Energy 

Even when your energy is too low to be ideal, there are ways to push it 
higher. No matter why your energy is low—bored, tired, or a nutritional 

crash—you can use a strategy to help boost your emotions up the left side 

of the curve. 

 

Here’s some free poker coaching to show you 
how: 

http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-strategy/decluttering-your-mind


 

1. Understand what’s causing your energy to drop too low. 

Are you bored from being card dead the last hour, tired from having 
played for several hours without a break, or are you in a food coma from 

the huge plate of pasta you ate? While these reasons can all be helped by 
the poker tips in the next step, recognizing why your energy is low will 

give you an indication of how long you’ll be able to boost your energy 

before needing to take a break or quit. 

2. Before you play next,write down your goals and why they matter to 

you. 

They can be short-term goals for the session or tournament, or long-term 

goals for the next year or beyond. Let’s say your goal for the session is to 

play tilt free, the reason that matters to you (beyond the obvious cost) is 
that you’re tired of losing control and want to prove that you can keep 

your head together. Let’s say your bigger long-term goal is to win a WSOP 
bracelet.Write down why a bracelet matters to you. Is it the money? The 

prestige? To be considered a top player? Or to prove to your family that 
poker is a serious game? Whatever yourgoal there is always a deeper 

reason why you want it and you can use that to boost your energy. 

3. While you’re playing, spot the early signs that your energy is dropping 

and in your mind, repeat your goal and the why behind it. 

The next time you start to get tired and consider quitting, this could make 

the difference between leaving the tables and pushing through to finish off 

https://www.888poker.com/888news/chris-moorman-wins-first-world-series-of-poker-gold-bracelet
https://www.888poker.com/888news/chris-moorman-wins-first-world-series-of-poker-gold-bracelet


a great session. Do that often enough and it can make a huge difference 
in accomplishing your goal. Just as with excessive emotion, you may need 

to repeat your goal and its importance to you throughout the rest of the 

session or tournament. 

4. Power up your poker strategy and energy when they drop. 

 

Being aware that your energy level has dropped or is low can further zap 

your energy. That’s right, knowing you’re tired can make you more tired. 
It’s an excuse. Sometimes a subtle one that you’re not even aware has 

slipped into your mind. Recognizing that you’re giving up can reenergize 
you to fight for your goals and earn them—no one can make you tilt free 

or hand you a WSOP bracelet—you’ve got to earn it. Don’t let a little 

fatigue stand in your way. 

Consistently producing ideal levels of energy is something that players 
have been focused on more and more. There’s a growing understanding in 

the community for the role that diet and exercise plays. Some players 
have gone so far as finding a poker coach to help them in the process. 

While this certainly can’t do any real harm, don’t make the mistake of 
ignoring how your emotions, goals and focus impacts your energy level. 
 
Ch.2 Wishing for Instant 

Improvement 

In one of the most famous scenes in the movie The Matrix, Neo downloads 
the ability to do Kung Fu and immediately gets into a badass fight with his 

mentor Morpheus. Many people enjoyed the scene for the sheer spectacle 

https://www.888poker.com/poker-world/poker-health-and-nutrition


of it, but the idea that Neo could instantly download these skills is what 

really captured the imagination. 

The scene represented a common wish that poker strategy skills could be 
acquired instantly, which is ironic since it took the actors months to train 

for the scene. 

No Quick Solutions to Poker Excellence 

 

The concept of simply downloading expertise is ludicrous, but the 
fascination people have about the possibility highlights a commonly held 

flaw about the learning process. Even players who logically know it’s 
impossible to learn as quickly as Neo did harbor a wish that it was 

possible. Outwardly they’re committed to learning, but deep down they 
wish poker learning would happen with the click of a button. As a result, 

their learning process is subtly undermined and they: 

• Think they can watch video poker strategy and understand it well enough 
to bring the ideas right to the table 

• Lack the motivation to study as much as they should, and can’t 

understand why 
• Learn slower 

• Continually are looking for new things to learn and aren’t focused on 
mastery 

• Frequently have big steps backwards in their game that cause a loss of 

motivation and confidence 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/OLE_0hUskEw 



What is Tilt in Poker? Recognizing & Dealing with 
It 

 

I also see this problem with my clients when they become frustrated that 
their mental game isn’t improving fast enough—even though there are 

improvements. To them, small bits of progress don’t count because the 
problem is still there. A common example is a player who is frustrated 

that their poker tilt control isn't significantly better soon after their first 
coaching session. Logically they know it doesn’t work that way, but they 

get tilted that they’re still tilting. The wish of instant improvement in 
poker blocks them from seeing, for example, that they recognized the 

signs of tilt faster, controlled it at times, and learned more about it. This is 
what mental game progress often looks like in the early stages. But the 

wish doesn’t care about progress, it only wants the problem gone. 

Do You Wish to Be a Better Poker Player? 

Wishing is the opposite of learning. Wishing is passive. It takes control out 

of your hands and undermines the focus and motivation needed to do the 
real work. Regardless of what a player understands logically, this wish can 

impact a player’s mental state because of a deeper flaw. These are the 

most commons ones I’ve seen: 



 

• Desire for easy improvement. It can take a lot of work, focus, sacrifice, 
and energy to get good at poker games. It would be cool if becoming a 

good player wasn’t so hard. Of course, if it was easy, it would be that way 
for everyone and the reward would be small. You want success to be 

challenging because that weeds out the people unwilling to put in the 
poker practice. 
 

 

• Dreams feel real. Players often have dreams about how good they can 
become. Sometimes their visions feel so real that the mind can have a 
difficult time separating reality from fantasy. It can make you believe 

you’ve reached your dream. This problem often indicates a lack of 
confidence that comes from either being unsure how to achieve the 

dream, or how to handle failing to accomplish something so doable. With 
more confidence, failure is viewed as being essential to improvement and 
something to embrace, not avoid. 

 

 

• Removes uncertainty. Poker is a complex game, and that complexity 
includes knowing what to learn. Players often lack a clear roadmap to 

follow when working on their game. Wishing takes away this uncertainty, 
and removes the emotional ups and downs of the learning process. If 

someone gave you a clear step-by-step poker strategy guide, guaranteed 
to turn you into the player you aspire towards, you’d follow it without a 
thought. It can be challenging at times to know what to focus on, so 

embrace it. You’re not the only one who struggles with this. 

The Poker Learning Curve 

https://www.888poker.com/poker-games/
https://www.888poker.com/how-to-play-poker/rules/


The tricky part about correcting this wish is that you may wish you could 
correct it instantly. Whatever the reason that the wish is part of your 

game, here are some additional ways that you can eliminate it: 

 

• Use the Mental Hand History to get to the heart of why you have the wish 

and correct the flaw. 
• Be clear what you’re working on when practicing poker. If you don’t know 

what you should be working on focus on eliminating your worst decisions. 
They’re usually the most costly and basic mistakes in your game. Focusing 
on them will help you avoid costly errors and remove some uncertainty. 

• Learn more about the learning process. I discuss several learning theories 
in my poker tips guide for beginner and advanced players - The Mental 

Game of Poker 1 and 2, so consider checking them out. 
• Learn to deal with failure better by looking back at some of the goals 

you’ve accomplished in poker or elsewhere. Understand the steps that it 

took you to reach your goal, like working hard, dealing with setbacks and 
working through the uncertainty of what to do next. This can give you 

confidence that you can do it again now. 

If at First You Don’t Succeed, Read & Read Again 

http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-game/an-important-update-to-tmgp


 

I put this chapter at the end of this poker strategy article because I 

wanted to make sure this hidden problem doesn’t stop you from using the 
suggestions I’ve given throughout this eBook. I’ve discussed a wide range 

of mental game topics and I suggest you focus on the one or two chapters 
that you think can most impact your game. And be sure to reread them. 

While some poker tips in Texas Hold'em may seem clear to you now, you’ll 
understand some of the points better after having worked at this a bit. 

Then once you’ve proven to have made some solid progress, pick another 
area to improve. Your mental game can’t be solved. It’s always a work in 

progress. 

Ch.3 An Important Update to The 
Mental Game of Poker: The Mental 

Hand History 

 



I am proud that most of the material in my first poker strategy book, The 
Mental Game of Poker, holds up six years after it was published. However, 

there is one thing I would update. 

I should have made a bigger deal of the Mental Hand History, my primary 

tool for helping players find the underlying cause of their tilt, fear, 
motivation or confidence problems. I chose the name because I wanted to 

encourage players to approach mental game improvement in the same 
structured and logical way they were already doing when solving technical 

mistakes. Today, clients regularly send me their Mental Hand History – 
sometimes as a mental game of poker PDF - to review, just as they send a 

poker hand history to their technical coach. 

Solve Your Problem for Real 

 

In this poker update, I’d must emphasise that there is a massive 

difference between resolving a mental game problem and how players 
typically deal with them. Most commonly they’ll try to block out and 

control their emotions by, for example, quitting, taking deep breaths, 
dropping down in stakes and using advice such as, “just don’t let it bother 

you.” These and other similar poker tips can prevent you from tilting, 
make you less risk-averse or give you more confidence, but the problem 

hasn’t gone away. You’ve just temporarily pushed it to the background so 
it appears gone. But like a weed that grows back when you don’t pull it 

out by the roots, it will come back. Sometimes even bigger. 

Poker tilt control is not a solution, it’s a step towards resolution. But many 

players believe that control is their only way of dealing with mental game 

issues and it causes them to: 



• Go through big ups and downs in their game 

• Have major blow ups where they go on massive tilt, become paralyzed 
with fear or become completely demotivated 

• Waste energy that would be better used for making better decision making 

Resolution means that you’ve solved the problem and it goes away. The 

excessive emotions you feel when you are on a downswing, make a 
mistake, or face aggressive opponents are a symptom of a deeper flaw in 

your approach to the game. The emotion is not the problem. The real 
problems are the deeper flaws like, an illusion of control, flaws in your 

view of the learning process and wishing. When you master the correction 
to that deeper flaw you automatically react better to a downswing, 

mistake or tough opponent—even under the most difficult situations. 

You’re not constantly fighting against your emotions or trying to control 
them, because they aren’t there. That’s what resolution provides. An end 

to your problem. Not a permanent job tending to them. 

In my poker video below, I go into more detail about the importance of 
your Mental Hand History: 

 

Video link: https://youtu.be/OLE_0hUskEw 

Steps of the Mental Hand History 

 

The Mental Hand History is a series of steps that you can take to get at 

the root cause of your problem, and come up with a solution to it. It’s 
important that you treat it like a tool for identifying new information 

rather than a quiz to put down what you already know and think is right. 
If you had the right answer already, you likely wouldn’t need to do it. 



Assume there’s more to learn outside of even the best poker books and 

push yourself to think deeper than you normally would. 

Here are the steps along with some additional instructions. But they might 

make more sense after seeing some examples below. 

Step 1. Define the problem or mistake in as much detail as you 

can. 

This includes the thoughts, emotions, physical reactions, changes to your 

play, and actions connected with the problem.Be sure to take the time to 
givean accurate description because the quality of your answers in the 

following steps are determined by what you write here. 

Step 2. Explain why it makes logical sense that you would have 

this problem or why you would think, feel, or act that way. 

The goal of this step is to understand why you have this problem. What’s 
the reason? Nothing in the mental game happens randomly, so there is a 

predictable reason that you have this problem. Push yourself to think a bit 

deeper and explain why. 

