Chapter 10 — Mental Game

Technical skill means nothing if your mental state undermines execution. This is where most
developing players silently bleed money.

Why Mental Game Is a Skill, Not an Excuse

"l was tilting" is often used as an excuse after a bad session. It shouldn't be. Tilt is a predictable,
manageable condition — not bad luck and not a personality flaw. The players who master the mental
game don't stop tilting — they recognize the onset earlier and have systems to respond.

The core reframe: Your mental game IS your edge. Two players with identical technical skill — the
one with better mental game makes more money. Every time. Because they execute their system
more consistently over more hands without self-destructing.

The Tilt Spectrum

Tilt isn't binary — it's a spectrum. Most players only recognize the extreme end (screaming, shoving
every hand). The dangerous leaks happen in the early and middle stages when you think you're
playing fine.

Stage | What It Looks Like | What It Costs You |

Stage 1 — Friction | Slight irritation after a bad beat. Still playing normally but "feeling" each decision
more. | Minor — slightly faster decisions, occasional impatience |

Stage 2 — Subtle Leak | Calling slightly wider. Skipping fold. "l deserve to win this pot." Justifying
marginal spots. | Significant — range creep, loose calls, missed folds |

Stage 3 — Active Tilt | Playing to "get even." Over-bluffing. Calling down with nothing. Ego-driven
decisions. | Severe — multiple violations of all Four Laws simultaneously |

Stage 4 — Full Tilt | Results don't matter. Just want action. Stack management abandoned. |
Catastrophic — full buy-ins gone in minutes |

The stop-loss exists for Stage 3 and 4. You need to catch Stage 2. By the time you're at Stage 3, your
decision-making is already too compromised to make the rational choice to stop. Build the habit of
identifying Stage 2 — that's where self-awareness saves money.

Variance — What It Actually Means

Most players intellectually understand variance but emotionally treat every downswing as evidence of
a leak or bad luck. Understanding the math of variance is the antidote.

At 5 bb/100 winrate with typical variance, you can expect:
- A 10 buy-in downswing once every ~50,000 hands

— A 5 buy-in downswing multiple times per 50,000 hands



— Breakeven stretches of 20,000+ hands even while being a winner

This is not bad luck. This is math. It will happen to you. The question is whether your bankroll and
mental game are built to survive it — or whether you go broke and quit before the variance evens out.

The practical implication for your $500 bankroll at NL10: You will have sessions where you lose 2-3
buy-ins running correctly. You will have weeks where nothing goes right despite playing your best
poker. This is built into the distribution. Your job is to keep the sample size growing, keep executing
the system, and let the math do the work.

Bad Beat Response Protocol

A bad beat — getting your money in good and losing — is not a bad outcome. It is the correct
outcome of correct play. The goal of poker is to make correct decisions, not to win every pot you
deserve to win.

Immediately after a bad beat, run this check:

1. "Did | get my money in as a favorite?" — If yes, that was correct play. The result is irrelevant.
2. "Did I make any mistakes in the hand?" — If no mistakes, there is nothing to fix.
3. "Am | feeling friction from this?" — If yes, note it. Watch for Stage 2 tilt in the next 10 hands.

The worst response to a bad beat is to immediately play the next hand before completing this check.

The Entitlement Trap
"l deserve to win this pot" is one of the most expensive thoughts in poker.

Entitlement tilt happens when you feel owed a result — "I've been card dead for an hour," "This guy
keeps sucking out on me," "l should be up 3 buy-ins right now." The feeling of being owed causes you
to take marginal spots you shouldn't, call down with weak holdings, and force action.

The poker table owes you nothing. Every hand is independent. The only currency that matters is
correct decisions over time.

Session Management Rules

MENTAL GAME SESSION RULES

» Pre-session check: Am | tired, hungry, stressed, or already tilted from something outside poker? If
yes — do not play.

» Set a time limit in addition to a stop-loss. Fatigue degrades decision quality even when you feel
fine.

» After a bad beat: Pause 30 seconds before the next hand. Run the bad beat check. Do not
auto-post.