Step 3. Explain why the logic in step 2 is flawed. 

Here is where we get to the real cause of your problem. As a novice in 
solving mental game problems this step may be challenging. But don’t get 

discouraged if it gets hard. By going through these steps you’ll come up 
with better answers than if you stuck to your old way of problem 

solving with simplistic poker strategy articles. Do the best you can and 
consult The Mental Game of Poker if you need help. One additional tip, 

your emotions are never the flaw, they’re a symptom of it. You job is to 
figure out why you’re experiencing them and that’s where you’ll find the 

flaw. 

Step 4. Come up with a correction to that flawed logic. 

The correction needs to focus on the flawed logic and not standard 

answers that you already know. For example, for tilt after a bad beat, 
don’t use “Bad beats happen, don’t let them bother you.” The reality is 

that they bother you and denying that prevents you from understanding 

the reason they do. 

Step 5. Explain why that correction is correct. 

This step is a bonus, but it gets to the theory behind the correction and 

that can make it stick better in your mind. 



Solve One Poker Problem at a Time  

Here are two examples, but also be sure to watch the video. I analyze 

Mental Hand Histories that were submitted by players for my feedback. 

 

Step 1. Define the problem or mistake in as much detail as you 

can. 

I lose confidence on a downswing and start to think I’m terrible and that 

I’m never going to make good money from the game. I don’t play as 
much and have trouble staying focused when studying poker tips for my 

Texas Hold’em strategy. 

Step 2. Explain why it makes logical sense that you would have 

this problem or why you would think, feel, or act that way. 

I can’t see how I can win if I’m losing this badly and what’s the point of 

studying if I’m just going to lose? 

Step 3. Explain why the logic in step 2 is flawed. 

I’m being too results-oriented and not analyzing my game or how I’m 
playing. I might be playing well and just not getting rewarded for it. Also, 

by assuming I’m never going to win, I’m basically predicting the future, 

which I obviously can’t do. 

Step 4. Come up with a correction to that flawed logic. 

If I work hard, I’ll have a chance. There are no guarantees in poker, which 
means I also can’t assume that I’m going to make it when I’m running 

well. No matter how I’m doing I need to be more accurate at evaluating 
my game and make good game selection and bankroll management 

decisions. 



Step 5. Explain why that correction is correct. 

Short-term results aren’t the best way to define my skill, or my chances of 

succeeding. Only a psychic can predict the future. 

Resolving Dilemmas in Poker 

 

Step 1. Define the problem or mistake in as much detail as you 
can. I get angry when really weak players win pots from me. They’re 

haven’t read a poker book, let alone a PDF, in their lives; how is it 

possible that they always get so lucky!?! 

Step 2. Explain why it makes logical sense that you would have 

this problem or why you would think, feel, or act that way. I work 

hard on my game and it isn’t fair that someone who doesn’t can beat me. 

Step 3. Explain why the logic in step 2 is flawed. It’s impossible to 
play perfect poker, and sometimes weak players are the toughest to play 

against because they can be unpredictable. Plus, if I’m playing well I’m 

not going to get lucky vs. them, because I’ll almost always be ahead. 

Step 4. Come up with a correction to that flawed logic.Losing is part 

of poker. I can only control how I play, so I need to concentrate 
on making better decisionsand really understanding how they think and 

play. 

Step 5. Explain why that correction is correct. 

It gets me thinking about the things I can control and not the things I 

can’t. Keep in mind, when you have more than one problem, it’s important 
to complete a Mental Hand History for each one. After you’ve broken down 
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each problem the key to resolving them is repetition. You need a lot of 
repetition to master the correction and here are some poker tips for both 

advanced and beginner players how to do it: 

 

• Write out a short statement or phrase from your answers in steps 4 or 5 

that will easily remind you of the correct logic. Make sure to review it 
regularly and before you play, so it’s stronger in your mind. Then at the 

first sign of trouble, whether the problem has popped up at the tables or 
away from them, repeats this statement in your mind to reduce your 
emotions and get you thinking in the right way. This poker strategy guide 

blocks out negative emotion while playing, and gives you the needed reps 
to eventually stop the emotion from even appearing. 

• At least once a week, reread your current Mental Hand Histories and 
possibly revise them. If you don’t come up with anything significantly new, 
at least you get reps that count towards resolution. 

• After sessions where you had to work hard to block out negative emotion, 
or when it overwhelms you, get your thoughts or emotions out by writing. 

If you don’t, the emotions will carry over day to day and make it harder 
for you to control your emotions and play poker well. Afterward, review 
what you wrote and if the problem has already been worked on, reread an 

existing Mental Hand History to further instill an understanding of the 
cause and correction. Or, if the problem seems different, write out a new 

Mental Hand History and get to the bottom of it. 
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Rooting Out Problems in Your Poker Game 

The more you go through these steps the more you’ll change how you 
think about solving mental game problems. Over time, you’ll notice more 

nuances and it will get easier to complete all the steps. 

The Mental Hand History is an effective way to solve the root cause of 

your mental game problems and I suggest you work with it for a month to 
see what it can do for your game. Worst case, it’ll help you warm down 

tough sessions and allow you to go on with your life without the poker 

grind still on your mind. 

Ch.4 When Poker Becomes Personal 

 

In the last several years I’ve noticed a trend among the clients that came 
to me for poker coaching. They are typically players who read The Mental 

Game of Poker for help with poker tilt control, fear, motivation and 

confidence, but didn’t improve as much as they wanted. The book helped 
decrease the frequency and intensity of their Mistake Tilt, for example, but 

they still tilt more than they want to. I refer to this situation as when 

poker becomes personal. So, how do we confront and correct this? 

For many players, this poker strategy book identified issues they didn’t 

know were even affecting their game. It also gave them the theories and 
methods I use to solve the most common mental game issues. But this 

meant each player was responsible to accurately determine the cause and 
correction to their problem. If they get it wrong, improvement is still 

possible, but the problem is unlikely to be eliminated entirely. 



In my poker video below, I go over the pitfalls in poker and introduce 

what that can help you cope and overcome them. 

Use the Right Poker Strategy to Deal with Issues 

 

Getting it right can be a challenge even for me and I’ve been doing this 

kind of work for more than a decade. Some players got it wrong because 

they had the right poker strategy, but didn’t apply it often enough. 

Others were missing key pieces of the puzzle, like the real cause of their 

lack of motivation was actually an underlying tilt problem. 

So, they used poker training methods for resolving a motivational problem 

when they needed to be focused on correcting their tilt. Most often, 
however, players were on the right track but didn’t realize that poker had 

exposed issues that were deeper and more personal. 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/m8gMetj1vl8 

Everything Comes Out at the Poker Tables 

We are people first and poker players second. When you have unresolved 
problems in your personal life they can spill out in poker—even ones you 

didn’t even know were a problem.For many players, poker presents a 
unique test that brings out their deepest held beliefs and issues. Here are 

some general examples: 

• Growing up you hated to lose at anything you did. Even though losing no 
longer destroys your mentality for days like it used to, losing still feels like 

the end of the world. 
• School and nearly everything you did came so easily that you didn’t need 

to work that hard to be among the best. Now you have trouble sustaining 



the motivation to put in the work needed to become the player you know 

you can be. 
• Your parents had high expectations of you and that put a lot of pressure 

on you to succeed. Even though you’re successful in poker and elsewhere, 
your constant fear of failure causes you to be overly conservative with 
your bankroll and game selection. 

• You were bullied or picked on as a kid, and now you have trouble dealing 
with aggressive players at the table. Either you fight back with 

unwarranted aggression or cower and become too tight or passive. 
• When you were young, you constantly had dreams of making a lot of 

money, traveling the world, and being famous. Now you want results 

instantly and that causes you to force action in hands, jump up in stakes 
too quickly, and get overconfident when running well. 

The Poker Pressure Cooker: What Really Makes 
You Tick? 

 

When you invest so much of your time, energy, money, future, confidence 

and identity into poker these issues will eventually come out. Maybe not 
at first, but they will when you have a huge poker cooler, downswing, 

move up to stakes where the money is particularly meaningful, or decide 

to take the game seriously. These situations ratchet up the pressure and 
have a way of exposing problems that are rooted in the past. The key 

poker tip for both advanced and beginner players for accomplishing your 

goals could be, to simply resolve them. 

The easiest way to identify if the issue is deeper than poker is to look for 

it in other aspects of your life. If you have road rage, get pissed off at the 
slightest inconveniences or problems, and also tilt at the tables, then you 



are likely dealing with a bigger anger problem. The same goes for issues 
with fear, motivation and confidence. Describe what these problems look 

like in poker and then look to see if they’re present elsewhere. Here are a 

few other examples: 

• Do you constantly put off studying hand histories as recommended in 

many poker strategy articles and miss deadlines at work? 
• Do you keep changing the formats whenever you struggle—jumping from 

cash to SNGs to MTTs, for example, and have trouble seeing a project 

through? 
• Do you berate other players in the chat box, and constantly get into 

heated arguments with friends or family? 
• Do you have trouble making poker decisions, and are indecisive in other 

aspects of life? 

Keep a Log of Important Personal Issues 

Sometimes the issues are obvious once you look and other times they’re 

harder to spot. For example, if you hate bad beats, poker coolers or suck 
outs, but otherwise handle bad luck well in the rest of your life. The 

difference could come from a deeper fear of failure. Bad luck in life hasn’t 
yet impacted your career or things you care about, but the lack of total 

control over your success in poker makes you worry about the potential of 

failing. 

 

Keep notes about the issues you see popping up in poker and life and 

start thinking about where they came from. It is important to note that if 
you start delving into these personal issues, it’s possible you may want to 

work with therapists and/or poker coaches. I’m not saying that you should 
simply because you are not 3-betting enough from the Big Blind. 

However, some people may find that the issues are complex and hard to 

solve on their own. 



There are also many good books and video poker strategy guides out 
there that you can refer to, and frankly I’ve heard from many readers that 

they had success improving some of their personal issues using my poker 

strategy guide - The Mental Game of Poker. Be practical about what you 

need to progress and avoid burying your head in the sand. 

Don’t Bury Your Problems: Deal with Them 

It’s also important that you don’t use exercise, meditation, yoga, or other 

activities to hide deeper problems. I’m not at all suggesting these are bad 
things to do. But they will not solve an anger issue, for example. If you 

need them to keep your head together or for a stress release, and would 
lose it if you didn’t, then it’s likely there’s a hidden issue to fix. This same 

pattern in poker happens when a player uses quitting to deal with tilt. 
Here’s a poker tip for tilting players: Quitting isn’t a solution to tilt, it’s a 

way of managing the problem to lessen the impact on your game. Look 

closer to see what issues these activities are helping to hide. Sometimes 
you may need to stop doing these things to see what that is. Just be sure 

to take good notes so your research is productive. 

Helping players work through their personal issues is particularly 
meaningful for me. Impacting someone’s career is awesome, but it’s on 

another level when that success extends to their relationships, health, and 
self-confidence. Poker is often viewed negatively, even by poker players. I 

see another way, as an avenue for personal growth. The volatility of poker 
can be painful, but it strips bare what matters most to us and the areas 

where we can make real progress. When you can simultaneously improve 

as a player and a person, the game creates real value beyond just money. 

Ch.5 Increasing Mental Endurance 

 



One of the great things about online poker is that it’s always open for 
business. But that doesn’t mean you have a limitless amount of mental 

endurance and energy to always play. In the second chapter, I talked 

about how to find that ideal level of energy. This chapter will help you 

sustain it longer. 

Having greater mental endurance or stamina comes in handy when you’re 

trying to make more money without moving up in stakes or need to 
handle the late stages of a big multi-table tournament like the Multi Table 

Tournament that attracts thousands of players. 

Plus, that extra endurance will improve your poker mindset and help you 

perform well in high pressure situations, like a big final table, because 

they are incredibly draining. 

Throughout my career, I’ve helped players increase their mental 

endurance so they could play longer and more tables at once, all while still 
playing at a high level. The last part being key, since there isn’t any skill 

to playing more poker badly. Here are the steps that have proven to help 

build greater mental endurance: 

• Take small steps 

• Rest 
• Improve your C-game 

Video link: https://youtu.be/gVusjl8ddyc 
 
Take Small Steps 

 

But, after watching my poker video above – you do the math; it’s a 100% 
increase! Imagine going into the gym and trying to lift 100 kilos when you 

can currently lift 50. Or deciding to go run a 10k when you’ve previously 
only completed a 5k. I’m not saying you can’t do it, but I am saying that 

you won’t be able to sustain it. If you continue to lift, run, or play that 
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much more poker, eventually, you’re going to get hurt. Mentally speaking, 
that means you’ll burn yourself out and won’t have access to the energy 

you’re used to having. You will have trouble focusing, feel slower and lack 

motivation. You may even think you’ve gotten lazy, but really you burned 

too much energy and need a lot of rest to fully recover. 

Start with the 50-Hour Poker Package 

 

Players who want to make these massive leaps in their poker mental 

game ften have big swings in terms of the amount that they play. For 
example, one month they’ll play 80 hours, and the next month they can 

only play 25. Then they swing back up and get in 75 and then only 20 the 
month after. There’s nothing inherently wrong with this cycle. If that’s 

how you want to play, go for it. But there is another way. 

If we look realistically at this example, the average over the four months 

is 50 hours. That’s the number of hours you can comfortably play in a 
month. Starting with 50 hours, gradually increase that amount each 

month. An increase of around 10 – 20% month over month is around 
what I’ve found can comfortably be sustained. That means in the first 

month you’ll aim to play between 55 and 60 hours. Then, 60 to 72 hours 
the month after, and so on. It doesn’t take long to build up your 

endurance with a balanced poker mentality, but I would say that if you 
are continually pushing an increase of 20%, after 3 or 4 months, you’ll 

need a month where you maintain the last month’s target. This will help to 
solidify the gains you’ve already made and make it more likely that you 

can continue to add more time. By the way, the same general 

strategy applies when adding more tables – a great poker tip especially 

for those playing Texas Hold’em. 

To give you some clarity on how this would look on a daily basis, here are 

some sample poker tips for mental workouts. In the increasing time 
workout, let’s say that you play an average of 20 days in a month, 2.5 

hours per playing day and your goal is an increase of 10 hours for the 
month. The increasing time and tables example assumes you want an 

increase of 5 hours, while also adding an additional table to the four you 

already play. 
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Increasing Time Increasing Time & Tables 

Day 1: Increase by 15 

minutes 
Day 1: Increase by 30 minutes 

Day 2: Increase by 15 

minutes 
Day 2: Increase by one table 

Day 3: Off day Day 3: Off day 

Day 4: Increase by 30 

minutes 
Day 4: Increase by 30 minutes 

Day 5: Off day Day 5: Off day 

Day 6: Increase by 30 

minutes 
Day 6: Increase by one table 

Day 7: Off day Day 7: Off day 

Day 8: Increase by 30 

minutes 
Day 8: Increase by one table 

Day 9: Increase by 30 

minutes 
Day 9: Increase by 30 minutes 

Day 10: Off day 
Day 10: Increase by 15 minutes and 

one table 

Day 11: Increase by 30 

minutes 
Day 11: Off day 

Day 12: Increase by 45 

minutes 
Day 12: Increase by 30 minutes 

Day 13: Increase by 30 

minutes 

Day 13: Increase by 15 minutes and 

one table 

Day 14: Off day Day 14: Off day 

And so on… And so on… 



Keeping a Detailed Poker Log 

 

If you decide to take this seriously, keep track of your progress in an excel 

file – a very useful poker tip whether you’re a beginner or advanced 
player. Track your target volume or tables each day, your actual volume, 

and notes about the mental intensity of the session. The last part is 
important because it adds an important qualification to the numbers. Let’s 

say on Day 4 of the increasing time workout, you run terribly and are 
faced with a ton of difficult decisions. Your poker strategy goal was to play 

30 more minutes than normal, but you’re slightly tilted, a bit tired and 
down a bunch of money, so you decide to quit after 2.5 hours. Keep track 

of the reasons you didn’t reach your goal in your notes. Over time you’ll 

see trends and will see what is preventing you from increasing your 

volume. 

Sometimes it’s not your desire to increase your endurance that stands in 

your way, it’s mental game issues, life, or other factors related to the 
psychology of poker that disrupt you. If you have significant issues with 

poker tilt control, fear, or confidence problems, they will happen more 
often when you add more time or tables. If you keep pushing your 

endurance goals without correcting them, they’ll get worse and require 
more time off to recover. Solving these mental game issues is key to 

reaching your endurance goals, and may have been a big reason why you 

couldn’t reach them before. 

Rest 
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When working out in the gym, you’re tearing muscle fibers and indicating 

to your body the amount of weight you want to lift. When you rest, your 
body heals those small tears and that is what makes you stronger. If you 

don’t rest your body and continue with strenuous exercise day after day, 
you’ll eventually become weaker. The same principal holds true mentally 

when trying to increase your mental capacity. 

Whether you’re trying to add more time or tables to your game, be sure to 
follow these poker psychology tips that will help you balance intense work 

with rest. I’ve already mentioned several ideas how you can do this in the 

chapter Decluttering Your Mind and in other poker strategy articles in this 

guide. Be sure to review them and build that into your plan. 

Improve Your C-game 

 

Another way to increase endurance is to make your mind more energy 
efficient. You can do this by mastering the corrections to your C-game. As 

a reminder, your C-game includes the biggest mistakes or weaknesses in 



your game. You know the corrections to them very well, but since you 

haven’t mastered them yet, they aren’t automatically applied. 

For example, you waste mental energy thinking about folding instead of 
calling down too light. This is especially true when you are pushing to 

increase endurance. Your mind is tired and making a C-game mistake 
becomes more likely to happen. Be sure to use your Strategic Reminder in 

this poker strategy guide. 

It will help you to focus on playing those spots correctly. Then after 

applying the correction more and more, your C-game automatically 
becomes less bad. You’ve mastered the corrections and that saves 

energy. 

Ch.6 Driving Range Poker 

 

The last three chapters have focused on different aspects of decision 
making. Now I want to put it all together and show you how to work on 

your decision making like a golfer would work on their golf swing. In 

poker, I call this driving range poker. 

Decisions are at the core of how poker players compete. You can’t play 

poker without making them, and variance aside, your results are based on 
how your decisions stack up against your opponents. The decisions you 

make are the culmination of all the work you put into your poker 

strategy game and can be broken into two parts that work together: 

1. Knowledge 



2. Decision-making process (the mental process that considers knowledge 
to arrive at a decision) 

 

Video link: https://youtu.be/IBxNvEBzz74 

How to Make Better Poker Decisions 

Knowledge without an active decision-making process means you’ll make 

plays automatically using only old unconscious knowledge [Don’t Trust 

Your Gut]. This is what happens when you’re tilted and fail to consider, for 
example, your image at the table. Missing a key factor in your decision-

making process leads you to make mistakes that are often so bad you 
know immediately after the hand how you should have played it. Proof 

you weren’t lacking knowledge. 

Players tend to focus solely on acquiring more knowledge via poker 

strategy articles, etc., and assume it will automatically increase their 
ability to make decisions. This is true to some degree. But training your 

decision-making process will allow you to play better under pressure, 
minimize the frequency and severity of mistakes, and make you a more 

consistent player. I’m not suggesting that poker players can’t improve by 
studying away from the table. I’m a big proponent of players watching 

poker videos, getting coaching, reading poker strategy guides and 
analyzing hands, among other methods, to strengthen their game. But 

this kind of work mainly improves a player’s knowledge of poker, not the 

process of making decisions. 

What Does it Take to Play Better Poker? 
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In golf, there’s a difference between the technical proficiency required to 
swing the club and the knowledge that a golfer has about the strengths 

and weaknesses in their game, the course (aka their opponent) and the 

game generally. Together this knowledge helps them create an optimal 
strategy for how to play a golf course and adapt to different conditions 

such as windy, wet or dry. But this increased knowledge doesn’t 
automatically mean they’re going to play better. Their swing must be well 

trained; otherwise, that knowledge is wasted. That’s why golfers spend 

hours on the driving range sharpening their swing. 

Poker players must train their decision making to ensure all the work they 

put in off the table is worthwhile. Otherwise, some of the hours spent 
increasing their poker range is wasted when they can’t apply it. The 

problem with poker is that there isn’t a way to practice making decisions 

as easily as a golfer can work on their swing at the driving range. 

Training Decision Making 

Have you ever spent time training your decision making? Most of you 
haven’t and that’s one reason you have glaring holes in your decision-

making process. The goal is to master a process that guarantees you’ll 
always consider factors that are basic for you, and makes it likely that 

you’ll consistently apply new ones. That doesn’t mean you won’t face 
tough decisions. The numbers of unknowns in poker are so vast that you 

can’t avoid challenging spots, but when you do, you can be confident that 

you’ll think through all the important factors. 

 

Achieving mastery requires a ton of quality repetitions. When it comes to 
training decision making, players typically get those reps by playing 

- thereby upping their range in poker. The reps gained at the table are the 



best way to learn—you will learn more from thinking through a tough 
decision as you face it than studying hypothetical situations. But, training 

your decision making off the table gives you easy reps that really add up 

over time. Together, they’ll make it more likely you’ll correctly think 
through those important poker hands when they come. In order to train 

your decision making, you first need to know how you make decisions. 
Golfers have swings that are unique like a fingerprint and I suspect the 

same holds true with poker players. In the last ten years of talking with 
players about poker, I’ve never had the exact same conversation about 

how they think through a poker decision. There are obvious similarities in 
how players make decisions, but it’s important that you map this out for 

yourself. 

Here are some ideas how you can train your decision-making 

process: 

• Figure out how you make decisions. In my experience, players tend to 
make decisions in one of two ways: 

 

1. A linear step-by-step process that is the same for every hand. For 

example, you may consider the following factors, in this order, when 
deciding what to do: prior action, prior history with an opponent, their 

image, their poker hand range charts, and opponent’s hand range. But 
when in your C-game, you forget to consider your image and your 
opponent’s hand range. 

2. A tailored process that considers all the same factors, but prioritizes them 
based on the ones that are most relevant in each hand, such as prior 

history with an opponent and their image. The order can change each 
hand. The common pattern is that players with this style rely on their feel 
for the table to determine the factors that will most heavily influence their 

decision. 
• Find the situations where your decision making tends to break down most 

often. I go into detail about this poker tip in the Why You Make Bad 
Decisions chapter, so be sure to read it if you haven’t already. Regardless 

of why the breakdown occurs, push yourself in those spots to use your 
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Strategic Reminder and consider the factors that typically go missing. This 

is hard and that’s why the reps you gain here are so valuable. Don’t 
expect perfection, just work on being better. Do this consistently and 

eventually you’ll automatically consider these factor seven when tilted, 
tired, or bored. 