» Stage 2 signal: If you catch yourself justifying a call you know is marginal — stop the session
immediately.



« Win-stop consideration: If you're up significantly and feel invincible — that's also a mental state
that causes leaks. Consider stopping.

» No make-up sessions: Never play specifically to get even from a previous session. Each session
is independent.

Building Your Baseline — The MA iGaming Context

You have a genuine advantage that most players don't: time to prepare before regulated play is
available. Use the sweepstakes period (WPT Global, Global Poker) as a mental game training
ground, not just a technical one.

Specifically: Play at stakes where the money doesn't sting enough to tilt you. That's the right
calibration for learning. NL5-NL10 on a sweepstakes platform with your current bankroll keeps the
stakes meaningful enough to care, low enough to execute your system without emotional
interference. When MA goes live and you step into real regulated play, your mental game will already
be trained — that's a significant edge over players playing real money for the first time.

On Bots — The Reallistic Picture

Your concern about bots is valid and worth taking seriously, but it's also worth calibrating correctly so
it doesn't become paranoia that affects your play.

Where bot risk is HIGH: Unregulated crypto sites (Coins Poker and similar). No KYC, anonymous
accounts, no consequences for operators. Avoid these as a primary learning environment — you
genuinely cannot tell if you're losing to leaks or bots, which breaks the feedback loop.

Where bot risk is LOW: Licensed sweepstakes sites (WPT Global, Global Poker), and especially
regulated US state platforms when MA goes live. These sites have KYC requirements, active bot
detection, and real financial/legal consequences for operators who allow it. Not zero, but low enough
that it shouldn't affect your game plan.

How to spot suspicious play: Perfect timing consistency on every action, playing 6+ tables
simultaneously with identical timing patterns, unusual raise sizing patterns that never deviate, playing
24 hours straight. Report and move on — don't tilt over it.

Tilt State Meter

Identify your current mental state before and during sessions. Tap the state that describes you right
now — each one has a specific protocol.

O

LOCKED IN

Clear head, full focus, decisions feel easy
O

SLIGHTLY OFF



Minor distraction or mild frustration present

O

WARMING UP

Annoyed at results, questioning decisions

U

TILTING

Playing faster, calling wider, punting chips

O

FULL TILT

Emotional override — logic is offline

PROTOCOL: LOCKED IN — Optimal State

You are in the best mental state for poker. Play your A-game — this is when edge is extracted.**
— Trust your reads. Execute your ranges without second-guessing.

— This is when thin value bets and well-timed bluffs are profitable.

— Note what you did before this session — replicate it.

PROTOCOL: SLIGHTLY OFF — Monitor

Minor variance or distraction. Manageable, but requires awareness.

— Tighten ranges by ~5%.** Skip the most marginal spots.

— Avoid big bluffs until you feel re-settled.

- Take a 5-minute break between sessions. Do not rush back.

- If it worsens, move to the next protocol immediately.

PROTOCOL: WARMING UP — Reduce Scope

Frustration is affecting judgment. This is where stacks start leaking.

— Drop to your tightest possible range — UTG standards at every position.**
— No bluffs. No thin calls. No marginal spots.

- Play only the hands you would play if everything were on the line.

— Set a hard 20-minute timer. If it doesn't clear — stop.

PROTOCOL: TILTING — Stop and Reset

Logic is compromised. Every hand you play costs more than it returns.
— Close the table now.** Not after this hand. Now.

— Do not rebuy. Do not open a new table. Do not play "one more."



— Step away for at minimum 30 minutes. No poker content.

— Check: have you hit your stop-loss? If yes — the session is over.
PROTOCOL: FULL TILT — Session Over

You are not playing poker right now. You are gambling emotionally.

- Close everything. Log off. Walk away from the screen entirely.**

— The money you lose here is not bad luck — it's a direct cost of this state.
— Do not return today. Minimum: sleep, then reassess tomorrow.

— Review what triggered this. Log it. Build a prevention plan.