• Play lower stakes or fewer tables and force yourself to go through the 

decision-making process for each decision, even the easy pre-flop 
decisions. Do it for 20 to 30 minutes so you can maintain high focus and 

ensure that you think through each decision correctly. Some players like to 
do this as a warm-up for their session. 

• Play while talking out each of your decisions. This makes it obvious when 

you’re missing something. Many players who make training videos about 
poker strategy or stream on Twitch say that articulating why they are 

making their decisions inevitably leads to better decisions. The value of 
doing this is so good they willingly give away their secrets to potential 
opponents. 

• Load a bunch of hands in a hand replayer where you made a common 
mistake. Or record yourself playing and rewatch sections where you 

played poorly. Then while watching each hand play out, go through your 
decision-making process as if you were playing the hand again. 

• When playing, focus on playing and not on trying to improve. However, be 
aware of changes in your decision-making process, so you can quickly 
notice if it starts to drop off. The faster you can spot it, the quicker you 

can correct it and the more you will. While your focus at the table is to 
play well, you are simultaneously learning. 

• When playing, don’t get caught up in what you learned in this poker 
strategy guide. Focus on playing and not on trying to improve. However, 
be aware of changes in your decision-making process, so you can quickly 

notice if it starts to drop off. The faster you can spot it, the quicker you 
can correct it and the more you will. While your focus at the table is to 

play well, you are simultaneously learning. 
• If you play micro stakes, consider playing at play money tables. Although 

the quality of the play is different from real money games, you are there 

to practice thinking through a decision. Don’t focus on how other players 
are playing, just on thinking through every decision. 

• Software like Poker Stove, SNG Wiz or Poker Snowie creates poker 
simulations, based on poker range charts, where you can practice making 
decisions. They aren’t perfect, but short of magically hopping into a game 

where everyone is playing for real money except for you, they can be a 
good option. 

• Find a group of players that you can join micro stakes tables together and 
practice making decisions. A lot of players find having a group of like-
minded players to regularly play against, exchange poker tips for 

beginners or advanced play and discuss hands is a great alternative to 
having a coach. The fact that you are playing together and learning 

together adds an element of competition and social pressure. 

Dealing with Poker Decisions 



 

Training decision making is just like developing any other skill or habit, 

the more you do it correctly, the stronger it gets and eventually becomes 
automatic. Remember now many poker tips in Texas Hold’em it took 

before you became good at the game? I understand players who are 
skeptical that poker decisions can be treated this way. Just remember that 

you’re not automating complex knowledge, you’re developing a routine or 

process to ensure you consider it. 

 

Ch.7 Decluttering Your Mind 

 



In the last chapter I discussed how focus is your poker strategy tool for 
gathering the data you need to make quality decisions at the poker table. 

But what if you don’t have room in your mind to hold it? 

Have you ever studied so hard or played so long that you reach a point 

where you simply can’t retain new information? Your head gets so 
full,things stop making sense. Not only is your brain overwhelmed, you 

have a hard time concentrating, miss key pieces of information and feel 
mentally exhausted like your head is in a fog. Eventually, you take a 

break. Decluttering your mind can give your brain a chance to digest, 

allowing your ability to think clearly to return. 

The cost of having too much data crammed into your head doesn’t have to 

be this severe to be a problem. It can cause three often subtle issues: 

• Mistakes 
• Difficulty sleeping 

• Inability to play in the zone 

Watching some of the best poker videos about how to clear your mind of 

clutter is a great way to accomplish this: 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/n3dVp0ov2xo 

Mistakes 

While playing, it becomes harder to absorb details of the action, think 

clearly and focus. Plus, finding things you have learned recently is hard. 
It’s like searching through a messy desk. You miss opportunities and 

make mistakes.You end up playing your B-game – the one where all poker 
tilt control goes out the window. Not the end of the world, but the drop in 

your game is costing you, and your mind starts looking for a way to 
recover. Ideally, you’d take a short break, but players often turn to their 

phone, Skype or social media instead. These distractions do the opposite 

and cause your game to rapidly spiral downwards. 

Difficulty Sleeping 

 



Two other problems players often don’t associate with a cluttered mind is 
difficulty sleeping and an inability to reach the zone consistently. After a 

long day of playing you feel exhausted and desperately want to go to 

sleep. But the second your head hits the pillow,poker hands 
spontaneously pop into your mind and continue like a movie that won’t 

stop. This can go on for hours and eventually may lead you to stay awake 
watching a movie or browsing the internet. Or, if you can fall asleep right 

away, thoughts about hands wake you up before you get a full night’s 

sleep. 

The brain has a natural process for digesting information you might find in 

poker strategy guide and articles and converting it into learning—much 
like the digestive system converts food into the nutrients that feed the 

body.Replaying hands or being awoken with thoughts is evidence of this 

data digestive system in action. 

Players are often skeptical about this idea, and there’s a simple way to 
prove it. Rather than trying to go to sleep when your mind is full, write 

about what’s in your head. Note challenging hands, mistakes that you 
made and why they happened, details of your opponents play, poker tips 

and tricks you picked up or anything tactically or mentally that’s on your 
mind related to the game. Do it until you have nothing left to write about, 

or up to 30 minutes, and then try to go to sleep.You may not fall asleep 
without any thoughts the first time you try it, but try it for a week or two 

and you’ll be more likely to fall asleep and stay asleep. 

Inability to Reach the Zone 

 

Accumulating too much data can also block your ability to get into the 

zone. Think for a moment how often you’re able to reach that mental peak 
where you make decisions easily, focus entirely on the action, and are in 

total command of your game. And don’t include those times when it 



seems like you’re in the zone when you’re just running hot. If you’re like 
most players I talk with, the answer is not that much—10% at most. 

There are many reasons players have difficulty reaching the zone, and a 

cluttered mind is one they don’t often think about. You need to be able to 
access new data to reach the zone. Without it, you can play at a high 

level, but you won’t be in the zone. This data fuels the ability to make 
correct decisions without fully understanding why they’re right. That high-

level intuition is a hallmark feature of the zone, and when your mind is 

overloaded with data, there’s no room for it. 

Clearing out your mind is something that happens automatically when you 

rest, but when there is so much data being absorbed, it can carry over 
day to day.This leads to a plateau where it becomes hard to play better 

than your B-game and pick up any new poker tips for your Texas Hold’em 

game. A cluttered mind is a hidden danger that is fairly easy to solve 

when you’re motivated to optimize your learning and performance. 

Clearing Your Mind 

You know what it feels like when your mind is sharp. Feeling fresh after a 

few days off, you return reenergized, focused, and thinking clearly. What 
if you could get your mind in this state more often, without having to take 

chunks of time off? The key is to develop a routine that accelerates the 

digestion of data. Here are some ideas how to do it: 

• Write 
• Rest 

• Limit active learning 

Write 



 

I already mentioned how writing can be used in decluttering your mind, 

and I now want to give you more details about this idea. To begin, just 
write.For now, put aside all of the standard poker tips you’ve learned as a 

beginner or advanced player. Don’t get bogged down in writing the correct 
thing. After your session or tournament, write down whatever is in your 

head. This could be thoughts about hands that you played poorly, 
opponents who confused you, why you played some tough spots well, and 

what caused you to be distracted. You can also use your writing to vent 
about intense emotions that popped-up, like tilt from mistakes you made, 

fear you had when making a big bluff, or a rush of excitement from 

making the final table. 

There’s no right or wrong answer to what you write about.The first goal is 
to get the most pressing information or thoughts about the game out of 

your head. As you become more skilled, you’ll be able to direct your 

writing in a way that will help you improve tactically and mentally. 

I regularly hear from players, poker mind coach academy, who were 

surprised how valuable it is to write after their sessions. It’s helped them 

separate poker from their life, so they rest easier and enjoy their personal 
time. That allows them to not only have more energy, motivation, and 

clarity for the next time they play, it helps them learn. Not in a dramatic 

way, but enough thatthey more regularly notice improvements. 

Take Notes to Improve Your Game 

You don’t even have to review what you write to see a benefit. The mental 

clarity you get from getting the data out of your head is valuable on its 



own. Howeverat a minimum, I recommend that you review a few of the 
key take-aways from your writing as part of your warm-up before the next 

time you play. This creates a cycle where you regularly focus on improving 

specific parts of your tactical and mental game before, during and after 

you play. That kind of repetition is key to accelerating improvement. 

There is also long-term value in writing. Being able to look back to things 

you wrote about weeks or months later can give you a unique perspective 
on your game. If you get into a rut, reviewing old notes can give you 

insights on how to get your poker game back on track. Or, you may 
assume that your game hasn’t improved much lately, but your notes show 

that your thinking about the game has evolved. 

One special note for tournament players who are competing in events for 

more than 10 hoursper day, over multiple days. Consider taking some 
quick notes during each of your breaks. I realize you don’t have much 

time, but even writing for one or two minutes can make a difference. 
Digesting data throughout the day can keep your mind clearer longer and 

make it easier to recover before another long day. 

Rest 

 

Time away from poker is not only important for recovering the energy you 
burn from playing, it’s helps digestthe datayou absorbed. Beyond getting 

proper sleep, if you play a lot of poker be sure to take time away from 
anything too mentally demanding. Often poker players do the opposite. 

They continue to tax their mind by reading poker forums, playing intense 
video poker strategy games, or spending hours on the computer. During 
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the season, a professional football player would never play two hours of 
tennis, for example, after an intense day of training. They would rest their 

body and perhaps use an ice bath, sauna, nap, or massage to accelerate 

their recovery. Playing poker is a good way for a footballer torelax, much 

like going for a run or playing tennis would be for a poker player. 

There are so many personal factors to consider when attempting to devise 

an optimal strategy for rest, including how much poker is being played. So 

my advice is to think about: 

• How much sleep you need to feel rested and how to get it more often 
• Whether you need to take breaks throughout the day, and what to do 

during them 
• What activities help you recover, such as exercise, eating, hanging out 

with friends, or watching TV 
• How much time off from poker you need per week or month to avoid 

burnout 

• What hobbies you enjoy that don’t drain you of mental energy 

Players can have difficulty getting good rest or taking time off because 

they aren’t sure what’s optimal for them or what to do with their time. 

Thinkabout it beforehand, test some options and eventually you’ll find out 

what’s best for you. 

Limit Active Learning 

Right before you play poker is not the time to be filling your head with 

more knowledge than you can use. Playing poker isn’t like cramming for a 
test. Before you play poker, focus on reviewing hands or concepts that 

you already know, rather than learning something new. Watch a poker 
video that you’ve seen a few times, not a new one. Be clear on what 

you’re trying to improve each day, and reviewsome hands that fit with it. 

The space in your mind is valuable real estate. Keep it clear and you’ll see 

a rise in your profit. 
 
Ch.8 Addicted to Soul Reads 
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When you look around social media, the poker hands poker players tend 

to share the most are the ones that players call a “soul read.” These are 
the epic lay downs or hero calls that we attribute to some sort of sixth 

sense, rather than a logically deduced poker strategy decision. Nine high 
like a boss, calling a river shove with king high or the big fold in Rounders. 

These are hands which make your opponent and everyone else say, “how 

did you know that?” 

These hands are popular in many poker strategy articles and and deeply 
embedded into the poker psyche. They are particularly alluring when we 

watch TV and know something the player doesn’t—will they be able to 
figure it out? The high of making a soul read can be addictive and more of 

a reward than the pot you win. Many famous players are best known for 
the best (or worst) hands they played on TV rather than their track 

record. Every fan remembers when Chris Moneymaker bluffed Sam Farha, 
Phil Ivey’s reraising war with Paul Jackson, Jason Mercier’s epic call in the 

EPT and the numerous times Daniel Negreanu’s poker tells skill put 
someone on their exact hand. 

 

Video link: https://youtu.be/qXErw02djkI 
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Tempted by Soul Reads 

 

The above highlights some of the best poker videos where players 
bombard us with their unbelievable soul reads. These These epic hands 

entertain us, and new poker players are often highly motivated to learn 
how to pull off a soul read of their own.But as exciting as it is to 

successfully pull off your first soul read, a problem may have been 
created. I’ve talked with many players who became addicted to soul reads 

type plays, and try them so often they turn into a costly problem. Many 
experts believe one of the reason for Phil Hellmuth’s success is precisely 

because of the extraordinary lengths amateur players will go to try and 
own him. The few times it works they make his highlight reel of blowups, 

and the next thousand players have been encouraged to try and do the 

same against him. 

Due to the variance and incomplete information in poker, it is easy to 
convince yourself that a bad decision was a profitable play. In that 

respect, an ill-timed soul read is no different than playing a hand because 
it’s lucky or playing above your bankroll because you know you’ll win. 

Here are some of the ways poker players rationalize making high variance 

bluffs or hero calls: 

Reasons Players Bluff 
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• It’s good for their table image to come across as a nit or a maniac 
• Purposely structuring their bluffs to be pot committed if re raised 
• Gambling will loosen up the table 

• They have “tilt equity” because their opponent will go nuts when they win 
the hand 

• Wanting to get revenge on someone 
• The information gained from calling, based on a poker tell, is worth 

potentially losing money in the short term 

• A bad bluff can be exploited by changing their bluffing range afterwards 
• They want to look good in front of other people 

• Calling keeps their opponents honest so they won’t bluff them again 

What’s Driving Your Soul Reads? 

 



To be fair, these points can all be solid reasons to make a play. They’re 
not always an excuse for making a bad decision. But, it’s important that 

you know whether you’re making a well-timed soul read that’s profitable 

long term, or mistake. Even profitable players, who consistently make 

solid soul reads, because of a tell in poker, get it wrong from time to time. 

Whether this is a problem that happens often or infrequently, the first 

step to correcting it is the same. Study the instances when you ignore 
poker tips, make the wrong play and force a poorly-timed soul read. Does 

it happen when you’re tired, lose all poker tilt control or are or are bored? 
What factors do you fail to consider or analyze properly? Is it more likely 

to happen when you’re winning or losing money? Create a clear 
description of the situations where you’re likely to force a soul read, the 

reasoning you’ll use to justify it, and how your decision making breaks 

down. Study them all regularly. This will train your mind to spot the 
situations when an ill-timed soul read is likely to occur, so you can avoid 

making a mistake. 

If this strategy works for you, there isn’t a deeper problem. But that’s not 
true for everyone. Regardless of how good you are as a player, if there 

are times when you can’t help yourself and become compelled to pull off a 
soul read, you are likely chasing the high that comes from pulling one off. 

Winning money and making the best decision is no longer your main goal. 
The soul read is the win you’re after. Even if it goes against common 

poker tells and costs you a lot of money to get one. 

Chasing the Poker High 

 

Breaking this cycle can be difficult because these plays appeal on such a 
visceral level—it’s one reason you love the game. Players are often 

convinced they can simply stop themselves from attempting a soul read 
type play by studying poker strategy guides or saying, “don’t do it.”The 

problem with this solution is it doesn’t get to the heart of why they want 
to attempt one in the first place. Instead, it creates hidden tension that 



can eventually blow-up. Tension is created every time they successfully 
force themselves not to make the play they really want to make, 

especially when folding. The tension is a result of not getting the high they 

crave from reading poker tells and getting it right.  It’s like a form of 
withdrawal that will eventually become so intense that logical decision 

making will disappear and they become fixated on finding soul reads to 

make. 

To truly solve this problem, you need to get at the heart of why you’re 

chasing the high. Does a hero call make you feel like an elite player? Do 
you want to be able to tell poker players that you’re more skilful player 

than you actually are? Does it make you feel better than your opponent? 
Does it validate your decision to devote a lot of time to poker games? Do 

you think it’s important that the other players at the table recognize your 

skill? Do you desperately want to avoid feeling owned, like when another 
player shows you a bluff or when your bluff gets snap called? Think about 

these questions before you play next, and then again after the next time 

you feel the urge to pull off a big play. 

Flawed Logic: Check Yourself Before You Wreck 
Yourself 

 

The players that I’ve coached with this problem using my poker videos 
tend to have an underlying weakness in their confidence. The size of the 

weakness varied—some were small and related just to poker, while others 

tended to be deeper, more personal, and began before they started 
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playing poker. Either way, these players chased the high from a soul read 
as a subconscious attempt to correct the weakness in their confidence. 

They had lost all sight of the poker tips for beginners and advanced play 

they had picked up along the way. Pulling the read off made them feel like 
they had made it, like they were the best player at the table, or that they 

couldn’t lose. Play close attention to how it makes you feel, because 
there’s a flaw in it. Once you figure out the flaw, you can correct the 

weakness in your confidence and your addiction to soul reads. 

Ch.9 Don’t Trust Your Gut 

 

Trust your instincts. Follow your heart. Be yourself.Go with your gut. 

There is a growing trend in society recently to dish out poker strategy 
advice that essentially says, doing what feels right, is right. The same idea 

carries over to poker when players are given advice to “trust their gut,” 
because your gut always knows the best play. The gut is even glorified by 

feel players such as Phil Ivey, who seem to have such strong instincts 

they’re like Luke Skywalker using the power of the force. Plus, there has 
probably been a time when you didn’t listen to your gut and you paid the 

price. It’s brutal to know you had the right play in your mind, so you tell 
yourself you’ll never again go against the “don’t trust the gut” advice. Of 

course, eventually you go against it and say the same thing. Frankly it’s a 
good thing that you don’t always trust your gut—it is not perfect and to 

use it right, you need a good strategy. 

Players also make the mistake of discounting the gut entirely and instead 
rely on a purely logical and analytical approach they find in poker strategy 

articles to make decisions. Both extremes—overly trusting and overly 

discounting—can be corrected with a strategy for using this powerful part 



of your decision making.Trusting your gut in poker can be a big mistake 
when you’re not aware what your gut is and when it can misguide you. 

I’ve found the best way to develop a strategy for using the gut is to take 

the mystery out of it. 

Poker videos, like the one below, can help out with identifying the right 
and not-so-right things about your gut. 

 

Video link: https://youtu.be/9dNa62p59w8 

Your A-B-C Poker Game 

 

The gut is a feeling, sense, or reaction that you have when making a 
decision. A gutshot poker reaction comes into your mind so fast that 

thinking could never produce it. Thinking is a very active process where 
you’re considering information and putting pieces together in order to 

come to a conclusion. That process may only take a few seconds, but your 

gut gives you an answer seemingly at the speed of light. You may think 
about the gut reaction and decide whether to go with it or not, but 

thinking is not what gives it to you. 

This instantaneous answer doesn’t arise out of thin air, it comes from 
unconscious knowledge that you have in your mind. Here in lies the key to 

determining when to trust your gut and when not to—unconscious 
knowledge can be both new and old. When playing your A-game or in the 

zone, that high-level play is fueled by new unconscious knowledge you 
gather while playing, typically coming from being focused and having an 
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ideal level of energy. That new knowledge is what gives you, for example, 
a strong feel for the way the table is playing and how your image is 

perceived. 

On the flip side, when playing your B- and C-game, you don’t have 

enough energy to think properly and you rely more on old unconscious 
knowledge. This unconscious knowledge comes from studying the best 

poker videos and playing the game over months and years. Now, some of 
that knowledge represents areas of your game that are strong and so 

routine they happen automatically, like mucking 7-2 off suit under the 
gun. But some of this knowledge is outdated or flawed, and can’t be 

trusted. 

Build a+EV Strategy for Using Your Gut 

 

Being able to distinguish when you’re playing well from when you’re 

playing poorly, regardless of how you’re running, is the key factor to 
consider when deciding whether to trust your gut or go against it. This is 

another reason the A to C-Game Analysis from the Becoming a Great 
Loser chapter in this poker strategy guide can be helpful. Completing it 

will allow you to more easily spot the changes in your game and thus 
know what do to with the feeling you have about the hand. Below are 

some additional thoughts to help you build a strategy. 

Don’t trust your gut when you’ve lost poker tilt control, you're tired, 

extremely nervous, or any other instance when your ability to think has 
been significantly compromised. At these times, you’re left with your C-

game and the flawed unconscious knowledge will be informing your gut. It 
will tell you it’s ok to gamble, call down light, bluff raise the river, or play 

too passively. Whatever the specific mistakes you make when at your 
worst, that’s what will feel right and what your gut will tell you to do. 

When this happens, you either need to quit and take a short-break, or 
push yourself to think through those reactions by using a Strategic 

Reminder. 

 

 

 

 



Sharpen Your Poker Playing Skills 

 

While I don’t suggest you go with your gut when you’re playing poorly, I 

highly recommend that you keep track of gut reactions you have then 
when you’re finished playing. Add them to your A to C-Game Analysis, so 

you’ll have a clearer and more accurate idea of your C-game. At a 
minimum, this poker tip will make it easier to recognize when you’ve 

dropped into your C-game. Plus, when you analyze why calling, for 
example, would even spring to mind in that spot, you’ll be able to correct 

the faulty or incomplete logic in your C-game. These types of gut 
reactions expose the root of a weakness in your tactical or mental game. 

Players often miss the opportunity to study them and improve. 

Don’t trust your gut if you’re new to playing poker, even if you’re in the 

zone. Your game is unproven and your instincts will likely be relying on 
something else other than the requisite skill needed to beat the 

game.Besides, a newbie in the zone is probably just experiencing 
overconfidence. Leave the more complex poker tips to the advanced 

players – at least, in the beginning. 

Experimenting with Gut-Based Poker Play 
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Don’t trust your gut when you’re overconfident because you’re more likely 

to overestimate the likelihood that you’re in-game decisions is correct. 
Thus, you’re going to wrongly trust your gut when you don’t have an edge 

or aren’t playing great. This can easily happen when you’re running well, 
since it’s easy to assume that winning means you’re playing well. Being 

able to recognize the signs of overconfidence is very important to keeping 
your faulty feelings in check. If you can’t recognize when you’re 

overconfident check out chapter 8 in my first book. 

Trust your gut when you are in the zone and your decision making is 

fueled by new unconscious knowledge. When your energy, focus, and 
decision making are ideal, you have access to your entire range of poker 

tips for your Texas Hold’em game and your gut is the most accurate it can 
be. That doesn’t always mean it’s correct, since poker is a complex game. 

But if you get it wrong, you didn’t know enough to get it right anyways, so 

learn from it and move on. 

Trust your gut as an experiment. I wouldn’t advise this poker tip for 

beginners or anyone who has severe mental game issues to do this. But if 
you are a keen student, able to handle the bankroll swings, the emotional 

impact of mistakes and are in a good state of mind, consider always going 
with your gut. Why? Simple. When your gut is correct, you win, and when 

it’s wrong, you learn something. 

What Compels You in Poker? 



 

For example, if you find yourself in a spot where your opponent may 
be bluffing the river and you have third pair, your instinct to call could 

come from unconscious knowledge that has noticed he is bluffing a lot of 

rivers. If you keep calling in these spots and win, it is likely that your gut 
was spot on. If you keep calling and lose, then you have identified 

something to work on—either something is flawed or missing in your 

technical knowledge or there is a mental game flaw compelling you to call. 

Finally, like everything else in poker, using your gut for experimental 

purposes needs a strong sample size. Don’t assume that being right or 

wrong once should influence all future decisions. 

Ch.10 Why You Make Bad Decisions 
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You are guaranteed to make bad decisions. But don’t worry, you’re not 
alone. Every poker player makes them, even the best players in the world. 

They are inevitable. Knowing why you make bad decisions is the real crux 

of the matter. 

Perfect poker isn’t possible over large samples. That means mistakes are 

constantly being made, yet players often have a distaste for them. 

Rather than viewing mistakes as a natural part of the game—like losing 

and variance—they beat themselves up, get pissed off and cause their 

game to drop further. 

By focusing on the fact that they made a mistake, rather than 
understanding what caused it, they unknowingly increase the chance of 

making more mistakes. 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/6wHv3cXjiI0 

Recognizing the type of poker mistakes that you made gives you a clearer 

idea how to correct it. This is especially helpful to the player who is 

confused or pissed off by how they could make such obvious mistakes. 

Mental Game Flaws vs Tactical Poker Errors 

 

A mistake is either caused by a tactical poker strategy error or a mental 

game flaw. It may seem easy to figure out which is which, but players 

often fail to spot the mental flaw in their mistake. For example, if you are 
too passive, perhaps folding too easy or only calling with hands that are 

clearly worth raising, a mental game issue like risk aversion could be what 
is causing your passive decisions. You might be so scared of getting 

outdrawn or losing marginal holdings that you’re unable to take the 
necessary risks. Or, on the flip side, if you call way too loosely or reraise 



too much with hands that will only be called when you are beat, you might 

be bored and looking for action. 

Here’s a simple way of figuring out when your mistake is tactical or 

mental: 

• Obvious mistakes:These mistakes are so basic,it’s easy to know what you 
should have done differently, sometimes immediately after the hand.They 

are part of your C-game, and are so obviously wrong there’s nothing for 
you to learn tactically as part of your poker lessons. It was purely a 

mental mistake.Your mental level dropped so low that you couldn’t access 
the knowledge you have yet to master. To correct these mistakes, you 
must fix the mental game problems—such as tilt, fear, loss of confidence, 

boredom, or exhaustion—that causes you to make such bad decisions. 

 

• Marginal mistakes:These happen in hands you need to analyze or discuss 
with other players to figure out what you could have done differently. The 

cause of these mistakes aren’t as obvious, so you’ll have to study poker a 
little harder to figure whether it was a weakness in your tactical game, a 

drop in your mental level, or a combination of both. When reviewing these 
hands, be sure to consider all possibilities. Often players fail to think about 
the potential mental flaw that contributed to the mistake. 

• Learning mistakes:When you’re playing your A-game or are in the zone, 
you’re making the best decisions you can possibly make at the time. Your 

mental game is at your highest level when you’re following the best poker 
tips in Texas Hold’em, so that’s not the problem. The problem is that you 
don’t yet have the tactical knowledge or skill to prevent mistakes. And you 

won’t until you play the hand. These mistakes are a necessary part of the 
learning process and required to improve your tactical knowledge. 

Since this is a mental game poker strategy guide, I’m going to focus on 
mistakes caused by your mental game flaws.Fixing the mental side of your 



bad decisions is critical. If you only attempt to correct the tactical error, 

you will drive yourself crazy because these mistakes will keep happening. 

How to Make Better Bad Decisions 

 

You can’t avoid making bad decisions, but you can make them less bad. 

This kind of back end progress is most obvious when you compare the bad 
mistakes that you made a year ago to the ones you made recently. Note: 

If your worst decisions haven’t improved within a year and you’ve been 
attempting to correct the mental side of it, you haven’t yet figured out the 

real mental flaw. Dig deeper while studying your poker game and come up 

with a better poker game strategy. 

The poker tips I’ve already given in this eBook can help you improve your 
mental game and make better decisions. However, if you still have 

difficulty improving your worst decisions, pay close attention to when and 
why they’re likely to happen. These details can be critical to stopping 

them from happening in the future. Take notes on these hands after you 
finish playing. Then drill down to see what is off about your mental game. 

Here are some questions to get you thinking: 

Recognizing Poker Game Problems 

• What mental game problems are typically the cause of your bad play? 
Tired, distracted, bored, anxious, overconfident, lacking confidence or 

losing your poker tilt control? 
• What situations are they most likely to show up in? 
• When do you typically make poor decisions, at the start of a session or 

towards the end? 
• Is it more likely to happen after a big winning or losing day? 
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For some players, being aware of the pattern in their poor poker 
plays helps them make immediate improvements. If that doesn’t happen, 

I strongly suggest you read my first book to devise a strategy to correct 

your mental game problem. In the meantime, other great poker tips for 
both advanced and beginners that can help you avoid making bad 

decisions is to use something I call a “strategic reminder.” 

Setting Strategic Reminders in Poker 

 

A strategic reminder is a written note or document on your computer that 

reminds you of key factors in your decision making. This could even take 

the format of a video poker strategy record. 

The first step to creating one is to determine your general style for making 
a poker decision. In my experience, players tend to make decisions in one 

of two ways, which you can also refer to as a poker decisions tree: 

1. A linear step-by-step process that is the same for every hand. For 

example, you may consider the following factors, in this order, when 
deciding what to do: prior action, prior history with an opponent, their 

image, their hand range, and opponent’s hand range. But when in your C-
game, you forget to consider your image and your opponent’s hand range. 

2. A tailored process that considers all the same factors, but prioritizes them 

based on the ones that are most relevant in each hand, such as prior 
history with an opponent and their image. The order can change each 

hand. The common pattern is that players with this style rely on their feel 
for the table to determine the factors that will most heavily influence their 

decision. 
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On your strategic reminder, either write down all of the steps or factors 
you consider, or just the ones that tend to disappear when you’re playing 

bad.Then, when you spot your game dropping, read your reminder (or 

watch your poker video) and push yourself to consider each factor as 
accurately as you can. It may be difficult and require more effort than 

you’re used to giving. But the more you do it, the easier it will become. 

The Upside of Making Mistakes in Poker 

 

When you’re able to make better decisions at a time you typically would 

not, you will permanently strengthen your tactical knowledge and decision 

making ability. This kind of backend improvement is often ignored by 
players, but it’s key to the long-term growth in your game, alongside the 

knowledge you gain from poker strategy articles. 

Learning from mistakes is critical to being successful in a game as 
complex as poker. Now that you know you’re always going to make bad 

decisions, spend more time improving upon them and less time beating 

yourself up for them. 
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Ch.11 Distracted Poker 

 

While most of you would probably scoff at the idea of playing poker while 
drunk, many of you are playing in a way that is just as bad: a completely 

distracted mental game. 

Never in poker has it been so easy to be distracted, especially as an online 

player. You can be distracted by table chat, a phone call, the web, videos, 
a text message, email, another game, Skype, social media and the list 

goes on. This problem is one that is simply not being addressed in the 
latest videos on poker strategy. And, what’s most disturbing is that so 

many players are oblivious to the cost of their distracted poker game. 

A lot of new research that highlights the negative effect of general 
distraction in our lives has recently come out. Most notably is the impact 

of using a smartphone while driving. The National Highway & 
Transportation Administration in the U.S. has studies that show you’re 

23% more likely to have an accident when distracted by a smartphone. 

This is the same increase in accident rate after drinking four beers before 
driving. Distractions make you dangerous in life, and while there is no 

hard research to back it up, it is fair to assume the consequences in poker 

are severe. 

You may believe that watching a poker video while playing can be helpful. 

You may not think distractions affect your poker skills much, but neither 
did the thousands of people who got in car accidents. Had they 

understood the real cost of distracted driving, their phone would be out of 
arms reach. If any of the following happen to you, there is no denying the 

cost of being distracted is having on your poker game: 

 

Video link: https://youtu.be/_QYZ3oQ--gw 
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Forms of Distractions in Poker 

 

• Getting lost in a hand, not knowing how you got there, or the previous 
action 

• Failing to notice key information about your opponents 
• Putting too much emphasis on trivial pieces of information 

• Having to check previous hand histories during a hand to remember the 
previous actions of an opponent 

• Being confused as to why you lost or won the previous hand 

• Misreading your hand 
• Confusing players on one table with players on another table 

• Running out of time on a table when you didn’t have any major decisions 
on previous tables 

Hopefully you’ll never drive while distracted (or at least never again),so 

why are you risking your bankroll or poker career? In a poker world where 

almost everyone is distracted, there is a real edge to gain by players who 

are willing to focus on how to improve their poker skills. 

Why Focus? 

 

The secret to poker playing at a profitable level is focus. Focus is your tool 
for gathering the data you need to make decisions.But when you play 

poker and check Facebook for example, your mind gets filled with 



irrelevant data. This creates a phenomenon that researchers call 
“attentional residue”, where you remain distracted after the distraction is 

gone. Even if you’ve closed out of Facebook, you’ll still be thinking about 

the things you saw for some time. Plus, since the mind has a limited 
capacity, key information about poker must compete for space in your 

mind with a funny meme or pictures your friend posted about his trip. 

For some of you, eliminating distractions while you play or study may 
happen easily now that you’ve learned how dangerous they are to your 

game. What makes a good poker player is being able to put away your 
smartphone, close out Skype, telling your family and friends you’re 

unavailable, and closing web browsers. Accomplish all that, and you’re on 
your way to having great focus again. But having worked with players for 

many years, I know that education isn’t the answer for the majority. Most 

players will need to first understand and fix the underlying cause of their 
desire to be distracted. There’s a reason why you check social media, 

answer text messages and watch TV rather than just focusing on poker. 

Mental game problems like this don’t happen randomly. 

Why would you want to be distracted? Do you have a hard time being 

bored or card dead, even if it’s just for a few minutes? Does it happen 
when you’re tired? Do you feel like you must respond immediately to text 

or Skype messages? Does what distracts you from poker have long-term 
value or is it just a short-term interest that you quickly forget you even 

looked at? Does it happen when you’re losing and think you’re “just going 

to lose anyway” so why bother being focused? 

 

These are some questions to get you thinking about when you’re most 
likely to be distracted and why. Figuring out the cause of your distraction 

can be challenging if you’ve never fixed a mental game issue before. 

Here’s a poker tip for both beginners and advanced players that can help 
to achieve this: Consider trying an experiment where you force yourself to 

focus on poker. Remove all potential distractions before you play, and 
then during the session or tournament write down all the things that you 
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impulsively want to do. For example, if you have an urge to check 
Instagram or see if someone replied to your text message, take 30 

seconds to quickly write down the distraction, what’s going on in the 

game, and why you think you became distracted. 

Sure, writing like this is a distraction from the game, but you’re doing it as 
part of a poker strategy plan to gather data about your patterns of 

distraction. Do it for a week, or the equivalent if you play infrequently, 
and then review the data to see what’s most likely to distract you and 

why. Once you’ve figured out why, come up with some corrections. Here 

are some suggestions: 

Get in the Poker Zone and Stay There 

 

• If it happens when you’re tired, push yourself like I suggested in the last 
chapter of this poker strategy guide, to focus for even just 5 to 10 minutes 
more. 

• If you need to constantly stay in touch with family and friends, or other 
poker players, try telling them before you start playing that that you’ll be 

unavailable and for how long. If that doesn’t keep you from wanting to 
stay in touch, examine why you need to constantly know what’s going on. 

• If poker is boring and distractions keep you interested, find ways to be 

more challenged by the game. There’s always something new to 
learn, outside of the many poker strategy articles out there, even if that 

means learning more details about how your opponents think and play the 
game. 

• If losing is the cause, then you have a problem with losing and not focus. 

Correcting the pain of losing is the only way to fix your focus. 

Block Out All the Noise 



 

We live in an age that presents an endless supply of easy distractions. 
Whatever the reason you become distracted in poker, take removing them 

from your game seriously. This poker tip will help you learn a valuable and 
rare skill that will not only help play better poker, it’ll allow you to have 

more success in life. 

Ch.12 Calling Yourself Lazy is Lazy 

 

Saying you are lazy is paradoxically a lazy thing to do.It’s an excusenot to 
work on your motivational issue. You’re basically claiming that it’s a 

permanent part of your character,“this is just how I am,” so there’s 
nothing you can do to fix it.But laziness isn’t a character trait,you’ve 

simply learned to do what’s easy or comfortable instead of doing what’s 

necessary to reach your goals. 

Goals are the benchmark for laziness. If your poker goals are easily 
achieved, you can afford to grind hours of TV instead of studying or 

https://www.888poker.com/how-to-play-poker/


playing. That’s not laziness, it’s enjoying your lifewhich you can do 
because you’re achieving your goals. But when your lazy-like actions stop 

you from achieving your goals, you need to correct the cause of your 

motivational issue. 

Digging in and finding the real reason you’re lazy is the easiest way to 
permanently fix it. Too often players find a spark of temporary motivation 

by watching a great player, making a prop bet, or starting a new month. 
But when the inspiration soon fades,they end up right back in the same 

cycle they were in before. Inspiration isn’t a solution, it’s a band-aid. 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/22jlX54Lifg 

The key to becoming less lazy and achieving your goals is to find out why 

you’re lazy. To help you figure out why you’re lazy, I’ll discuss several 
common reasons that players don’t often think about. For example, 

laziness can show up as a way of dealing with a problem in your mental 
game, like tilt. Not playing or studying is an easy way to avoid tilting—you 

can’t get pissed off at bad beats or mistakes if you’re not at the table. 

Avoidance looks like laziness until you look closer. 

The first step towards identifying the root cause is to write a list of the 
things you do that are considered lazy,and note when and why 

theyhappen. Armed with that info, it’s a lot easier to figure out the deeper 
flaw and come up with a lasting correction. Then, look at the list and ask 

yourself why it makes sense that they happen? Here are some common 

reasons: 

Conflicting Goals 

 

I mentioned before that being lazy often means you’re just more 

motivated by things that conflict with your real goal. If you play video 



games instead of poker, then video games are more motivating. So why 
haspoker become so much less motivating now? It hasn’t always been this 

way. You used to love it. You used to spend hours playing and learning. 

You were the opposite of lazy. Maybe poker used to be the thing that 
conflicted with school or your job, and that’s what excited you. But now 

that poker has become your main focus, it feels more like a job. Or maybe 
you’ve had a lot of success and the challenge doesn’t fire you up anymore. 

The game is more interesting when there’s a lot to learn. Have you 
stopped working on your game? Studying may feel like a chore 

sometimes, but learning new things often keeps you driven. 

Perhaps you learned to avoid doing what you were “supposed” to do, like 
school work or chores, as a kid. Defying your parents back then was fun, 

but now that habit causes you to defy your own goals. Years of practicing 

the art of avoidance made you incredibly skilled at doing what was fun 
and easy. But it has made you mentally weak, like someone who has 

never lifted weights. You lack the strength to do what’s necessary. 

Becoming mentally stronger is a lot like working out—you can’t instantly 
lift a ton of weight, you have to steadily build your way up and you have 

to push yourself to do what’s hard. In the gym, if you don’t push yourself 
beyond what you can already do, you don’t build muscle. By the same 

measure, if you only do what’s easy and enjoyable, you won’t develop the 
strength to do what’s necessary. Throughout each day, push yourself to 

do a little more. Take baby steps. Play for 10 more minutes. Study for five 

more minutes. Review your play at the end of the session for 2 minutes. 
Once you start developing these habits you can add more, but start with 

an amount that’s doable. 

Lacking Goals 

 

http://www.888poker.com/magazine/poker-mental-game/why-the-mind-matters-in-poker


Another common problem that is often confused with laziness happens 
when a player lacks direction in their game. Theyachieved a goal and are 

either not sure what to aim for next or simply forget to choose. It’s 

amazing how many conversations I’ve had with players over the years 
who forgot to set new goals. They had a great year, won a major 

tournament, or reached stakes they’d always dreamed about and then 
asked for help after doing nothing for six months.They didn’t realize that 

they hadn’t set new goals. Without clear goals, actionslike watching TV, 

surfing the internet, or going out with friends will seem lazy. 

The solution is simple: Always have goals. If you can’t think of what you 

want, then your goal is to figure out your next goal. Not knowing what to 
work on in your game can cause a similar problem. When you become 

more experienced it can be harder to spot the nuances in poker that need 

your attention. To counter this, make it a goal to always have something 

in your game to work on. 

If you always need to be learning something new and exciting, however, 

you’re at risk of failing to master the more basic elements of your poker 
game. This flaw in your approach to learning will eventually undermine 

your long-term growth as a player. Make sure you also focus on 
improvingyour biggest mistakes or weaknesses. This part of your game 

isn’t sexy and may seem too obvious to focus on, but you can’t ignore 
them entirely. The good news is that they don’t require much time to 

improve since they are so basic. Just be sure to focus on them regularly 

along with the new stuff. A steady diet of both is key to creating a 

consistent motivation for learning. 

Needing No Outs 
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Some players have such unstable motivation the only thing that gets them 
energized to play or study is when they have no other choice. They wait 

until they risk having to drop down in stakes, busting their bankroll, or 

getting short stacked in a tournament. Often these players need to be 
highly stressed to be focused and at their best. Essentially, the only way 

they can get fired up is to delay or procrastinate until they get close to or 
reach rock bottom. One example you may be familiar with is a player who 

says they feel more comfortable getting short stacked in a tournament 
because it simplifies their decisions and forces them to take risks.Tough 

decisions become easy when you have no other options. 

This motivational problem happens from an inability or weakness in your 
ability to make decisions. Poker is all about making decisions so it’s 

unlikely that you lack the ability, and more likely that fear is blocking it. 

Fear of failure, losing, mistakes or embarrassment are common culprits. 
To develop consistent motivation in the longterm, it’s necessary to face 

and correct your fear. For now, try pushing yourself to make hard choices 

when you still have options. 

Burn Out 

 

A lot of my clients are high volume players who play hundreds of 

thousands of hands a year against tough opposition. They sometimes will 

play seven days a week and 12+ hour sessions when they’re feeling good. 
This is the mental equivalent of being an endurance runner.Eventually, 

this tremendous output causes them to get so burned out they can’t 
muster the energy to play. Amazingly, these mental endurance athletes 

will then call themselves lazy because they can’t comprehend another 

reason why they would lack motivation. 



Mental performance relies on energy being replenished—you can’t run a 
car forever without refueling. Rest rebuilds the energy you burn from 

playing. Before calling yourself lazy, take an honest look at your output 

and whether you’re balancing it with enough rest. If not, you may be 

burned out. 

Proper rest doesn’t just mean getting good sleep, it also means taking 

days off (occasionally a week off), having another activity you enjoy, and 
avoiding electronics for some part of the day. But, once you get burned 

out there’s no other way to recover than taking a break from the game—
several days, a week, or longer. How long depends on how badly you’re 

burned out. (Like a physical burn there are many degrees to how mentally 
burned out you can be.) Sometimes you can’t prevent it from happening, 

like when you’re playing a big tournament series. But having a routine 

that gives you proper rest will go a long way to minimizing how much you 

burnout. 

Introspection 

If these topics don’t get to the heart of why you get lazy, you need to dig 

deeper on your own. In an upcoming chapter, I’ll introduce a technique 
called the Mental Hand History that can help get at the root of your 

problem. 

Being lazy isn’t your destiny. It can be fixed…so long as you’re not too 

lazy to try. 

Ch.13 A Variance Expert 

 



What sets poker apart from other games is variance. Poker is a game of 
luck and skill where the best poker strategy wins in the long run, 

but regularly lose to worse players in the short term. When you think 

about games you played prior to poker, unless something crazy happened 
like a ref missing an obvious call, it was easy to know who was better. The 

better player or team is the one that wins. But in poker it’s not that 
simple. Poker variance hides the truth and gives false feedback about a 

player’s skill. 

How well do you think you understand the luck aspect of poker? If you’re 
anything like the players I’ve worked with, chances are you don’t 

understand it as well as you think. Poker players tend to understand 
variance better than the average person, but the way they react 

emotionally to poker variance proves there is still more to learn. 

Check out the poker video below to see a few examples that may indicate 

a poor understanding of luck: 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/aab0CxXuFrc 

The Pendulum of Luck 

 

• You are frustrated losing to a weaker player 
• You choose to play lower variance games or different poker variants after 

a bad run 
• You lose all poker tilt control from bad beats 

• You play lower stakes after a bad run,while still being bankrolled for higher 
stakes 

• Your motivation is affected by a good or bad run 

• You ignore mistakes when running well 
• You have questioned whether you’ll ever win again 

• You quit early to “lock up a win” 
• You become desperate to fix your game only when losing 
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• You check your results constantly while playing 

Dealing with the Uncertainty 

 

Players at every level of the game, even a highly-skilled player or 
considered variance expert, have significant holes in their understanding 

of variance. In a coaching session, they’re often dumbfounded when I ask 
what the probability is that they could run like this given their poker win-

rate or ROI. Everyone knows losing with AA to KK is bad luck, but not 
everyone knows how long a bad run can typically last. The amount of 

variance in poker can sometimes be shocking and can leave players 

unsure of what to believe. 

For players who struggle to deal with variance, the problem is often not 

the wild swings or the perceived unfairness, it’s uncertainty. Sure the 

losing streaks hurt, but what really kills you is not knowing when it will 
end. Imagine going through a particularly rough stretch of bad luck where 

you can’t win no matter what you poker variations you play, but someone 
magically told you that, “If you keep playing your normal game and 

volume, the bad run will be over in a week and you’ll be back winning like 
usual.” Instantly the stress and tilt would disappear, and your motivation 

and confidence would be restored. It wouldn’t be fun to keep losing for 

another week, but knowing the future would make it a lot easier. 

Obviously, no one can tell you when a bad run will end or what cards will 

come next, but it is possible to handle variance better without a crystal 

ball.In the last chapter of this poker strategy guide, I discussed how 
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dealing with the uncertainty of losing is easier when you improve your 
ability to recognize the differences in your game. By the same measure, 

improving your skill at recognizing variance can provide a further buffer 

against uncertainty. 

In the past, the main way players learned to deal with variance was 
simply going through it. That’s still largely the case, but there is another 

way: become a variance expert by studying it in similar ways that you 

would any other aspect of the game. Here are some ideas how: 

Crunching the Numbers to Understand Variance 

 

• Look at what is mathematically possible over what period or sample size 
by using a variance calculator (cash and tournaments). It’s a great tool to 
better understand what to expect. 

 

 

• If you have a database of hands, study the winning and losing periods. 
 

 

• Don’t dismiss stories from other players about how bad they are running, 

and assume that means they’re a weak player.Try to learn something 
about the extent of their bad run. 

 

 



• Great poker players are experts at dealing with uncertainty and many of 

them answer questions on social media and forums as well as publishing 
some of the best poker videos on the subject. Check them out. 

 

 

• Write a short poker strategy article about what you’ve learned about 
variance. Study it every day that you play. 

 

 

• At the end of each day you play, rate how well you played, the degree of 
challenge posed by your opponents, and how much variance was in your 
favor or against you. Provide evidence for your rating.If you played great, 

against weak competition and lost money, it’s likely that variance was 
against you. Since this idea relies on your opinion, it’s easy to convince 

yourself of things that aren’t true, so be sure to provide evidence for your 
rating. Another poker tip for both beginners and advanced players is 

to consider asking other players for feedback. If your evaluations prove to 
be accurate, you’ll be able to trust your impressions more. 

Adopt a Measured Approach 

 

As you study variance more, and what you learn starts to stick in your 

mind, you’ll move from having a surface level understanding of variance 

to an instinctive one. When your knowledge of variance reaches that level, 
it will fundamentally change how you react to bad beats, coolers, suck 

outs, long streaks of losing coin flips, etc.in real time at the tables. An 
instinctive understanding of variance means you can handle good and bad 

swings without dramatically changing your play. You won’t have to drop 
down or jump up in stakes, take unplanned long breaks, or quit when 

ahead or rely on a stop loss. These are strategies and poker tips that 
players use to manage their negative reactions to variance. You’ll know 



you’ve made significant progress in handling variance when you 

automatically don’t need to use them. 

 

Poker is a battle of the perception of skill as much as it is a battle of actual 
skill. The very fact that weaker players choose to regularly step into the 

arena with professionals, and gamblers convince themselves they have a 
“system”, is testament to this dichotomy. The main reason players have 

such large misjudgments of their skill level is variance. Without it, poker 

would be like chess. Most poker players understand this at a basic level, 
but only when they have a much stronger understanding of variance are 

they able to persevere through downswings and remain humble during the 

good times. 

Ch.14 Become a Great Loser 

 



Nobody starts playing poker wanting to lose, but soon you realize it’s 
inevitable. Of all the poker strategy skill games, I have yet to discover one 

where players who have a significant edge over their regular competition 

lose as frequently as they do in poker.This is especially true in live 
tournaments where it’s feasible for an elite player to never win a major 

event because there are simply not enough of them. 

Hating to lose is not unique to poker and very competitive people tend to 
be the ones who handle it the worst. There are many reasons why players 

struggle with losing despite it being a natural part of the game. They’re 
playing for more than just the payouts or the money on the table, they’re 

playing for what that money means to them personally. Losing money 
means they lose confidence, pride, motivation, security, time, fun and 

freedom.Some players hate losing because they assume that means they 

made a mistake, and they hate making mistakes. To others, losing in 
poker sparks an uncontrolled and irrational outlook that they’ll keep losing 

and never win again. You might hate losing when it happens against a 

tough regular because it feels like you’re getting owned. 

In the poker video below, I show you how and why you should take your 

beats on the chin. 

Like a lot of things in poker, there’s a range when it comes to how much 

losing a player can handle. Most players do not expect to win every hand 
(although some do). Despite knowing that it’s logically impossible, deep 

down some players expect to win every session. More experienced players 
can tolerate bad weeks or months, but everyone has their limit and they 

often react to losing by: 
 

Video link: https://youtu.be/a0LMXKPZtw0 



Don’t Let Losses Cramp Your Poker Game 

 

• Quitting early when up a small amount to book a win 
• Playing less 

• Ignoring their errors and assuming they played well 
• Avoiding profitable spots that remind them of the hands they recently lost 

• Dropping down in stakes even though they don’t need to for bankroll 
reasons 

• Complaining about their losseswhile doing nothing to learn from it 

• Allowing their emotions to cause them to play worse and lose more 

To be a great poker player you must become a great loser. To be a great 

loser you need to know where you played well, irrespective of results and 
without being delusional.It’s a fine line to balance and getting it right is a 

challenge, but the goal is simple: minimize the effect that losses have on 

your play and volume. 



Losing Sucks but it’s How You Lose that Really Matters 

 

I imagine some of you have jumped to the conclusion that I’m trying to 
get you to feel good about losing. That’s not what I want. What I care 

most about is how you play, how often you play and how accurately you 

improve, because that’s what you have control of in the short-term. 
Winning in the short-term isn’t entirely in your hands. If you assume that 

I want you to accept poker losing streak and feel good about it, you’re 
making an excuse not to improve.The reality is that for some of you, the 

suggestions I give later in the chapter won’t change how losing feels, and 
it will remain brutal. But if I can help you delay that reaction so it doesn’t 

affect your decision making while you’re playing, and if you wake up the 
next day still looking forward to play,it doesn’t really matter how bad 

losing feels. Sure, you’d rather it not hurt so you go on with your day like 
some players can do, but not everyone can get there.For some, the pain 

of losing is the price they pay for how much they want to win. Their goal 
will never be to feel good about losing; their best hope is simply for it to 

hurt less. 

A New Way to Measure Skill 

Imagine being given a super power that allows you to remove variance 
from results. It’s not one they’d ever make a movie about, but as a poker 

player it would be pretty valuable to know how much money you should 
have made from a tournament or cash game, and how you compare to 

other players.Knowing all of that would take a lot of uncertainty out of the 
game and make losing a lot easier. If you got crushed in a cash game or 

busted a tournament in the third level, but knew that you were the best 
player at the table, you wouldn’t be celebrating, but you also wouldn’t feel 

like a poker loser as you normally do. Even if you found out that were 



outclassed, at least you’d know. You wouldn’t be guessing. Sometimes 

uncertainty is enough to drive us mad and make losing that much harder. 

Obviously, no one has this power.But it is possible to develop a more 
objective way of evaluating your skill. And when you have a clearer way of 

knowing how you played, you can tolerate short-term losses a lot better. 
If you can prove to yourself that you played well, or close to it and still 

lost, what can you do?It’s poker. This is what you signed up for. On the 
flip side if you lost and played bad, then you’ve got some work to do, and 

focusing on correcting those errors is a lot more productive than just 
being pissed off that you lost. Lastly, if you lost all your poker tilt control 

and won, your mistakes will stand out and not be hidden by the win. 

Ignoring mistakes when you win sets you up for future losses. 

Map Out Your A-C Game Analysis 

The way you become more objective about your game is to write out the 

differences in each level of your game. Every player’s game has a 

variation to it—no one plays perfectly all the time. Having the differences 
written out creates a measuring stick of sorts, that you can use to 

evaluate how you played after you’re done playing. To make this process 
straightforward, I have my clients use these poker tips for advanced ad 

beginners to complete an A to C-Game Analysis that essentially chops 
their game into 4 levels: The zone, A-game, B-game, and C-game, and 

separates their mental game from their tactical skill. Here’s a sample to 
give you an idea of what it looks like: go to last 2 pages of the document.  

 

 

Incremental Improvements in Your Poker Game 

 

In each column, they put the skills, strategy, habits and tendencies that 
they expect to see at each level of their game. Imagine the above 

example was your own A to C-Game Analysis. If you had a losing session, 



but 3-bet in position well, made some good thin value bets, made no C-
game mistakes and only a few B-game mistakes, you could make a strong 

case that you played very well. Maybe just variance was not on your side 

or your opponents were very good. How much better would you handle 
the loss if you knew all of this? For some players the difference is 

dramatic—they’re clear on what to improve, optimistic that level of play 
will eventually get paid off, happy to have played well during a tough 

session and able to go on with their day or fall asleep easily. 

Now imagine you had a winning session but played passive with strong 
hands and missed spots to make thin value bets. You won because you 

either got lucky or the competition was so bad your poor play only cost 
you the chance to win more. Either way, you’re not going to walk away 

from this session feeling like you dominated, which would have set you up 

to get mentally crushed by your next loss. It’s fine to feel good that you 
won, but you will also have the incentive to work hard away from the 

tables, something that is less likely had your mood been only tied to the 

result. 

Another great way to track any improvements in game is to use video to 

review your poker strategy in both winning and losing sessions. 

Are You The Monkey or the Beast? 

 

If you use the A to C-Game Analysis regularly, your thoughts about the 

session will be based more on whether you played well or not, than on the 
outcome. This will help you deal with unlucky sessions, avoid becoming 

overconfident after winning sessions, and identify areas for improvement 

every time. 



I chose to chop a player’s game up into those four levels in this poker 
strategy guide because it is a simple and recognizable way to articulate 

this range, but feel free to tailor it in any way that makes sense to you. 

You might divide it by A to F-game,level 1 thinking to level 10 thinking, or 
Monkey Tilt and Beast Mode. There are many ways to do it and what 

matters most is that you can clearly identify the different levels of your 
game.You can download an excel version of the poker tips file that I give 

to my clients, and it includes suggestions on how to fill it out. Just 
remember that it’s important to update it as your game evolves. I suggest 

to my clients that they update theirs once per month. 

One word of caution is to not use the A to C-game analysis as a crutch. 
There are some players who became married to poker strategy articles 

describing ‘All In EV’ and/or Sklansky Bucks (metrics which show they got 

their money in good that discounts when they got unlucky) as a way of 
measuring their skill. However, when you completely ignore your results 

in favor of this new metric, you could use it as an excuse for poor results. 
Use it, but don’t completely disregard your actual real money results. Add 

the A to C-game analysis to try to make your overall evaluation of your 

game more accurate. 

Know Your Poker Game 

 

Finally, I have framed this lesson in the context of becoming a great loser, 
but make sure you use the A to C-game analysis when you’re winning too. 

Having an objective view of your game is just as important when you’re 
winning and will help you avoid overconfidence, focus on improving your 

weaknesses, play well and win. 

 

 



A to C-Game Analysis 

Mental Game 

C-game B-Game A-game The Zone 

A lot wilder than usual Trying to generate more action Very relaxed Time is endless 

A lot more forceful Trying to win in more games Decisive See creative lines 

Aggresive: #of tables & trying to 
win every pot 

Inquisitive - looking for sports 
rather than waiting for them to 
come to me  

Don't put myself in spots where 
decisions are tough  

Not frustrated by bad beats or 
attached to money 

Not thinking Slightly creative Everything is easy Calm 

Things happen very quickly Less optimal game   Composed 

Hasty with decisions       

        



Tactical Skill 

C-game B-Game A-game The Zone 

Do not 3-bet, passive with strong 
hands 

Reasonable application of maths 
in hand 

3-bet well in position with wide 
range 

Makes strong well timed 4-bet 
bluffs 

Only value bet top pair or better  Only 3-bet very strong hands Makes strong thin value bets Card removal and combinatorics  

Only basic math 
Value bet middle pair hands in 
small pots 

Make very accurate equity 
calculations in the moment 

Makes strong thin value shoves 

 


